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Chapter One

 

It was too soon to be discouraged. Callix had visited every Pack in his territory over the past two months without finding his mate, but that didn't mean he would be like his brother Thane. Thane had spent five years searching for Fionn, and by the time he'd found him things between them were anything but straightforward.

When Rowan Pack had made contact with him, he'd been pleased to have a distraction from his search, but their news was disturbing. The body of one of their wolves had been found in the forest. He'd been killed by a shotgun, and there was evidence of injuries consistent with being caught in a snare. For some reason, he'd been unable to free himself or shift.

So now Cal was investigating the area they'd found him in, trying to figure out what had happened. Was it humans hunting, and an unlucky shifter became caught in their trap? Or was it something more? It would take a lot for a werewolf to become caught in a human trap and be unable to extricate themselves before the hunters arrived to check them.

Cal could imagine what a horrible, terrifying experience it must have been for the shifter, but he forced it from his mind as he walked. It wouldn't do to get distracted, he needed his wits about him. This area of forest was close enough to humans that it was safer for him to be in his human skin, though he was barefoot, with his bow and arrows and a drawstring bag slung across his back—traveling light, as always.

A sound in the distance caught his attention and he stilled. It came again, unusual enough that he changed direction and walked toward it. Animal or human? He tried to catch the scent on the breeze, but it was downwind of him. The ground beneath him gave him hints as he noted a footprint from a shoe. A human more than likely, though the sound they were making was odd.

He approached with care, mindful that if this was a hunter, startling them might be fatal. What came into view amongst the trees was a male, crouched on the ground. Cal closed in, hearing the man's labored breathing and pained murmuring. An injured human. Just what he needed. 

Not one to let any creature suffer, and seeing no sign of a weapon, he stepped forward. "Hi there, do you need some help?"

The man jerked around on hearing his voice, and Cal caught sight of a head of blond hair so light it was almost white and bright blue eyes that regarded him fearfully.

The man's scent hit him a moment later, and Cal knew he was in a world of trouble. Definitely human. And something more besides.

He raised his hands slowly, palms up, as he forced his focus back on the situation at hand.

"I'm sorry if I startled you."

The man's attention returned to his feet, and as Cal edged around toward him, he could see the problem. The human's leg was trapped in a snare, a white wire wrapped tight around his ankle.

"I… I can't get it off. And it hurts."

Cal stepped closer, his hands still held up in front of him.

"I can help. Just try and stay still."

The man looked up again, holding Cal's gaze. He seemed skeptical, but Cal could see he was considering his words.

"My name is Cal," he offered, hoping putting a name to a face might make him more trustworthy.

"I'm Dylan," the blue-eyed man replied.

Cal took that as permission to move closer and knelt down next to him, reaching out slowly to examine the wire.

"It caught around my foot and tripped me up. I tried to get my fingers underneath it but…" He held his hands up, showing Cal the red cuts the wire had left. His ankle was puffy and swollen, and Cal could see where the wire had already cut into it.

He traced the end of the wire from Dylan's ankle to where it was tied around a tree. There would be no untangling this.

"We'll need to cut it to free you. It's designed to tighten when you pull on it." Which Dylan couldn't have missed in his attempts to escape.

He pulled the bag from his shoulder, setting it down and pulling out his pocket knife.

"You need to hold really still. I'll unfold the blade from my pocket knife, slip it between your skin and the wire, then close it over to snip the wire in two. It will put pressure on the wire for a few moments. Just breathe deeply through your mouth and hold still."

Once he'd explained it, he didn't waste time getting started. It wasn't as easy as he made it sound. The wire was so tight, and the ankle so swollen, that it took effort to slip the blade under it—Dylan tensing and hissing under his breath as the wire pressed against his skin. Then Cal was folding the knife closed, hearing the snap as the blade neatly sliced the wire in two. He peeled it gently from around Dylan's ankle, examining the reddened skin beneath.

"How long have you been trapped?"

"A few hours."

"And no one's come looking?"

"I won't be missed until lunchtime." It wasn't yet midday.

Dylan flexed his ankle experimentally, wincing as he did so.

"Thanks for your help."

"You're welcome. I'm glad I found you when I did. Do you think you can walk on that ankle?"

"I'm not sure. I twisted it when I fell."

"How far is your home from here?"

Dylan turned his head around, pointing east. "That way. About half an hour's walk."

He turned back to Cal, and now they were face to face again, those startling blue eyes catching him once more. He almost didn't believe what his eyes were telling him, what the other man's scent was making clear. Dylan was his destined mate and hopelessly, irrevocably human.

 

He'd tried yelling for help, even though he knew it was fruitless. His grandfather was back at the house, too far away to hear him, and he rarely came across anyone else in these woods. As the minutes slipped into hours, it just got worse. His ankle swelled from the fall, and no matter what he did the wire only seemed to tighten against his skin. He was tired and hurting when the voice called to him.

Looking up, he found himself captivated by the man in front of him. He looked young, around Dylan's age or a little older, with dark hair and dark eyes. His presence distracted him from his predicament for a moment. And then Cal was freeing him and cautiously helping him to his feet. His ankle held his weight, but only just.

"Lean on me," the other man said, wrapping an arm around him.

It should have been awkward and uncomfortable being pressed so close to a virtual stranger, but there was something about Cal—how he moved, how he spoke—that inspired a certain fascination in him.

"Have you lived here long?" Cal asked as they walked.

"All my life," Dylan replied. "What about you?" He'd never seen Cal before, but then he rarely saw other people, except his grandfather.

"Just passing through."

Dylan felt a pang of disappointment. Another few minutes and they'd part for good.

"That snare you were caught in, have you seen those around before?"

"No. Not a lot of hunting goes on here."

His foot hit a rock, and he stumbled. Cal caught him easily, warm arms holding him upright. "Whoa, there. Are you okay?"

Dylan could only nod, their faces inches from one another, and he was suddenly very aware of each breath he took and of the color of Cal's lips. Cal broke into a smile. "Let's try and get you home in one piece."

"Do you hunt?" Dylan asked when he got his voice back, eyeing the bow Cal carried on his back.

"For food. I prefer static targets to practice with," Cal replied. "You?"

"My grandfather hunts. I don't. But I fish."

Speaking of his grandfather, they were getting closer to home. He wouldn't be pleased to hear what had happened to him. He'd be even less pleased if he found him with Cal.

"I'm okay from here," he announced when he saw the tree that marked the five-minute point from his house. "Thanks for your help."

That seemed to stump Cal. "Let me see you to your door."

"There's no need. I've put you out enough."

The look Cal gave him told Dylan his words weren't being well received.

"My grandfather doesn't like strangers on our property. It would be easier if he didn't know you were here.

That, Cal seemed to understand. "Are you sure you can make it on your own?"

Dylan tried out a few steps. It hurt, but his ankle held his weight. "I can make it."

He turned to leave, but Cal's hand on his elbow stopped him.

"I'll be passing this way again in a few days. Maybe I could catch up with you, see how you're doing?"

It was on the tip of Dylan's tongue to say no, but Cal was the most interesting thing that had happened to him in a long time, and Dylan was loathed to just let him go.

Cal let go of his elbow and turned to leave.

"A few minutes south of where you found me, there's a rock where you can sit and look down at the valley and the river. I go there most mornings."

Cal nodded. "I'll come by and check on you. It was nice to meet you, Dylan." He gave him one last searching look as Dylan turned and began his slow journey home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Dylan hobbled as far as the gate, then leaned against it, catching his breath.

"Shay?"

He had to call twice more before his grandfather's head poked out of the shed. One look at Dylan, and he knew there was a problem, crossing the yard toward him.

"What's wrong?"

"Got caught in a tree root. Twisted my ankle."

Shay opened the gate with one hand, steadying Dylan with the other.

"Looks like a bad sprain. Let's get you inside."

He put an arm around Dylan and helped him limp across to the house.

"How did you make it back on that ankle?"

"With difficulty," he replied, grunting from pain as they climbed the steps to the back door.

Shay left him sitting at the kitchen table and went to get the first aid kit and an ice pack. Dylan took a quick look at his ankle, the swelling wasn't as bad as he'd thought, but the marks left by the snare looked worse—angry, fiery red lines that burnt into his skin. He touched one with his finger, wincing as the pain ran up his leg. He did not want Shay to see that.

"Here we are," Shay said. "We'll wrap it up well and ice it down."

"I can manage," Dylan said quickly, taking the ice pack from him. "I know you have a lot of work to finish."

"If you're sure," Shay said, eyeing him. "Make sure you elevate that leg."

"I will," he promised.

"You'll need to stay off it until tomorrow. I'll do your chores for today."

"I'm sure after a rest I can—"

"No." Shay's sharp tone silenced him. "You'll do as I say. Stay off it until tomorrow."

He repacked the first aid kit, slamming the box shut.

"You should have been watching where you put your feet. Too busy daydreaming to see what's in front of you."

Dylan bit his tongue and didn't try to defend himself. It would only lead to an argument and loud silences that lasted for days. And it wasn't like he had anyone else to talk to. Except maybe Cal, if he came back like he said he would.

Shay put the kit away and stomped back into the kitchen. Pulling out a chopping board, knife, and assortment of vegetables, he set them on the table in front of Dylan.

"You can make yourself useful and get these ready."

He turned toward the back door, pausing to speak to Dylan over his shoulder.

"What if you weren't able to make it back here? You need to be more careful."

The door swung shut behind him, and Dylan pushed aside the pang of guilt as he reached for the knife.

His grandfather was rarely happy with him, no matter what he did. Whenever Dylan messed up, even if it wasn't his fault, it took Shay a long time to get over it.

It was much later when Shay came back inside. The vegetables had long been prepared but he didn't dare leave his seat to start cooking them. His grandfather would see that as him being obstinate rather than helpful.

The pain in his ankle seemed to be worsening despite the bandage, the ice, and Dylan keeping off his feet. Shay read his face easily.

"I'll get you some aspirin."

Dylan watched as Shay moved around with purpose, taking a glass from the cupboard and filling it with water, then setting it and two pills down on the table next to him.

He turned his attention to cooking their meal, forcing Dylan to watch as he chopped up meat, and threw it into a pot with some stock and the vegetables he'd prepared. Casserole again… Dylan often wished they could be more adventurous. He'd seen magazines with other, exotic looking foods. But Shay liked his meat and veg and didn't like to vary things. Not just food but routine. To Dylan it was stifling, each day the same, each word spoken before. He longed for something different.

 

Cal stepped even more carefully through the forest after his encounter with Dylan. At least now he knew what to look for and kept his eyes peeled for more snares. He went back to where he'd found Dylan and tried to find an unfamiliar scent trail. Dylan's scent was the only one there. Whoever had left the snare was long gone and hadn't come back to check it. He decided to stay in the area, close enough that he'd hear someone if they came to check the trap—which they should. That was what hunters did.

He scouted the area carefully for more snares, relieved when he didn't find them but perplexed to find Dylan's the only scent trail. There wasn't much else he could do but wait.

Strolling to the river, he found the spot Dylan had mentioned, climbing up and taking a seat on the cool rock. Dylan was right, it was a beautiful view. The river wound through the valley below, he could hear the rush of the water, see the glint of the sun on its surface.

On impulse, he climbed back down, shedding his clothes and wading into the water. He stepped in a slow circle, eyes and ears watchful for any observers. Finding none, he gave into the urge to shift, shedding his human skin. His bear relished the cool water flowing across his paws. He waded deeper, alert for movement within the water. It looked like he'd be here for a while. He needed to eat. 

 

The night passed slowly, his leg throbbing with more and more intensity. Shortly before dawn he got up, turning on his lamp. He couldn't understand why the injury was causing so much pain.

Carefully, he unwrapped the bandage he had placed with such care. His ankle looked better—the puffiness less—but the skin over the cuts was red and inflamed, and he could feel the heat from it. Just what he needed.

He tested his weight on it, relieved to find it held. His ankle was better, but now he was dealing with an infection. At least, he thought that was what it was. Making his way downstairs, he found Shay already up and boiling the kettle.

"How is your ankle?"

It was on the tip of his tongue to come clean about the infection, but he couldn't bear another round of guilt tripping. He could take care of it himself.

"It feels a lot better. The swelling has gone down."

He mentally crossed his fingers that Shay wouldn't ask to see it. When the older man opened his mouth, all he said was, "Good. You can help me out in the yard this morning."

While Shay cooked their porridge, Dylan snuck into the bathroom where they kept the first aid kit. He hurriedly cleaned the marks and applied the antiseptic before wrapping his ankle in a fresh bandage. That should be enough, his body would hopefully do the rest.

He didn't stray far from home that day, the pain distracting him, and the remnants of the sprain making themselves known as the day wore on.

Shay seemed to have forgiven him, making idle comments as they worked.

"I'm driving into town after lunch. We're low on supplies. I might have time to stop by the library on my way back."

"Great. I finished my last book a week ago. I could sink my teeth into a few more." Especially if his ankle was going to be giving him trouble. Speaking of his ankle, it was getting harder and harder to hide the pain. When he winced for the third time in as many minutes, Shay's heavy hand settled on his shoulder.

"Go on inside, take your weight off that leg. Don't want you laid up for a week because you pushed yourself too hard."

He gratefully accepted the offer but made himself useful by sitting at the table and making sandwiches for them both. Cheese and tomato. Shay's favorite. Another small attempt to make up for the inconvenience of his injury.

They ate lunch in relative silence. Dylan knew Shay's mind was on his plans for the afternoon. He didn't like traveling from home. He suspected Shay would be content if he never had to leave, and if not for Dylan, he probably wouldn't. Dylan, on the other hand, craved adventure. He found the confines of their homestead stifling. But the world outside was dangerous for Dylan. Shay was safe enough out there, he was old and knew how to keep himself safe. So Dylan contented himself with wandering the forest that bordered their home.

"I'd best be off," Shay said, pushing his chair back and getting to his feet. "I'll stock up on first aid supplies while I'm gone."

He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and passed it across the table to him.

"Anything to add?"

Dylan glanced down through the list before shaking his head. "Looks like you've everything we need on there."

"I'll be back just after dark. Don't go wandering."

"I won't." That was the rule. Dylan didn't leave the house when Shay wasn't there. And he never stayed out after dark. And if he heard someone else in the forest, he ran the other way. People weren't to be trusted. But then there was Callix…

He waited until he was sure Shay was gone before getting out the first aid kit and taking a closer look at his ankle. The skin was an angry red color that told him he was in more trouble than he'd realized. And if Shay had been angry before, he'd be furious when he realized Dylan had hidden it from him when he'd had the chance to source antibiotics while out in town.

He hobbled over to fill the kettle and put it on to boil, then he took some tea tree oil and fresh bandages from the kit. Taking a large bowl from the cupboard, he filled it with the boiling water, added some cold water to cool it and carried it carefully to the table, sitting down and resting his leg on another chair. He poured a few drops of tea tree oil into the water, then dipped a strip of bandage into it and wrapped it tightly around his ankle, covering every inch of the cut, reddened skin. The pain flared to life again, and he took some shallow breaths until it eased. 

He left the tea-tree soaked bandages on for an hour, then liberally applied the antiseptic and wrapped his ankle in a clean bandage. Worn out from the pain, he tidied up.

He was napping on the couch when Shay returned, setting a pile of books on the floor beside him.

"Got some new mysteries. And one of those books you like about how stuff works."

He sat up.

"I'll help unpack."

"Stay where you are. You look pale. That ankle hurting you?"

Shay's dark eyes watched him closely.

"A little," he admitted, sinking back down onto the couch.

"Then stay off it. I can see to the rest. No arguments," he added, though Dylan wasn't inclined to give any.

Picking up the top book from the pile, he flipped open the cover and started to read. If he couldn't have his own adventures, he could get lost in someone else's.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Thane woke to find the bed beside him empty for the third morning in a row. He was normally the early riser, a sleep-tousled Fionn usually arriving in the kitchen while he was making breakfast.

He swung his legs out of the bed and got up, following Fionn's scent. His mate had been behaving oddly the past few days. Quieter, disappearing randomly, off his food. He'd dodged any questions Thane had asked. But Thane was determined to get to the bottom of it.

When he found him, Fionn was outside, a few feet inside the forest that bordered their home. He was bent double next to a tree, retching. Never one to stand by and watch, Thane strode forward, reaching Fionn's side just as he straightened up. Slipping an arm around him, he pushed sweaty strands of hair from Fionn's face.

"How long has this been going on?"

"It's nothing." Fionn's eyes wouldn't meet his.

"Nothing that has been going on for…"

"A week. It's just morning sickness. It's normal."

Nothing about their situation was what Thane would call normal.

"It's normal in humans. In early pregnancy."

"I'm only four months."

Which wasn't early, in shifter or human terms.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

Fionn turned so they were face to face. "Because I knew how you'd react."

Thane shook his head, restraining himself from rolling his eyes.

"We'll pay a visit to Sable Coven, have Leona check you over."

"No!"

The vehemence of his mate's reply surprised him.

"We promised her if anything changed, we'd return to Sable. This is a change."

Fionn pulled away and started walking back toward the house. Thane followed a step behind him.

"I'm not going."

"This isn't a discussion. Shifter magic and Wiccan magic don't play well. You know that. We have to be cautious, for the baby's sake."

"The baby is fine. I'm staying here."

In three steps, Thane had overtaken Fionn, stepping in front of him and forcing him to stop.

"You don't know that."

"I do. You do, too. I can hear the heartbeat, feel him move, feel him grow. So I'm not leaving."

Thane wasn't sure what had gotten into his normally placid mate.

"But Fionn, you love Sable. You said it's the closest thing to a home you've ever had." He cupped his mate's cheek.

"Evenfall is my home now. With you. I need to be here."

There was something in Fionn's voice, in his plea, that told Thane there was more to it than his mate being stubborn. He pulled him into a hug, feeling Fionn's protruding stomach pressed between them.

"I'll send word to Leona. Ask her to come here to see us."

He'd done his best to insist their child be born in Evenfall, but he wouldn't risk the safety of his mate and his heir for the sake of tradition. Now that Fionn was refusing to leave, which was very unlike his mate, they would have to change their plans.

"Do you feel up to some breakfast?"

Fionn shook his head, mouth downturned.

"How about we go lie down for a while?"

Fionn didn't protest as Thane led him back to bed.

They lay side by side, Thane resting his hand on Fionn's stomach, feeling the baby move within. The shifter instinct to stay close to home when pregnant usually only appeared in the last few weeks of pregnancy. Thane hadn't thought they were at that point yet but was beginning to suspect he was wrong.

"The baby and I, we need to be here, where it's safe," Fionn said out of the blue.

"You're safe with me. Wherever we are," Thane insisted.

"No, it needs to be here. Evenfall. Where your power is strongest."

"Are you dreaming again?"

Fionn's dreams had stopped since they'd mated, and Thane had brought him home.

"Just sometimes. About the darkness."

Troubled, Thane tugged him closer, wrapping his arms around him. The last time they'd encountered the darkness, he'd almost lost Fionn. He wouldn't risk that again.

 

Shay woke him just after dawn the next day.

"Did you sleep?"

"Yeah," he replied, struggling to shake off the tiredness.

He checked his ankle as he dressed. The redness had been all but gone the previous night, but now it was back. Sighing, he rewrapped it. This was one stubborn infection, but he'd give it another day or two.

As he worked, he could feel Shay's eyes on him. He'd need to act normal if he didn't want to arouse suspicion.

"I'm going for a walk," he announced. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the tension ease from Shay's shoulders.

"Be back by lunch. And go easy on that ankle," the older man said, taking the rake from Dylan's hands.

"Off you go," he added, ushering him away with a wave of his hand.

Dylan kept a slow pace as he made his way toward the river. He decided against his usual vantage point, not sure his ankle was up to the climb. Instead, he sat on the bank, dipping his feet into the water. 

 

Two days passed and no one, human or otherwise, came to the area the snare had been set. He kept to the periphery, close enough that he'd hear someone approach but not so close that they'd see him and be scared off. There was no sign of Dylan either, and Cal wondered if the injury had been worse than it looked. Humans were fragile, they got hurt so easily. How would he manage with one as his mate? Their father had, but he and Cal were very different people.

It was mid-morning on the third day when he caught Dylan's scent on the breeze. After two days of nothing but pacing and thinking about the fact that his destined mate wasn't anything like what he expected, he was eager to speak to Dylan again. But when he arrived at the meeting spot, there was no one there. He was about to backtrack and follow Dylan's scent trail, when a sound caught his attention and he looked down to the river below him.

Dylan's blond hair stood out amongst the green of the riverbank. Cal crouched for a moment and watched as he dipped one foot into the water and leaned back on his arms, turning his head toward the sky. He looked relaxed, peaceful, and a world away from that wary, pained creature Cal had encountered in the woods.

He almost regretted interrupting but not enough to stop him climbing down to greet Dylan. Surefooted, he scaled the cliff, jumping the last few feet to land on the soft grass below. He made enough noise that Dylan turned, wide blue eyes meeting his.

"You came back."

A moment of silence hung between them as Cal found himself caught in Dylan's gaze.

"Like I said I would."

His words transformed Dylan's look of apprehension to a smile that lit up the younger man's face.

"Not up on your rock today?"

Dylan shook his head, looking back toward the river.

"I'm not sure my ankle would thank me for that."

Cal moved closer so they could talk. 

"How is it?"

"It's better." He didn't miss the way Dylan's eyes flicked to the side and his heart rate picked up.

Taking a seat on the bank next to him, he mimicked Dylan, turning his gaze to the water.

"It's a beautiful spot."

Dylan nodded readily. "I think so. I mean, I guess I don't have a lot to compare it to, but there can't be many places more perfect than this."

He smiled again, and his innocence was almost painful. How could Cal take that from him and introduce him to the world as gritty and as real as the one shifters lived in?

Dylan stretched his leg out next to him, and Cal didn't miss the wince that crossed his face at the movement.

"Why don't I take a look at that ankle?"

"It's okay, I've taken care of it."

"A second pair of eyes won't hurt."

Dylan's eyes met his again, thoughtful as he considered Cal's offer. He knew he had him when Dylan scooted around so they were face to face, bending his knees and rolling up his pants leg.

He untied the bandage that covered his ankle. One glance told Cal there was a problem.

"It's infected," he said flatly.

"I put antiseptic on it. It seemed to help, but then it came back."

"No antibiotics?" In his experience, humans loved antibiotics.

"We didn't have any to hand. I used hot water to draw out the infection. I thought it was getting better. "

"Well, it doesn't look like it." Pulling his bag towards him, he rummaged through it. "I have something that will help."

He pulled out a container of ointment. "Stretch your leg out," he urged. 

Dylan did, watching him intently. "What is that?"

"A poultice."

He held Dylan's foot gently in one hand, while the second dipped into the jar. He smoothly spread the mixture across the reddened skin, feeling Dylan twitch in his grip.

There was something odd about the injury, something that just didn't fit.

"What's wrong?" Dylan asked.

"It feels more like a burn than a cut."

"Maybe the hot water I used…"

"I don't think so. This should work either way. I'll just rewrap the ankle."

Once he'd finished, Dylan moved his ankle cautiously before breaking out into a smile. "It feels better already. Thank you."

"Next time, you need to be more careful. You can't take chances with a wound like that."

"I won't. I just didn't want Shay to be angry."

"Shay is your grandfather?"

Dylan nodded. "He doesn't like me wandering out here. But I think I'd go crazy stuck in our house and our yard all the time."

"Aren't there other places you could go? Visit friends or relatives?"

Dylan dropped his gaze again. "I don't have any."

"Well, I'm not that surprised if you never leave home. But what about school? You must have met people there?"

"Shay taught me, at home. He said it was for the best."

They sat in silence for a few minutes, listening to the sound of rushing water while Cal wondered how Dylan had grown up so isolated.

"Are you staying in the area long?" Dylan said to him.

"A few more days at least."

Dylan stood abruptly, the expression on his face shifting rapidly. "I should head home now. Will you come back tomorrow?"

Cal stood too, Dylan's hopeful gaze hard to resist. "I'll be here again tomorrow morning. Come on, I'll walk you home."

Dylan was limping slightly as he walked beside him. Cal wrapped an arm around him. "Lean on me, try to keep the pressure off that leg."

Dylan didn't need much encouragement, his warm body pressing firmly against Cal's as they walked. They reached the tree where they had parted the previous day and Dylan pulled away from him slowly, turning so they were face to face. There was a leaf tangled in his hair, and Cal couldn't resist untangling it, his hand brushing Dylan's face as he did. Dylan's hand caught his, and he leaned into Cal's touch.

"Tomorrow?" Those bright blue eyes were inescapable.

"Tomorrow," Cal assured, blinking as he stepped away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Thane had never been so glad to see Leona.

"He's locked himself in his bedroom since dawn. He won't let me in, he won't come out. I could break open the door, but I thought that would just make things worse."

Leona took his deluge in her stride.

"Why don't I try talking to him?"

They walked upstairs as Thane filled her in on the previous few days.

"I thought things were settling down. He's still throwing up, but he seemed calmer and less frightened."

"Frightened by what?"

"He's been dreaming about the darkness again. I don't know if it's the memories bleeding through the block you placed or if it's something else."

They reached the door to Fionn's room. Thane knocked.

"Fionn, love, Leona is here."

He stepped back and watched as the grey-haired woman moved closer to the door.

"Fionn, Thane's worried and so am I. I'd really like to see you, make sure you're okay."

"Stay away," came the muffled reply through the door. It sounded like Fionn was crying.

"Fionn, please. We want to help. How can we do that if you won't tell us what's wrong."

She lowered her voice.

"I know things must seem really scary for you right now. You've waited so long to have a child, and now it's happening and there's so much that's not under your control. You want to be where you think you'll be safest, which right now is where Thane is the strongest, and that's Evenfall. But I bet you're having all sorts of dreams, and they're giving you worries. A lot has happened to you in such a short time. Please, Fionn. We can help. Just let us in."

She shared a look with Thane, turning back to the door as footsteps neared it. Thane hung back as the door was unlocked and slid open a crack. The footsteps moved away.

Leona pushed the door in slowly, not moving from her position at the threshold. Thane peered over her shoulder, spying Fionn huddled in a corner on the other side of the room.

Leona went inside, her movements slow and careful. She didn't walk straight to Fionn but veered left, following the wall. Leaving a clear path to the door if he needed it. Wise enough, Thane knew, not to corner a distressed wolf.

He stepped closer too, but stayed outside the room and didn't block the doorway. Leona had the right idea. They needed Fionn calm. Trapped and calm did not go hand in hand.

"Fionn, sweetheart." And Thane had never heard Leona refer to anyone as sweetheart. "Whatever it is, we can work it out."

"I had a dream," Fionn said, his voice hoarse from crying. "About the darkness. It was inside me. Inside the baby. Like it was inside Marcus. I could see the baby's eyes, black just like his."

Thane's heart broke for his mate. There was such fear in his expression, his eyes haunted.

"The darkness was so strong there, in Ether. Surrounding me, choking me. Burning me. I couldn't have escaped unscathed."

Fionn's arms hugged himself as he rocked back and forth, pressed into the corner.

"Oh, Fionn."

Leona took another step toward him, holding out her arms. He threw himself at her, rushing into her embrace. The force of it nearly sent them both to the floor, but Leona managed to steady them.

"I saw you, remember? When Thane brought you back to us just after you left Ether Coven. I looked deep inside you, and there was no trace of darkness within you."

"But… but what if that's changed. What if it's gotten into the baby somehow. Things have been different since the pregnancy. I can't feel the power I had before, it's less and less every day. What if the darkness is drawing on it, using it to feed and grow inside our child?"

Thane stepped into the room as they talked, no longer content to stand on the sidelines as Fionn sobbed in Leona's arms.

Leona urged Fionn to sit on the side of the bed, sitting to one side of him as Thane sat on the other side, holding Fionn's hand tightly in his own.

"May I?" Leona asked, holding out a hand toward Fionn's swelled stomach.

He nodded jerkily, using his free hand to wipe his eyes.

Leona lifted his t-shirt and laid a hand on the bare skin of his bump. As she did, she closed her eyes, speaking words in an undertone. The slightest hint of magic scented the air.

Fionn's frightened eyes met his, and Thane tried to give him a reassuring smile. But it was hard. Their dreams weren't always just dreams.

After a long few minutes, Leona's eyes opened.

"Nothing has changed, Fionn. All is as it was. All is well. Would you like me to show you?"

She had done this before, to ease Fionn's fears when he'd first discovered he was pregnant.

"Yes, please, Leona."

She closed her eyes again, new words pouring from her lips. This time Thane could feel the magic rise in the air, much stronger than before, so thick he could almost see it.

Fionn closed his eyes too, a sudden exclamation escaping his lips. Thane knew without having to ask just what he was seeing. A vision of the future, a glimpse into their path. Just enough, he hoped, to reassure his mate that what he feared had not come to pass.

Leona's voice went silent, her hand pulling away as she opened her eyes. Fionn opened his a moment later, smiling at them both, the relief clear.

"What did you see?" Thane asked.

"Our baby… our baby has your eyes," Fionn replied, sounding dazed.

"There now," Leona said. "Your dream was just that. A nightmare. Not surprising given all the power your body is trying to deal with on top of growing that baby so quickly. It won't be long now. I'd say another month, two at most."

"That soon?" Fionn asked, unable to hide a yawn. He leaned into Thane, his body clearly worn out.

"Sooner, if you don't manage to relax. Tension isn't good for either of you. Or you for that matter, Thane."

Thane cupped a hand under Fionn's chin and kissed his cheek.

"I'll see that you get plenty of rest."

"That's all I've been doing," Fionn said with a groan. "Rest, rest and more rest. I'm a professional rester at this stage."

"I didn't say rest, I said relax. Plenty of meditation, good food, swimming and other pleasurable activities," she said with a knowing smile.

Fionn blushed as he got her meaning. Thane pressed a kiss to his forehead.

"I'm sure we can find a few things to keep us occupied while we wait."

"That's the spirit," she said brightly. "You might as well take advantage of the time you have now. Once that little one arrives, you're going to be flat out for at least the first few months."

"Why don't I make us all some breakfast?" Thane suggested as Fionn's stomach growled.

"An excellent suggestion," Leona said, standing as Thane did, the two of them helping Fionn to his feet.

 

Cal was waiting for him when he arrived the next morning.

"Let me see that ankle," the other man said, dropping to a crouch beside him. Dylan helpfully rolled up his pants leg and let him take a look. Cal spent a long moment examining it before giving his verdict.

"It looks better. How does it feel?"

"Better," Dylan echoed.

"Good. I was thinking we could go for a walk if you felt up to it?"

Dylan nodded eagerly. He wanted to make the most of his time with Cal.

"Where will we walk to?"

"I'm sure you know the area better than I do." Cal smiled at him, and Dylan couldn't help but smile back.

"I'm not supposed to go far. I don't cross the river or go beyond the edge of the valley."

The smile on Cal's face fell, but only for a moment.

"Well, let's walk along the river bank."

As they walked, Dylan eyed the bow and arrow slung so casually across Cal's back. Cal caught him looking.

"Have you ever used one?"

Dylan shook his head.

"Would you like me to show you?"

He hesitated before he nodded. Part of him wanted to stretch out his time with Cal as much as possible, but there was a voice in his head telling him he should turn around and go home, back to the safety of Shay's company. Shay talked often about dangerous people and how they didn't always look like what you'd expect. Dylan thought Cal couldn't be what he was talking about, but maybe that was the point?

"Come on then, let's go find a good spot."

Cal nodded his head toward the forest and they set off, walking between the shades of trees and sporadic spots of sunlight where there were gaps in the leaves.

"We need somewhere relatively flat but with enough distance," Cal said. "Let's try over here."

Where he led, Dylan followed, until they found a small clearing which had everything they were looking for.

"This will do nicely. Enough light, a large enough target and plenty of space."

The target was the trunk of an old oak tree.

"Will it damage the tree?" Dylan liked to leave things as he found them. Shay had taught him that.

"A few notches in its bark, that's all. Now, watch me first, and then you can have a try."

Dylan stood to the side as Cal took the bow and a single arrow in his hands. Each movement of his hands was slow and precise as he pointed the bow toward the ground and notched the arrow. As he drew the bow back, he raised it toward the target and loosed it. It hit the trunk with a quiet thwack.

Cal turned to him, grinning. "Now you. Left or right-handed?"

Dylan looked from one hand to the other. "What do you mean?"

"Which hand is your dominant, your left or your right?"

That didn't make it any clearer. "They're both the same."

"Well, which hand do you write with?"

"Either."

The look of consternation on Cal's face had him worried, but only for a moment.

"Well, you can try it right-handed, like me. That'll make it easier to explain to you. Come on." He gestured Dylan forward to stand next to him.

"So, you're going to hold the bow in your left hand. Here, around the grip."

Cal took Dylan's hand in his and wrapped it around the widest part of the bow.

"Keep it pointed toward the ground for now. Turn to the side, and take the arrow in your right hand. The head of the arrow points forward, and you need to line up the nock, that little notch at the other end, with the bow string."

Dylan fumbled with the arrow, feeling it slip from his hands as he tried to do what Cal said.

Cal stepped closer, pressing against Dylan's back, his hands covering Dylan's own and steadying them. Between the two of them, they got the arrow notched.

"Now we draw the bow back and raise it toward the target."

Cal stayed pressed against him, his hands guiding Dylan's.

"Once we have the target in our sights, we take a deep breath, let it out slowly, and release."

The arrow shot through the air, hitting the tree just above Cal's arrow.

"See, nothing to it," Cal said. His hands had let go of the bow and were holding Dylan, one hand on his arm, and one around his waist.

Dylan leaned back against him. "That was… that was really cool."

"It takes time and practice, but once your hands learn what they need to do, they don't forget."

His hand on Dylan's waist pressed tighter, and Dylan turned slowly toward him, holding the bow by his side.

He was suddenly very aware of the fast beat of his heart, the rush of his breath, and the air that played across his skin. Cal's eyes were watching him with a look Dylan didn't recognize.

"God, you're beautiful," Cal murmured, brushing his knuckles across Dylan's cheek. Dylan swallowed hard at the words, at the touch, and inched closer. He'd never been this close to another person. Ever.

His eyes were drawn again and again to Cal's lips—pink and parted just slightly. Like an invitation. It was nothing to close that distance between them and press his lips to Cal's. The other man's hand moved from his cheek to his head, fingers trailing through Dylan's hair as they kissed.

Cal's tongue swiped against his lower lip. The sensation made Dylan jump, and he pulled away.

"Whoa," Cal said, reaching for him. But it was too late. Dylan realized what he'd done, what a mistake he'd made.

"I… I should be getting home. Thank you for… for…"

He thrust the bow back to Cal, keeping it between them like a shield.

"What's say we slow things down, talk about what just happened," Cal said, holding his hands out.

"I can't. I'm sorry. I have to go."

He thrust the bow more insistently at the other man, who took it with reluctance.

As he turned to walk away, Cal called after him, voice soft, "Dylan, there was nothing wrong with what we just did. Nothing."

"I have to go. I need to think." His head was spinning, his body caught between wanting to throw himself into Cal's arms and the need to run very far away.

"Okay. Then take some time. I'll be back in a week or two."

Even hearing that—that Cal, the man he'd just met, was going to be gone for so long—it pained him. His heart throbbing in a way Dylan was sure it wasn't supposed to. But he forced himself to walk on, back toward home. Shay had said that bad people could look like good people, and you wouldn't know until it was too late. Had he walked into a trap?

 

Cal shadowed Dylan until he was sure the younger man had safely reached his home. There was no doubt in his mind now of what he'd known since the second he set eyes on Dylan. They were destined to be mates. Dylan knew it too, on some level, but there was something that had him holding back. Something Cal had seen in that wariness the first day they'd met. It made sense given what little he'd learned about Dylan's life. He was isolated, sheltered, and saw the world at large as dangerous. Cal was a part of that world, so maybe he was dangerous too.

Cal turned back into the forest. He needed advice. He needed to talk to someone. He needed his brothers. He'd go to Evenfall and check in with Rowan Pack on his way to let them know he'd found another snare.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Cal reached Evenfall by early afternoon the next day, Thane sitting outside in the sun, a look of concern on his face.

"Is everything alright with Fionn?"

His brother smiled tiredly. "As far as we can tell, everything is as it should be. At least, that's what Leona says. You just missed her."

"But?" Cal could hear it in Thane's voice.

"He's suddenly developed a rather severe form of morning sickness. And a complete unwillingness to leave Evenfall."

"What does that mean?"

"It might mean he's earlier along in the pregnancy than we thought. Or he's later than we thought. Or that his shifter and magic sides aren't playing well right now, so his hormones are all over the place, and that's causing his symptoms. Either way, Leona suspects, in less than two months, there will be the pitter-patter of tiny feet."

Cal tried to smile at that, only it reminded him of his own predicament and all that implied.

"Fionn is in the kitchen. Why don't you come on in and say hello," Thane said, getting to his feet.

"Sure," he replied, making his way through the house, his brother at his heels. When they reached the kitchen, Fionn was sitting at the table.

"Cal. We weren't expecting you back so soon." A tired Fionn greeted him from the table but didn't move to get up.

"I hear you've been having a rough time of it," he said to the Omega.

Fionn made a face. "I'd be fine if everyone would stop hovering around like I'm moments away from death."

It was a bad choice of words and Cal saw Fionn visible tense beside him.

"Sorry, Thane," Fionn mumbled.

"It's fine," Thane replied turning the conversation back to Cal. "So, what brings you home so soon?"

Cal slipped into a seat at the table, wondering where to begin.

"I found my mate." He gave them a moment to digest the information.

Fionn leaned over to squeeze his hand. "Cal, that's great."

Thane stepped closer, clasping a hand on Cal's shoulder. "That's fantastic, Cal. I'm so pleased for you."

They'd all been worried, given the difficulties Thane had had finding Fionn, that history would repeat itself. And in a way it had. Nothing was as straightforward as it should be.

"So what are they? Wolf, kestrel…"

"Human," Cal said quietly.

There was a pause. "Just like Father," Thane said. "What's her name?"

"It's not a her, it's a he. A human male." The silence was much longer this time, Cal could hear the ragged sound of his own breathing, loud against the quiet.

"Are you sure?" Thane asked.

"I'm certain. There's no mistaking that he's my mate."

"Can that… can that happen?" Fionn asked. He was resting his hands on his stomach, looking saddened and bewildered.

"I've never heard of it happening before. It's always been a female shifter, Omega, or human female. To keep the family line," Thane said.

"But has there ever been a bear family with three brothers? Maybe all of us aren't meant to have children. Maybe I'm not meant to have children."

It was a hard, bitter truth to swallow, but what else could he take from the reality that his mate could not conceive a child?

"I'm sorry, Callix," Thane said, taking a seat next to him. "But children are just one part of a mating. They're not everything. Father and Mother had full lives, it wasn't just about us."

"But Father was different. And so was Mother. This human, he's fragile, naive, and isolated. He's nothing like Mother. He turned tail and ran after we kissed. Can you imagine what he'd do if he saw me change?"

"Those kind of stories, like how Mother and Father met, always sound different when recounted later. Do you really think she saw a bear change into a man and didn't bat an eyelid? Of course not. But they looked back on it through rose-colored glasses. Don't lose heart because of this."

"You found your mate, Cal. The one person in all the world whom you're fated to make a lifelong connection with. I know it is easy for us to say, but focus on what you have, not what you don't."

And Cal knew, despite Fionn's words, that it wasn't easy for them to say. Fionn and Thane had gone through terrible trials before they were finally united. And Cal knew how long Fionn had suffered for want of a child. They were right. He had to focus on what was in front of him and how to make that work. Dylan's instinct seemed to be to get close to him, so Cal could work with that and use it to draw him out.

"His name is Dylan," he said out loud, drawing Fionn and Thane's eyes to him once more. "And he is stunning. He has the bluest eyes I've ever seen with light blond hair that's almost white and when he looks at me, it takes my breath away."

 

With each day that passed, Dylan became more and more preoccupied with thoughts of Callix. Had he made a mistake walking away like that? Would Cal really come back? He couldn't think why. What was he to Cal, except some stranger he'd rescued in the woods.

Shay was watching him more closely, especially when Dylan didn't leave the yard for three days straight.

Dylan was standing at the gate one morning, lost in thought as he stared into the forest.

"Something on your mind?" Shay's quiet voice asked.

"No," he replied quickly, turning to see his grandfather's concerned face.

"Did something happen out there? Did you see someone?"

"No, of course not." His words were too quick, his answer sounding hollow to his own ears.

"So you'll be going out today?"

With one last glance toward the forest, Dylan shook his head. "There's nothing out there I haven't seen before."

Shay didn't try to stop him when he walked back inside. He made a beeline for the bathroom, rolling up his pants leg. His ankle was starting to hurt again. He couldn't understand it. He was sure the infection was gone, but the skin remained red, hot, and throbbed with his pulse. He'd stopped bandaging it. He couldn't tolerate the feeling of the cloth against his skin.

A knock on the door had him jerking upright.

"I'll get started on lunch. Mushroom soup?"

His favorite. A peace offering from Shay.

"Sounds great," he called, his voice faltering. Shay's footsteps faded into the distance. He felt a pang of guilt for making Shay worry.

 

Each day, things got a little worse. He became more distracted watching out for Cal, and his ankle got worse. It throbbed every moment of the day and only seemed to get worse at night. He couldn't sleep with the pain.

"You're sickening for something," Shay commented on seeing the dark circles under his eyes. He pressed a palm to Dylan's forehead. "No fever." He stepped back, looking Dylan up and down.

"No chores for you today. Back to bed."

Dylan didn't have the strength or will to argue. Back under the covers, he drifted into a restless sleep, tossing and turning. The creak of his bedroom door alerted him to Shay's return. A cool palm pressed against his cheek.

"You're burning up," Shay said, eyeing him with concern. "I'll get you some Tylenol."

He returned a few minutes later with some pills and a glass of water. Dylan sat up to take them, then flopped back down, feeling weak and tired.

"Dylan, you need to tell me what's wrong," Shay said, sitting on the bed next to him. "I can't help if I don't know what the problem is."

"It's my ankle."

Shay pulled back the blanket and pushed up Dylan's pajama leg.

"I don't know what's wrong with it. It was getting better and then it wasn't. It's burning, like someone's pressing hot coals against it."

"That doesn't look right," Shay murmured. "You didn't just twist it, did you?"

"No," Dylan finally admitted. "I got caught in a wire snare."

"A snare?" Shay's eyes widened. "Why on earth didn't you tell me? How did you manage to get free?"

"I didn't want you to worry. There… there was a man. He cut me free and helped me back here."

"You spoke to a stranger." His grandfather's voice was very quiet and flat, which worried Dylan much more than had he been shouting.

"He was kind to me."

"Have you seen him again?"

Ashamed, Dylan looked down at his hands. "He came back to check on me. We went for a walk."

"How many times have I told you. Strangers aren't what they seem. They're dangerous."

"I know. I'm sorry."

"You clearly don't know or you would have told me about him the moment you came home. Instead, you disobeyed me, lied to me, and put yourself further in harm's way. All I have ever tried to do is protect you, keep you safe. And this is how you repay me."

Shay stood.

"I'm sorry, Grandfather," Dylan said, swallowing a sob.

"Sorry isn't good enough, not this time. For the next week, you will not leave this room except to use the bathroom. And you are not to leave the yard anymore without my express permission, which I will be very unlikely to give. And you are never to see that man again. If he comes to you, you turn and walk away. Do you hear me?"

"Shay, I'm not a child." Even as he said the words, Dylan knew they were a mistake.

"Well, you're certainly acting like one. If you live under my roof, you live by my rules."

Dylan, unable to think of a reply, nodded slowly.

"I'll go into town and get some antibiotics. That'll see you right."

It was dark before he returned, and Dylan swallowed down another pill, grimacing at the bitter aftertaste.

"Rest, now," Shay said, laying a damp cloth across his forehead. Dylan sighed at the cool touch of the cloth, falling into a disturbed sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Two days of antibiotics and his ankle looked no better. It was bright red and hot to the touch but only where the snare had touched him. Shay's face grew more concerned as the hours passed, as did Dylan's guilt.

"I'm sorry. I should have told you sooner."

"Let's not worry about that now," Shay replied. "Save your strength to fight this off."

He was in and out, checking on him every few hours, helping take down his fever with medicine and cool cloths.

Sometime late in the evening, Dylan heard voices out in the yard. Pulling himself upright, he hobbled over to the window and peered out. It was those men again. They'd been coming around every few weeks since the Fall. Shay always told him to keep out of sight when they came and he never invited them inside. 

Dylan couldn't make out what they were saying, but he could tell from his grandfather's posture that he wasn't happy. They exchanged words and then the men left, and Shay turned back toward the house. He looked up as he did, spying Dylan through the window.

Dylan made his way back to bed, forcing himself to lie down and wait for sleep to come for him.

 

Cal stopped at Rowan Pack on his way back to see Dylan. They had more bad news for him.

"It's Bella, she was caught in another snare. Thankfully we found her before anyone else did and managed to free her, but the snare has done something odd to her, burnt her skin, and it's not healing. We think it's some kind of magic targeted at shifters."

Cal followed Andy to where the third snare had been set.

"We couldn't find any scent trails, but maybe you'll have more luck," the wolf suggested.

Cal didn't think bears were better trackers than wolves, but he knew he'd have to try.

"I'll see what I can scent. Head back to your Pack. Advise all your people and the nearby Packs to keep well clear of the areas around where we've found the snares. They're close enough that this is starting to look like a territory dispute."

"The Wiccans."

"Wiccans talk, they don't fight."

"That's not true of Ether Coven." Hard to forget, given most of the inner circle of the Coven had been obliterated by their own attempt to harness power.

"Laurel aren't Ether."

"No one thought Ether had it in them either until your brother found Fionn scarred like that."

Word about Fionn had traveled wide in the months since Thane had found him. Cal guessed it was news, the head of the territories finding his mate.

"Well, let's not jump to conclusions until we actually have some evidence. All we have now is a snare possibly laced with magic."

Andy left and Cal shifted, starting at the point their wolf had been snared and circling outward. There were a few scents other than shifter, but they were diluted and indistinct.

As he circled wider, he hit a familiar though faint scent. Dylan. He was near his mate's home. He circled twice more, picking up less and less of what he was looking for and more and more of Dylan. That scent was inescapable, it filled his thoughts until his focus on his task was almost nil. He stopped, realizing he was in danger of finding himself ensnared. With careful steps he returned to his belongings, changing back to his human skin. He was still distracted, enough that he knew the only way to ease it was to find the source of his obsession. He needed to see Dylan.

It was early afternoon when he found himself standing at the edge of the forest bordering Dylan's home. His grandfather was working in the yard, but there was no sign of Dylan and no scent trails that told him his mate had been out here recently. And given what Dylan had told him, the house was the only other place he could be. He'd have to go in.

He suspected Shay wouldn't be too amenable to him walking up to the gate and asking to come and visit. After watching for a while, Shay went inside. He could hear him talking and a familiar voice answering him. Dylan was definitely inside. A few minutes passed before Shay emerged, disappearing around to the front of the house. A moment later, an engine fired up, and a vehicle moved off into the distance.

Cal slipped from his hiding place, crossing toward the yard and vaulting the fence with ease. The back door was unlocked. He opened the door slowly, listening in case there were others inside. But he heard nothing.

The house wasn't large, and he'd checked the ground floor in less than a minute. A noise from above had him climbing the stairs, eagerly at first then more hesitantly. The last time they'd met, Dylan had all but run from him. He might not be all that welcoming.

He found his room easily enough, the door shut. But when he turned the knob, the door didn't open. There was a key next to it, he turned it and tried again. He had the door halfway open before the implication hit him. The door was locked from the outside.

Dylan was sitting by the window, his back to Cal as he looked outside.

"Did you forget something?" he asked, his voice sounding dull, toneless.

"I could never forget you," Cal replied.

Dylan started, turning to face him. "What… no." He stood, moving toward Cal who reached for him. But Dylan pushed him away, back toward the door. "You can't be here. If my grandfather sees you, if he finds out, I'll never leave this room."

"Dylan, stop." Cal caught his hands. "Why were you locked in?"

"Shay found out. About the snare. About you."

"You're your own person, you're an adult."

"His house, his rules."

Cal sighed, squeezing Dylan's hands. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to cause trouble for you. Shay has gone out in the car. I'll hear him long before he gets back. Plenty of time for me to be gone before he sees me."

His words seemed to reassure Dylan who let Cal lead him toward the bed.

"Why are you still limping?"

There was no way he should still be feeling the effects of that injury. Humans were slow to heal, but not that slow.

Dylan sat down, drawing his knees up. He chewed on his lip for a moment, then pulled up his pants leg. The mark from the snare stood out stark and red on his skin.

"It still burns. I thought it was infected, and Shay got me antibiotics. But it's not getting any better."

It was identical to the marks on the wolf shifter. But that made no sense. It was magic targeted at shifters. It shouldn't be able to do that kind of damage to a human. Unless contact with Cal while the snare had been around his ankle had activated it somehow. Just another thing that was Cal's fault.

"Is it getting worse?"

Dylan's eyes were watching the floor. He didn't answer.

Cal reached out, catching Dylan's chin between finger and thumb, and directing his gaze upward. "Dylan?"

"It burns all the time now, worse at night, and in the middle of the day. And it's moving up my leg. Before it was just my ankle, and now it's my knee too."

There was fear in Dylan's eyes.

"We need to get you some help. Come with me. I know some people who can heal this."

Dylan pulled away from his grasp. "No, Shay is going to get some stronger antibiotics. I'll be fine."

"It's not an infection, Dylan. No antibiotic in the world is going to fix this."

"If it's not an infection, then what is it?"

"We're not entirely sure." He struggled to explain it in terms he thoughts Dylan would understand. "There was something like a poison on the snares."

 Cal was sure Dylan's next question would be about the poison. So he was caught off guard when instead he asked, "Who is we?"

"Me and people like me. We're different than most." He left it at that.

"I know what that's like," Dylan murmured, studying his ankle again. "So there were others?"

"Others?"

"Other snares. You said, 'something like a poison on the snares.'"

"Yes, there were others. Three that we know of, so far."

"And other people have been hurt?"

"Yes, they have. That's why I was in the woods. I've been trying to discover who is setting them."

"If you tell me what poison it is, I can tell Shay, and he can get me the remedy."

"It's not so simple as all that. It's not something everyday or even something other hunters use. It's very specialized. It would be best if you came with me."

Dylan used his arms to lever himself backward so he was sitting on the bed with his legs outstretched.

"I can't leave here. Shay would never understand. He wouldn't let me come back."

And Cal could see Dylan was more afraid of that than the poison that was slowly eating away at him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

The day after Cal left, Fionn found himself in a somber mood that he couldn't seem to shake. Not even the warm sunshine or eager birdsong lifted his spirits.

He was sitting on the grass outside the house, idly plucking strands and twisting them between his fingers. He heard Thane behind him as his mate approached and took a seat next to him.

"It doesn't seem fair does it?" he found himself saying.

"What doesn't?" Thane asked.

"Cal and his mate. Destiny is stupid if it thinks it's fair to assign you a destined mate, then screw you over by not giving you something as important as a child."

"We both know there's very little fair about destiny. Just look at what you went through to get to where you are."

"But we know there's a higher purpose to that."

Leona had shown him his past through the eyes of fate, every step mapped out to get him where he was today.

"I don't find it much consolation when I think of all you suffered, all you're still suffering."

"I'm not suffering now."

"I mean the nightmares, the memories, the things that stay with you long after the physical wounds are healed."

"Everyone has a past, it helps shape who they are."

He wasn't sure why he was arguing with Thane, especially since he happened to agree with him.

"And I like your shape very much," Thane joked, letting his hand slide around Fionn's waist.

"Do you think Cal and his mate will be happy if they never had a child?" Fionn got back to the matter at hand.

"I'm sure they'll be happy. Just as I'm sure I'd be happy even if we never had a child."

But Thane's words didn't ring true to Fionn.

"But you knew from the moment you met me. One of the first things you said was that you would give me a child, and you did. How did you know?"

"I just did."

"So how come Cal didn't?"

"I don't know, Fionn. I wish I did. These things aren't black and white, there are no hard and fast rules. And, for some reason, our generation seems to be on a less straightforward path. Most likely for a good reason."

Thane climbed to his feet, holding out a hand to Fionn.

"Come on, let's go for a walk and see if we can't do some of that relaxing Leona was talking about. We could visit the river and go swimming."

Fionn slipped his hand into Thane's, letting his mate's strong arms take his weight as he clambered to his feet. His balance became more of a struggle with each day that passed and each inch his belly grew.

"Another week and I won't be able to get myself out of bed," he complained good-naturedly as Thane's hands steadied him.

"Never fear, I'll be on hand for all bedroom exits."

"A bear at my beck and call. Just what I've always wanted."

Thane grinned in response as they headed off toward the river.

 

Cal had come back. More than that, he'd come to find Dylan, unlocked his door and then wouldn't let Dylan push him away. They sat side by side on Dylan's bed. Cal wanted Dylan to leave with him, but Dylan knew if he left he'd never be able to come back. Shay wouldn't take him back. He knew the man's moods, his temperament. He didn't forgive or forget easily. And he guarded Dylan fiercely. Maybe too fiercely.

Cal was sitting right at the edge of the bed, his elbows resting on his knees, his head resting on his hands as he stared intently at the floor.

"I will go and talk to my friend Simon. He knows about these things. Maybe he can give me something that I can bring back. But it's a risk, Dylan. A risk that things will get worse, and we won't be able to fix it."

"But if I go, I'll never be able to fix things with Shay. He's my family. He is all I have. And I'm all he has."

A few tears escaped his eyes, and he let them fall.

Cal twisted his head to look at him. "I know how important family is."

Then he turned around, moving to sit cross-legged on the bed. He reached out, using his thumb to wipe away the tears on Dylan's cheeks. Dylan leaned into his hand, rubbing his cheek against Cal's palm. He didn't understand why he felt this way about him. Every time Cal laid a hand on him, Dylan wanted to melt into his touch.

"I like it when you touch me," he admitted, surprised when Cal huffed a laugh.

"I'd never have guessed," he replied, grinning.

Dylan chewed on his lip, working up the courage to ask something that sounded so strange to his ears.

"Could… could we kiss again? Like last time."

Cal turned his head to the side, his dark eyes watching him—seeming torn between amusement and confusion. "As long as you don't run away this time."

"I won't," he promised.

Cal leaned in toward him, one hand cupping Dylan's cheek until he was so close Dylan could feel the warmth of his breath against his skin. He closed his eyes as Cal's lips touched his, giving in to the kiss he'd longed for. Cal's lips were soft but sure, his hand light where it rested against him. Dylan pressed closer, their noses bumping as he shifted position.

Cal pulled back a few inches. "How about we make this more comfortable?" he asked. Dylan nodded wordlessly, his lips tingling pleasantly. Cal's hands were on his shoulders, maneuvering him, and lying him back against his pillow. Then Cal lay down next to him, on his side.

It was like when they were practicing archery, only better, Cal's body a warm, firm pressure against him. Cal propped his upper body up on one arm, his face above Dylan's as his eyes seemed to take in every inch of Dylan's skin.

He trailed his thumb slowly across Dylan's lips before sweeping upward along his cheekbone.

"I've never seen anyone who looked so beautiful, so striking. A room of a hundred people and all eyes would be drawn to you."

Dylan looked away at Cal's proclamation, his cheeks heating. It couldn't be true. He wasn't anything special. Shay had never said. Besides, beautiful people lived extraordinary lives, like in all the books he read. His life was nothing, the same day every day.

"I'm just me," he stammered. "I'm not— I'm not—" He couldn't even say the word out loud.

"Hush," Cal said softly. "It's no exaggeration. Haven't you ever seen yourself in a mirror?" Then, after a moment's thought, he made a face. "I guess you don't have a lot to compare yourself to. You haven't met too many people."

"I've met you. You're the most handsome man I've ever seen."

Cal slid closer, his mouth an inch above Dylan's as he whispered his reply. "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. You must see the world through very gracious eyes."

Dylan didn't have time to think what he might mean by that because Cal was kissing him again. This time, he deepened the kiss, nudging his tongue against Dylan's lips. Dylan parted them, surprised at the sensation when Cal's tongue touched his own. He tasted sweet, and all Dylan could think was how he wanted more. He turned onto his side, pressing the front of his body to Cal's. Cal's free hand rested on Dylan's stomach, rubbing back and forth across his t-shirt.

Every touch of Cal's lips to his felt heavenly, and he moaned softly. Then Cal slipped his hand under Dylan's t-shirt, resting his palm against the cool skin of Dylan's stomach and Dylan's breath hitched. Cal's hand grasped his t-shirt and pushed it upward, exposing a patch of Dylan's stomach and back to the cool air. His hand played across the skin, drawing shapes— loose, lazy circles.

His lips moved from Dylan's mouth and began a slow journey south along the sensitive skin of his neck, drawing out more hitched breaths with each new sensation. The whole of Dylan's body felt alive with sensation, dulling the sharp burn in his leg. Heat began to pool low in his stomach.

Cal pulled away slowly, and they lay side by side—breathing heavily.

"When I kiss you, it's like everything fades away, and all that matters is your lips and mine."

He wasn't explaining it very well, but Cal smiled back at him, trailing a thumb along his jaw.

"I know exactly what you mean." 

His next words were said with reluctance. "I need to go. The sooner I leave, the sooner I'll return."

Dylan had the sudden, irrational urge to go with him, but thoughts of Shay kept him silent.

"Why?" he asked.

"Why what?" Cal threw back at him.

"Why are you doing this for me?"

"Because you're special. You're important." Dylan couldn't see how and was about to say so, but Cal got there first. "We'll talk when I come back. There are things you need to know, important things."

"About you? Your people?"

Cal nodded slowly. "And about me and you."

He kissed Dylan again, soft and slow. Dylan felt a spark of warmth inside him at Cal's words.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Cal was heady with excitement as he traveled toward Laurel Coven. What was between him and Dylan felt so tangible now. He knew Dylan felt it too. Of all the times for there to be a conflict brewing in his territory, it had to be now.

As he crossed the meadow leading to the Coven's main house, he caught sight of Faye in the distance. He waved, and she waved back, though with uncertainty. A human eye wouldn't know who he was at this distance. He changed direction and walked toward her, knowing the moment she recognized him as her posture relaxed a fraction.

"Cal," she called, jogging toward him. "It's been months."

It had been. He'd been so busy looking for his mate in the Packs within his territory that he hadn't called into the Coven as often as he normally did.

"Faye, I thought you might still be in Sable."

"No, Simon and I are here until the summer solstice."

"I need to talk to Gavin." Gavin was the head of the Coven. He and Cal didn't always see eye-to-eye, but they respected one another.

"Gavin is away at a retreat with some of the other Coven elders. But Leona is here, visiting Simon. She just came from Evenfall."

And Cal's task became infinitely easier. He knew Leona well. She was knowledgeable, sensible, and more sensitive to shifter politics than Gavin.

Faye led the way to the house, and they found Simon and Leona drinking tea in the kitchen. Within minutes, he found himself sitting at the table with a sandwich and cup of coffee in front of him.

"You look serious, Cal. There's a problem, I take it?" Leona asked.

He explained about the snare, watching their reactions carefully as they went from confusion to shock and disbelief. He left out any mention of Dylan, not feeling the need to complicate an already complicated situation.

"You didn't, by any chance, bring one of the snares with you?"

He opened his backpack, pulling out the bag they'd wrapped the snare up in.

Leona took it from him, opening it with care. She ran her hands along the wire, her face tense with concentration. By the time she'd finished, her expression was dark.

"You're right. It's magic targeted at shifters. Very specific. If a human or animal stepped into the trap, it wouldn't tighten around them."

"Can you tell who's responsible for it?"

"While magic has a certain signature, whoever did this was careful to cast very blandly. There's no tell, no mark, that would give an indication of which individual or group might have done this."

"The shifters suspect Laurel."

"Things have always been tense between us," Faye admitted. "But it's been years since there's been any open conflict. And decades since there have been any deaths."

"Well, they have lost one and almost lost another. If we're going to keep the peace between the two groups, we need to find out who is behind this, and why."

"It's not Laurel," Faye said. "It's not our way."

"What Ether did wasn't their way either," Simon pointed out gently. "And you haven't been here for most of the past year."

"We'll do some investigating," Leona promised. "The last thing we need is a deterioration in shifter-coven relations."

"What about helping those already caught in the snares and finding the rest?"

Leona looked grim. "I can make up an ointment which should remove the effects of the magic. As for finding the snares…" She shook her head. "The magic in them makes them hard to detect. You won't see them until you're already caught in them, unless you're staring right at them. That goes for humans too. Presumably to stop anyone interfering with them."

She stood. "Faye, I'll need access to some ingredients."

"Of course, what's ours is yours."

Simon went with them to help, and Cal was left alone in the kitchen, chewing on the last of his sandwich. If it wasn't Laurel targeting the wolf Pack then who? And why? It was all a tangled web and he was not a fan of spiders. Rowan Pack was the strongest Pack in his territory, which depending on the agenda, made them more or less of a target. Equally, Laurel was believed to be the most powerful Coven in the territory. He had no doubt, if they put their minds to it, they could pull off something like the snares. But why? There was no inciting event, like with Ether, when Nagan Pack had killed their leader's daughter. There was no immediate benefit that Cal could see.

At length, he went to find Leona. There was one thing he couldn't puzzle out, and Leona might have the answer.

She was working side by side with Faye when he entered.

"Faye, would you mind seeing if you can find some fresh garlic? It will work a little better than dried for this particular mixture."

Faye smiled at Cal as she passed by. Leona glanced over her shoulder at him before turning back to her work.

"I recognize that expression. Thane has an identical one. You're holding something back, Cal."

"I found my mate, caught up in one of those snares."

That gave her pause. "Congratulations. Is he alright?"

"That depends. Will that work on a human?" He nodded toward the pungent concoction she was stirring.

"It wouldn't need to. The magic will only target shifters."

"When I found him, Dylan's ankle was wrapped up in a snare. I helped him out of it. That was almost two weeks ago. I saw it yesterday. It looks like the wire burned into his skin. It has spread upward to his knee. I thought maybe coming into contact with me activated the magic within it."

She pondered that for a moment. "No. He shouldn't have been able to become entangled in it in the first place. The magic is very specific. It should not have burnt human skin."

"But it did, I've seen it with my own eyes. So will this work?"

"Ye-es," she answered with some hesitation. "You're sure he's human?"

"So human, it's almost painful."

"And male?"

"Yes," he answered shortly.

"That seems… biologically short-sighted."

"Tell me about it. But it is what it is, and there's no changing it. Besides, Dylan, he… he's really…" Words failed him, and he looked over to see Leona trying to hide a smile behind her hand.

"You shifters. When you're smitten, you're really smitten."

Faye arrived back with Simon.

"We're going to form a search group to comb the woods for more snares. We're working on some spells that might help us locate them a little easier, but the wire may be spelled to resist that," Faye said.

"I'll let Rowan Pack know what you're planning. I'm sure they'll be appreciative of the help," Cal replied, though even as he said it he knew it was closer to aspiration than reality.

Leona ground the fresh garlic with a pestle and mortar, and then added it to the mixture.

"Almost done," she said, and a minute later she poured in into two jars and sealed them.

"One for Rowan's wolf and one for Dylan." She handed them over to him. "One application should be sufficient, but there's enough for four in each. Hopefully, you won't need them."

"Thank you, Leona. I'm grateful. I'll leave right now."

 

He met Andy at the edge of the Pack lands, passing him the jar of ointment. The wolf opened it and sniffed, grimacing. "I hope it works better than it smells."

"Leona assures me it does. And Laurel Coven is determined to help stop what's happening."

"Could be a ruse. Act the innocent, pretend to be helpful to put us off guard while they're killing us off one by one."

"To what end, Andy?"

"Shifters and Wiccans have never been easy sharing this land."

"That doesn't mean they've suddenly decided to wage war."

"Guerrilla warfare isn't a new concept. It's as ancient as any of our powers, and theirs."

"Conflict isn't the Wiccan way."

"They're human too. And humans know war intimately."

Cal could see the conversation was going to go around in circles.

"Just let your people know that Laurel is sending out parties to search for, and remove, any snares. It will take them at least a few days to cover the area around where we've encountered snares so far. If your people need to travel, I would suggest you ask for a Wiccan to accompany you to clear the way."

Andy laughed scornfully at that. "And let them walk us right into a trap?"

Cal had had enough. He growled low under his breath, stretching up to his full height. As he watched, Andy froze, then crouched low against the ground.

"Rowan Pack will not start a conflict with Laurel, or they will have me to answer to."

"No, not unless we have concrete proof that they're behind this," Andy agreed.

"Good. I'll be back in a day or two. Keep your people out of the woods. And if Laurel offers help, accept it."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

He tracked the Coven search group, following their trail for as long as he could, deeming it the safest route through the forest until he had to break off to make his way to Dylan's home.

It was growing late by the time he reached the house, and he was glad to have the cover of darkness to sneak back in. He waited until he heard Dylan's grandfather go to bed before he tried the door. Locked.

He stepped back and looked upward. It was a warm night and there was a window open on the second floor. It was a long way up for a human, but not for a shifter. Using the drain pipe to scale the wall, he pushed the window open fully and slipped inside. He listened, hearing the sound of deep breathing coming from the opposite end of the hall to Dylan's room. Shay still slept.

He tried the door to Dylan's room dismayed to find it still locked. Turning the key, he opened the door and stepped inside. Dylan was curled on his side in the bed. Cal could tell from the quick sounds of his breathing that he wasn't asleep.

"Dylan?"

The other man didn't answer his whisper, didn't move. Concerned, Cal went to his side, resting a hand on his shoulder. Dylan's whole body was tense.

"It hurts," he muttered through clenched teeth.

"I have something that will help." He swung his backpack off his shoulder and pulled out the jar, making quick work of undoing the seal. Then he pulled back the covers. Even in the dim light of the room, he could see the angry red marks standing out on Dylan's ankle.

"This might sting," he warned, spreading the mixture thickly across the marks.

He helped Dylan turn onto his back, keeping his knee bent and stopping his ankle from rubbing against the bedclothes.

Smoothing a hand across Dylan's forehead, he could do nothing but wait. Gradually, his breathing evened out, and the lines of tension eased from his face.

"Better?"

"Yeah. What is that?"

"Medicine."

"It smells strange."

"Medicine always smells strange."

Dylan smiled at that, his eyes drifting closed.

"I'll come back tomorrow, to check on you."

Dylan's hand suddenly latched on to his wrist.

"Stay, please. Just for a little while."

Cal sat down on the edge of the bed, holding Dylan's hand in his.

"I wasn't sure I'd see you again, after we kissed that first time. I'm really glad you came back, but I don't understand why."

For someone clearly wrung out from pain and tiredness, there was a clarity to Dylan's voice that Cal couldn't ignore.

"We have a connection. I've felt it from the moment I set eyes on you."

Dylan's eyes were open once more, their clear blue watching him.

"My people have a tradition, a belief, in destined love. That we have one true love who we are fated to meet and fall head over heels for. When we come of age, we get a mark that signifies the existence of such a person. And after that, it's a matter of waiting to meet them."

"You've been waiting to meet me?"

"Yes."

"Are you sure?" It was posed in such an innocent tone that Cal was caught between amusement and dismay.

"You think I've made a mistake?" he asked, running his thumb across Dylan's palm.

"No. Well, maybe. Can… can I see it? The mark."

"If you like."

He let go of Dylan's hand and shrugged off his t-shirt. His mating mark lay across his heart, five black dots in a loose semi-circle with a lightning bolt through the center. Some legends said that there was meaning in the shape of the mark while others said that it was like reading tea leaves, open to interpretation.

Dylan reached his hand up, skimming his fingers lightly across the mark. "You think this is for me?"

"I don't think it, I know it."

"What if I'm not what you're looking for?"

"I don't understand what you mean."

"I'm just me. I've lived in this house all my life. I've never been further than the front gate or the river. I don't know how to hunt or do anything really useful. I can read, but there's not a lot of use in that."

"Who says?"

"Shay. He says I waste time on books that could be better spent doing chores."

"Why doesn't Shay let you leave?"

"He says it's dangerous out there. That there are lots of bad people. He can stay safe because he's older and knows a lot about the world. But I don't know anything."

"How will you ever learn if you don't go out? And what will happen when Shay is gone, when he isn't around anymore to look after you."

"I don't know," Dylan whispered.

"And how is locking your bedroom door keeping you safe? If someone breaks through the outside door, they're not going to stop there. And why are there bars on your window? You're on the second floor. Who is he trying to keep out?"

Dylan's eyes grew frightened at his tone. "I don't know. He said it was to keep me safe."

But yet it wasn't adding up, not to Cal at least. Was everything Shay had done to protect Dylan from the outside world? Or was it to protect the outside world from Dylan?

"Shhh. It's alright. I'm just trying to understand." He stroked Dylan's cheek, smiling when Dylan leaned into the touch, rubbing his cheek again Cal's hand.

"Dylan, have you ever been something more than what you are?"

He got a blank stare in response.

"Have you ever changed, been something different?"

He was met with more confusion as Cal struggled to put it into terms Dylan might understand without coming right out and asking.

"Some people have special abilities. Things that make them different from others. Like my family and the kind of people we are. Usually, the people we fall in love with are special too, in a similar way."

Dylan's face fell. "No, I'm just me. I've never been special. Does that mean what you said about true loves isn't true for us."

"No, not at all. In fact, my mother wasn't special in that way. She was extraordinary in many ways, but not in that. And my father loved her dearly."

That put the smile back on Dylan's face but left Cal just as confused as when he'd started. If Dylan was a shifter, there was nothing in him to suggest it. His scent was human, through and through. Nothing in how he moved or spoke, nothing in his body, screamed shifter. His appearance was striking, but that wasn't a feature unique to shifters.

Dylan opened his mouth to speak, but Cal pressed a finger to his lips. "You need to rest. I'll stay until dawn and then try and see you tomorrow afternoon."

He'd need a few hours to see what progress Laurel Coven was making. And to make sure tensions with Rowan hadn't escalated.

Dylan settled down to sleep, drifting off with ease, though he held Cal's hand between both of his. Cal waited until shortly before the sun rose to make his exit. He didn't think Shay would react well to finding a stranger in his grandson's bedroom.

 

Dylan woke alone, lying on his back with weak sunlight creeping in through the window. His bandaged ankle was the only sign the previous night hadn't been a dream, that and the complete absence of pain. Unwrapping his leg, he was surprised to find the skin almost healed, only a faint pink line remaining.

Feeling better than he had in days, he dressed, waiting eagerly for Shay to unlock his door. The near permanent frown on his grandfather's face eased when Dylan greeted him with as much energy as he could.

"You seem better."

"I feel it. Can I grab a shower and make us breakfast. I was thinking oatmeal pancakes with some of that raspberry jam."

Shay nodded. "That would be lovely."

They chatted as they ate, about normal things like what they'd grow in the garden come fall and how sick they both were of eating turnips. They'd had a bumper crop the previous year.

"I have to go run some errands this afternoon, but there's a lot of work to be done in the yard," Shay commented as they finished the last of their meal. "Can I trust you to finish the work while I'm gone?"

"Of course, Shay. I told you, I feel much better."

He knew that wasn't what his grandfather was getting at, but he didn't want to tackle the issue of Cal directly. Somehow he didn't think he could hide his feelings on that score.

After breakfast, Shay went and retrieved a brown paper bag, pulling a box from it and setting it on the table.

"I got something for you from town the other day. To help keep you focused."

"What is it?" Dylan asked, stepping closer.

"It's a tag. It goes around your ankle and it stops you going too far from the house. It's set to stop you going beyond the gate."

He ushered Dylan into a seat and before he knew it, the tag was snapped closed around his ankle.

"Why? What happens if I go past the gate?"

"It shocks you. And if you keep going, it will knock you unconscious."

"I don't understand. Why would I need this? I won't leave the yard, I promise."

"You promised me things before and where did that lead us? No, this will help keep you safe, help you keep your promise."

Dylan opened his mouth to argue.

"I won't hear another word. You wear it or you don't leave the house, ever. Do you understand me?"

"Yes, sir," Dylan whispered, rotating his ankle slowly. How was he going to get out of this mess? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

He worked all morning with Shay in the yard before they took a break for lunch, gulping down large glasses of cool water and munching on watercress sandwiches. Shay gave him a list of chores to finish as he left, stopping for a moment to place a hand on Dylan's shoulder.

"You're a good boy, Dylan. You always have been. But you're young, and there is so much you don't know. I need to keep you safe, whatever happens."

With those parting words, he left. Dylan retreated to the yard to get started. There was a lot to be done.

He worked for a solid hour, so focused on his work that it was some time before he realized he was being watched.

"Cal!"

Cal vaulted the fence and strode toward him.

"You're looking brighter today."

"I feel much better. Like I could climb a mountain."

"I don't know about a mountain, but how about a tree?"

He wasn't sure what Cal meant. "A tree?"

"I thought you might like to stretch your legs. You've been stuck inside a while now."

"I… I can't. Shay doesn't want me to leave the yard."

"How long will he be gone?"

"He said he'd be back in time for supper. But I have a lot of chores to do."

He didn't know why he didn't just come out and tell Cal about the tag, except that he felt ashamed to admit it.

"I'll help you finish the chores when we get back. Between the two of us, we'll have them done in no time."

Cal's began to guide him toward the fence. The more Dylan tried to dig his heels in, the more insistent Cal became.

"If I have to throw you over my shoulder, I will," he joked.

"No, I can't, I can't leave." Dylan found himself starting to babble as he struggled to free himself from Cal's arms, panicking at the idea of being shocked unconscious.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa. Okay, slow down. Dylan, hey—"

And Cal's arms were suddenly holding him still, his concerned face just inches from Dylan's own.

"We don't have to do anything you don't want to do. If you don't want to leave the yard…"

"I do," he whispered, "but I can't."

"Because Shay will be angry?"

"He tagged me. To stop me leaving."

"Tagged?" Cal looked lost, his eyes scanning Dylan with confusion.

"A tag on my ankle. He said if I cross the fence, it will shock me. And if I keep going, it will knock me out."

"May I see?" Cal asked gently.

Ashamed, Dylan nodded, watching the top of Cal's head as he bent to look.

"I've seen these before. It's a shock collar. They use them for dogs."

"Dogs?"

"To stop them from leaving people's yards, and hurting farm animals or getting run over by cars."

So that's what Dylan was. Just some stupid animal that might get itself killed if it left the confines of its cage.

"Dylan, I'd like to take it off of you. There is no earthly reason why you should have to wear something like that."

"It's to keep me safe and stop me wandering."

"There is nothing wrong with your wandering. People aren't meant to be confined, it does something to the mind. They need space and freedom. You need space and freedom. Let me take it off, please."

He pulled away from Cal.

"No, you can't. Shay will never forgive me, and there'll be nowhere for me to go."

"What if I took care of you? What if I kept you safe?"

"You barely know me."

Cal turned, pacing away a few steps before coming to a stop.

"Okay. We leave the ankle bracelet on. But that doesn't mean we can't leave, just for a little while."

"No," Dylan shook his head, stepping away from the determined man standing opposite him. "It will hurt me, I'll pass out."

"Not if we break the circuit. The tag responds to a signal given by something in the surroundings. It's usually a wire on or just under the ground. I'll see if I can find it."

Cal headed for the fence. Dylan watched him, hugging himself tightly as he worried about what Cal was trying to do. What if breaking the circuit set off the shock anyway?

After a few minutes of intense searching, Cal returned to his side.

"There's nothing there. No wire, no circuit. Did you see Shay setting it up?"

Dylan shook his head. "No, but I've been in bed a lot."

"I think he may have lied to you. I think perhaps there isn't any wire for you to cross. He was hoping the fear would be enough to deter you from trying."

"No, Shay wouldn't do that. Shay wouldn't lie to me."

"Even if he thought he was protecting you?"

That gave Dylan pause for thought. Would Shay lie to him to protect him?

"Maybe then he might."

"So how about we try?"

Dylan didn't like that idea. "What if you're wrong?"

"We'll take it really slow. The second anything happens, I'll pull you back. Trust me, it'll all be okay."

And that's what it came down to. Did he trust Cal, this dark-eyed stranger who'd turned up out of the blue and kept coming back even when Dylan tried to push him away? This man who'd brought out feelings Dylan had never experienced, had never dreamt of.

"Okay. I guess we can try."

"Good. Take my hand." 

He held it out, and Dylan grasped it tightly. "We'll do this together," Cal said and began to walk them toward the fence.

The closer they got the more Dylan shook, until they were right there and Cal was helping him climb over the fence. His feet hit the ground on the other side, and the shock of pain he expected never came. Cal landed next to him, and they kept going. One step, two, Dylan ready at any moment for the surge of pain. It never came. They reached the tree line unscathed, and Dylan leaned against a tree trunk to catch his breath.

"You were right, he lied."

He looked back toward the house, almost expecting to see Shay's disappointed face staring back at him.

Cal's finger on his chin urged him to look round.

"Thank you for trusting me. Let's go for that walk, like we planned."

Side by side they stepped through the forest. Cal's hand was a constant presence on his shoulder or around his waist, guiding him along the path. It felt nice to be close. It felt nice to be held. They came to a stop at the base of a large tree.

"Are you feeling up to a climb?"

"You were serious?" Dylan had assumed the tree-climbing was a joke.

"If you're not up to it, we can leave it for another time."

"No, I can do it."

Cal steadied him as he climbed to the first branch.

"Are you sure it will hold our weight?" he called down to him as he scaled the next branch.

"Yes. Don't worry. I've climbed it myself. Just stick to the branches on this side until you're halfway up, then you'll need to swing left to the south-facing branches."

Dylan did as Cal directed, until they were right up near the top of the tree. The tree was very old, the branches coarse and thick even that high up.

"Stay there, I'll come up and join you," Cal called, and moments later he was on the branch next to Dylan.

"This is nice," he said, leaning back against the trunk.

Dylan, his knuckles white from holding on, wasn't sure he agreed. He slid carefully along his branch until he was next to Cal, mimicking the other man's posture.

Cal wrapped an arm around him and Dylan leaned into him.

"Look out there," Cal said, gesturing to the view ahead of them. They were on a slight rise, putting them above the rest of the forest and giving them a view into the distance.

"We're looking south-east and just beyond that hill is Evenfall. My home. My family's ancestral home."

Dylan followed where he was pointing. It seemed so very far away.

"And it could be your home too, if you like."

His body jumped at Cal's words, and he was very glad for the strong arm wrapped around him, holding him steady.

"How?" he asked, turning to Cal.

"Come with me when I return."

"It's that simple?"

"You're my true love, the one I've been waiting for. What could be simpler?"

"But what would your family think of me?"

Dylan couldn't imagine they'd be pleased. Not with someone like him.

"I've already told my brother and his partner about you. They're looking forward to meeting you."

"What did you tell them?"

"That I had found you, and you were beautiful and kind and human."

The last word stood out and made Dylan do a double-take.

"You say that like you're not."

Cal's hand was rubbing soothing lines up and down his arm.

"What if I told you what I wasn't?"

"But you look human. You act human."

"My brothers say I'm going through a phase, but now that I've met you, it makes a lot more sense why I've been spending so much time in human form."

Human form? Dylan didn't understand.

"Why don't we climb down, and I'll explain it to you. Nothing has changed, Dylan. I love you and that's what counts."

The climb down seemed to take only seconds, Dylan's heart hammering in his chest. He'd known, from the moment he met Cal, that there was something different about him. Something unearthly, something enchanting. And now he was about to find out what.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Once they were back on solid ground, Cal tried to take Dylan's hand, but the other man shook him off.

"Come on, let's go find somewhere with a bit more space."

If he was going to show Dylan his true form, they'd need room. He could see Dylan was distracted as they walked, his eyes not really seeing what was in front of him. More than once he tripped and only Cal's quick reflexes kept him from falling.

"Almost there," Cal said, spying a clearing up ahead. He had just turned to look over his shoulder at Dylan to make sure he was keeping up when Dylan called out to him.

"Cal, watch out." Dylan's hands were suddenly on him, yanking him backward and sending them both to the ground.

"Dylan, what on earth…"

"There," Dylan said, pointing with one shaking hand. "A snare."

Cal couldn't see it at first, not until he looked right at the spot Dylan was pointing to. It was right in Cal's path, where his next footstep would have fallen. Even after Dylan pointed it out, he struggled to keep it in his sights. As soon as his gaze slipped even slightly left or right, it seemed to fade from view.

"How did you spot that?"

"I caught it, out of the corner of my eye. It kind of glints, like the sun is reflecting off of it."

Which was how Simon described how the one they'd found had looked to them. Nothing like the dark, coiled wire Cal could barely see.

"Thank you for saving me from that, Dylan. I think we had better dismantle it before some other poor unfortunate gets caught in it."

He took the knife from his bag and set to cutting the snare to pieces, storing each one in his bag. He scented the area but was unable to pick up a trail.

"What is it? What are you doing?" Dylan asked, looking both amused and confused at Cal's antics.

"I have an excellent sense of smell. I'm trying to see if I can catch the scent of whoever set this."

"Because you're not human."

Cal smiled. Dylan was getting it.

"Yes, that's right. And these snares seemed particularly designed to catch people like us. One has died already and another has been injured."

Dylan looked saddened at that. "And you don't know who is setting them?"

"Not yet, but I hope we will know something soon. The clearing is just ahead of us. Let's keep going."

Cal took him by the hand and led him into the large clearing, the sun beams breaking through the overhead leaves.

"My family are what's called shapeshifters. We can change form at will between human and animal. There are all sorts of legends about how it came about."

"Any animal?" Dylan asked.

"Just the one. There are many different types of shapeshifters, and each can change into a different animal. Our family are bears. Near here there is a group of wolves."

"Bears and wolves?"

"That's right."

Dylan paced across the clearing and back. "So you can change into a bear."

"Yes. Would… would you like me to show you?"

"Now?"

"Now is as good a time as any."

"Are you still you when you're a bear?"

"Of course, it's still me, I'm fully in control. My personality is a bit more bear-like I suppose. More black and white and less gray. But I know who I am and I'll know who you are."

"Okay," Dylan said with a nod. "I'd like to see."

"Good." Cal set his backpack, bow, and arrows lying against a tree trunk before stepping toward the center of the clearing. He shed his shirt and reached for his pants, hearing Dylan's sound of wordless protest.

"No use shredding good clothes," he said easily, his eyes meeting Dylan's and holding his gaze as he slipped off his pants.

"I'll just change for a few minutes and then change back," he assured him, kneeling amongst the leaves. He stretched his arms out, feeling the power of the change throughout his whole body as he moved to balance on his hands and feet. He let the change come—slowly and carefully—closing his eyes a human and opening them a bear on four paws.

He looked to Dylan, unsure what he'd see on the other man's face. He expected surprise and some fear but not the abject terror he was met with.

Dylan's eyes were wide, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he stared across at Cal. Cal pressed himself toward the ground, doing his best to make himself seem small and harmless. As best he could when he was a huge, life-size bear.

His movement seemed to break the spell holding Dylan frozen, and his mate turned and ran. Cal's instinct was to give chase, but he forced it down and brought his power to the fore, forcing himself back to human form. It wasn't easy this soon after a shift, it took effort and power and pain. He scrambled back into his clothes, grabbed his things, and took off after Dylan. Dylan had run straight for home, to Cal's relief. He reached the edge of the forest just as Dylan was jumping over the fence into his yard.

"Dylan, wait please," he called after him.

Dylan turned, eyeing him with wary eyes.

"Stay away from me."

"I'm not going to hurt you. It's exactly like I told you. I'm a bear shifter. It is who and what I am."

"You're a monster. With teeth and claws. My grandfather tried to warn me about you, but I didn't listen. Well, I'm listening now."

Cal stopped when he reached the fence.

"Stay away from me," Dylan called, backing toward the house.

"Dylan, please. You're my true love. My destined mate. I need you just as surely as you need me. Don't shut me out. I know you're scared, but please…"

"I said stay away. I don't want anything to do with you. Monsters don't feel love. It was all a lie, a trick, so I'd let down my guard and you could infect me with your evil."

They were strong, twisted words and they weren't his own.

"Shay told you that."

"Shay has always tried to protect me. He told me you'd come. I understand now what he meant."

Dylan reached the door, opening it and stepping inside, his eyes still on Cal like at any moment he expected an attack.

"Dylan, please."

The other man just shook his head, slamming the door closed.

 

Cal was unsure what to do. He paced back and forth in front of the fence, hoping Dylan would come back outside. While he waited, he tried to make sense of what had happened. Dylan seemed to take the explanation of him being a bear shifter at face value until he actually saw him change. But the words he came out with were odd. He'd talked about monsters, about evil. They were strange things for his grandfather to have told him. Then there was the unmistakable fact that Dylan had been able to see the spelled snare. He'd been able to see the magic embedded in it. Yet that same magic had damaged him, eaten into his skin.

It was growing late, and it became clear Dylan wasn't coming back out. His grandfather would be home soon. Cal had no wish to make his acquaintance after the events of today.

Instead, he gathered his things and left, making his way back to Laurel Coven. He needed to speak to the Wiccans. All his senses told him Dylan was human, but his response to magic was suggesting something different.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Leona took one look at his face and stopped what she was doing.

"What's wrong, what it is? Is it Fionn?"

"No," he assured her. "Nothing like that. I need to talk to you."

"Faye, Simon, would you excuse us—"

"No, actually. It would be helpful if someone from Laurel stayed. Faye may be able to shed some light on this."

Faye and Simon returned to their seats.

"About two weeks ago, while searching for more snares and those who set them, I met a man caught in one of them. He was human."

Leona already knew this much, but he could see Simon and Faye's confusion.

"I went back to check on him and found he had an injury from it that was worsening. I used the ointment Leona gave me, and it helped, his ankle healed."

"But how could he have been infected by the magic? Are you sure he's human?"

"I believed so, at first. But he wasn't just injured by the magic, he can see it. He saved me from walking into another snare. I could barely see it, even looking right at it, but he caught sight of it out of the corner of his eye."

"And that's what has brought you back to us?" Leona was watching him with raised eyebrows, knowing there was more to it.

"Dylan is my mate. Things seemed to be going well between us. I told him about my being a shifter, and he took it well. But actually seeing it sent him running.

"That's not exactly unexpected. You said he seemed very innocent for a human."

"It was more what he said. That his grandfather Shay had warned him about monsters and that they could infect him with their evil."

"There are some humans with knowledge of shifters. That doesn't explain why he could see the snare.

"Wait, did you say Shay?" Faye interrupted.

"Yes, you know him?"

"Maybe. He'd be an older man now, in his sixties, lives in a house at the edge of Oakley forest."

"Yes, that's him. He's Dylan's grandfather. How do you know him?"

"I don't, not really. I was only a child when it happened. My mother would know the details. I'll go get her."

Faye hurried away, leaving Cal alone with Simon and Leona. 

"Nothing is ever straightforward with your family, Cal. But things have a habit of working out for the best."

Faye returned with her mother, Angela, in tow.

"Cal, you're looking pale. And thin. Are you eating?"

"I'm fine, Angela. Thank you. Faye was telling us you may be able to shed some light on Shay."

She sat down. "Ah, yes. Shay Hallan. Such a tragic family. His wife Elizabeth, bless her, was a Wiccan. She was a sole practitioner, mostly kept to herself. I think some generations back a Wiccan married into her very conservative and traditional family and wasn't well received, so they were largely non-practicing. She died suddenly in some sort of accident but left behind a teenage daughter, Emily. Emily inherited her mother's Wiccan nature but wasn't content not to practice. She reached out to Laurel, came to a few meetings. I got the impression her father didn't approve, and she took pains to hide it from him. She was a lovely girl—blond hair, blue eyes, and very sweet. I'm ashamed to say the Coven wasn't welcoming to outsiders at that time. Though she made some friends among the young people, she quickly retreated back to her own world."

She lapsed into silence, lost in the memory.

"What happened to her?" Cal asked. If Angela was right, this was Dylan's mother.

"It would have been quite the scandal around town if it had ever come out, but Shay Hallan kept to himself. She got pregnant, lord knows who by—the girl was so sheltered. Hid it from her father, and went into labor alone on the farm one day. Died along with the child. Such a tragedy."

"Did Shay and Elizabeth have other children?"

"No, Emily was their only child."

"How long ago was this?"

"About twenty years. Why the sudden interest?"

"Cal met Shay's grandson," Faye said helpfully.

"No," Angela said, shaking her head. "He can't have."

"His name is Dylan. He's around twenty, blond hair, blue eyes."

"And can see magic snares," Simon finished, "because he's Wiccan."

"So why did the snare burn him?"

"The answer to that might lie in the other half of his heritage. You have no idea who his father might have been?" Leona asked Angela.

The other woman shook her head slowly. "No, no one in the Coven knew she was expecting except Celeste, who she was close to. We only heard after the fact when Celeste went to check on her."

"Is Celeste here?" Maybe she could shed more light on what had happened.

"No, she moved away after that. I think she blamed the Coven for not taking Emily under our wing. We lost contact with her long ago."

"What if Dylan's father was a shifter?"

"Then Dylan would be too. Those genes are dominant."

"And with a Wiccan mother?"

"Those kind of connections rarely form. I don't know of any examples. We know the individual cases. A Wiccan marries a human, any children will inherit Wiccan magic. The same with shifters. But Wiccan and shifter? Those magics don't mix. I suspect any child that resulted from such a relationship could never be born, the conflict would be too great.

"But Fionn is managing it."

"Fionn is a special case."

"Couldn't this be a special case too?"

"But you said it yourself, Dylan isn't a shifter."

"Nor is he Wiccan. There's no sense of Wiccan magic from him."

"Perhaps the two have canceled each other out?" Faye suggested.

"No," Leona said. "He's shown he's capable of both being affected by magic aimed at shifters and being able to see magic only visible to Wiccan's. He shouldn't be able to do either."

She turned to Cal. "The truth is, we just don't know. But perhaps there is someone who does."

"His grandfather."

"If you truly want answers, I suggest you start there."

 

Dylan ran to his room and closed the door, waiting to see if Cal was going to follow him. This was what his grandfather had warned him about, but he hadn't recognized it until Cal had turned into a bear in front of him, and Shay's words came back to him, as if he had been standing next to him, speaking into his ear.

He remembered all the stories from when he was a child. All the warnings. Yet, he'd been so naive as to walk into the woods with a total stranger and invite him to change into a monster in front of him.

He paced back and forth as he waited. He didn't feel right, his head full of thoughts, his body awash with energy. He'd been like that as a child, a bundle of energy, overactive, more than Shay could cope with. But he'd gotten a handle on it, locked it down, became the calm, obedient grandson he knew Shay wanted, until the last few weeks at least.

He heard the welcome sound of the car returning but waited until he heard the front door open and Shay's footsteps before he came down. Shay was in the kitchen, pouring water into the kettle when he arrived.

"Get the chores finished?" he asked.

"No."

Shay stopped what he was doing and turned to him.

"Something happened," he surmised. "Was it that man you met?"

Dylan nodded, ashamed to feel tears come to his eyes.

"You were right about him. He was nice and kind, but he wasn't what he seemed. He's… he changed…"

He took a deep breath, forcing himself to speak the words.

"He's a shapeshifter. He turned into a bear right in front of me."

He turned, pacing toward the wall and back.

"I feel… I feel like I'm going crazy. I can't sit still. He told me… he told me there was something between us, and I believed him, I felt it."

"You let him touch you."

He nodded, unable to meet his grandfather's eyes.

"Where is he now?"

"I don't know. I ran back here, he was standing outside the fence."

"You left the yard?"

"He… he asked me to." It was a weak excuse, and he knew it.

"Will he come back?"

"I don't know."

He paced toward the door, struggling to keep himself calm. A crash had both him and Shay spinning around. The mug Shay had taken from the cupboard lay on the floor in pieces. How had it fallen?

Shay was looking at him with barely concealed horror.

"Come with me." His words were quiet as were his footsteps as he crossed the kitchen to the back door.

"Now!" he barked sharply when Dylan hadn't moved.

Dylan trailed after him, feeling like he was walking to his execution. Was Shay going to kick him out, leave him to fend for himself? It was hard to blame him, he'd broken all the rules.

He barely noticed when they stopped in front of the entrance down to the storm cellar. Shay pulled a key from his pocket, undoing the padlock and removing the chain before pulling open the doors.

"Down you go," he said. Dylan climbed down ahead of him, his body numb.

He stopped when he reached the bottom of the steps, turning back to see Shay hadn't followed him down. The doors clanged shut above him, and he scrambled upward.

"Shay, no."

"It's for your own protection, Dylan. And mine."

He heard the chain being dragged across the doors and the click of the padlock. He pushed at the doors, but they didn't budge.

Shay's footsteps faded.

Dylan sat down in on the steps, resting his head in his hands. Everything had spiraled out of control, and now he was worse off than before.

There was light coming through a small window high up on the wall. It took a few minutes for his eyes to adjust. He hadn't been in the cellar for a very long time. He could remember it as a child, standing on the bottom step, looking up at his grandfather's face.

Pulling himself to his feet, he peered around, taking in the bed in the corner, the small table, and the shelf full of supplies. He pulled a chair back from the table, seeing a cloud of dust rise. He couldn't remember the storm that must have brought him down here, only that image of Shay staring down at him. And the door closing, leaving him in darkness. No, that wasn't right. If there'd been a storm, Shay would have been down there with him.

He tried to puzzle it out as he sat. He still felt on edge, full of energy, but there was nowhere for it to go, so he pushed it down deep inside him. His foot hit something under the table. He reached down, and his fingers closed around something small and metal. He picked it up and set it down in front of him on the table. It was a toy car, with the number four painted in white on its roof. It seemed at once familiar and new. Why would there be toys down here?

As he sat at the table, the sun began to set, the light growing weaker until the room was in darkness. Shay wasn't coming back. Shuffling to his feet, he crossed the room and lay down on the bed. He didn't bother with a blanket, his body was warm, like an engine running hot. The lack of fresh air wasn't helping. There was no sleep to be had, as much as he wished for it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Cal met a group from Rowan Pack as he made his way back to Dylan's house.

"What is it?" he asked, knowing only something serious would bring them out in force in the present circumstances.

"Jared went out to hunt this morning. He hasn't come back," Andy told him.

"Where was he going?"

The four looked at one another but didn't answer.

"Andy. Where?"

"Jared was one of the most outspoken at our meeting last night. Against Laurel. He believed they were responsible for the snares, and he wanted to prove it."

"Have you found his tracks?"

"His scent trail is going this way," Andy said, indicating a path parallel to the one Cal had just traveled.

"Fine, I'll come with you. I've just been in Laurel's Coven house. I assure you, they're not planning your destruction.

"I'll believe that when we find Jared," Anita said.

The trail diverged unexpectedly and they followed it north-west for a time, no longer heading directly toward the Coven. The trail turned again, and they found someone standing well ahead of them on the path. Even from that distance, Cal could smell the blood. The group hurried forward, their eyes watching their surroundings with caution. Cal recognized the person ahead of them. Laurence, one of Faye's cousins.

He turned as he heard them coming, his eyes widening as he saw the large group of shifters bearing down on him.

"Thank goodness you're here. I was just about to head to the Coven house and alert them."

As they reached him, Cal could see the now familiar wire of the snares, this time smeared with blood.

"Do you know who it was?" Laurence asked.

"Why don't you tell us?" Anita snarled.

"How would I know?" Laurence asked, taken aback by her tone. "I just found it."

The others spread out, checking the area while Cal and Andy stood with Laurence.

"I was just going to pick some wild mushrooms. I saw a bunch growing down the path a little ways. I was practically right on top of the snare before I noticed it. I guess I was distracted."

The others returned, shaking their heads.

"It's just like before, no tracks, no scent trail. Whoever took Jared, we can't track them," Anita spat out, glaring at Laurence.

"We need to head back and alert the Pack to what we've found," Andy said. He turned to Laurence. "Tell your people we won't let this lie. We want our Pack brother returned, safely, or there will be conflict between us."

As one, the group turned and left, Laurence staring after them open-mouthed. "But… but…" He turned to Cal. "It's not us. We'd never do this."

"I know. I think I'll need to speak to Leona again."

"She was called away just as I left the house. Gone to assist in a birth, I think. But Gavin has returned."

"Good, then I'll talk to him." Idly, Cal wondered if Leona had returned to Evenfall. He didn't think Fionn was ready to deliver quite so soon but was excited at the prospect of a nephew, even if it did send a pang of longing through him.

 

He found Gavin in his study, reading a heavy tome. He didn't look up at first, continuing to read until he'd reached the end of the page. Then he carefully marked his place, closed the book and stood to return it to its place on the shelf.

Cal was careful not to let his impatience show. Gavin was a difficult enough man to deal with at the best of times.

"Relations with Rowan have reached new heights of tension with another wolf missing. This time very close to your Coven house. It might be prudent for you to meet with the Pack, make an overture of peace and a commitment to work together to discover who is responsible for these attacks."

"I don't see why that would be necessary. We've already been assisting. Our people have been combing the woods for these snares. We've offered to accompany Rowan wolves through the forest. What more can we do? We aren't to blame, this isn't our responsibility."

"That isn't how Rowan sees things."

"Yes, well. What can you expect? They're impulsive, irrational creatures at the best of times. I won't pander to them."

"I'm not asking you to pander to them. I'm asking you to make an effort to stop this escalating into a conflict between you."

"Why should it? Any connection between us and what's happening is present only in the minds of those foolish wolves."

"But don't you see? Whoever is doing this is using magic, in close proximity to your Coven. You're being setup to take the fall for this. Rowan aren't going to see that unless you talk to them, make it clear that you are just as invested in stopping this and clearing your name as they are in ensuring their Pack members safety."

"You put too much responsibility on our shoulders. This is a shifter problem, not a Wiccan one. Wiccans don't trap animals, they don't kill them."

"Where shifters are concerned, magic is magic. You need to face up to your responsibility in all this before it comes knocking at your door."

"If Laurel makes a move against us, we will defend ourselves, but I'm not putting my people in the middle of this just because the wolves want someone to blame."

"Gavin, please."

"No, Callix. I've humored you for long enough. I respectfully request that you leave."

Knowing there would be no talking Gavin around, he stood and made his way to the door.

"Angela tells me you were asking about Emily Hallan. A bad business that. The Coven should have been more proactive with that girl, she was isolated, alone. My brother was in contention to lead the Coven at the time. He felt strongly that we shouldn't take in outsiders like her, only people from other Covens. He thought it would dilute the genes. All nonsense of course, but people do get these ideas in their heads. Such a shame about the girl though, by all accounts, she was very promising."

Gavin went to the shelf and pulled out another book, signaling the end of their conversation.

 

He left Laurel no closer to answers or solutions. Deciding another approach to Rowan to calm the tensions was unlikely to be productive, he tried to work out where to go to get the answers he was looking for. Creating a mental map in his mind, he placed the five snares on it and tried to work out if there was a pattern or something in common about where they'd been set. The only thing that stood out was their proximity to Dylan's house. It was the only human occupied building in the area. Maybe it meant something, maybe it didn't, but visiting Dylan and his grandfather was already on his to-do list for the day.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Thane was gone. Fionn wasn't sure where. All he knew was that he needed him, now. Stumbling from the house, the world seemed to spin around him, the cramping pain in his belly forcing him to lean against the door frame. He wasn't ready for this.

He followed Thane's scent through the trees toward the lake. Where was he?

Another contraction came, stronger this time. He cried out, grabbing the nearest tree for support. Waiting it out, he caught his breath and kept going.

The next cramp hit him only minutes later, this time bringing him to his knees. He couldn't do this alone.

"Thane!"

He hoped his Alpha was close enough to hear him. When he tried to stand again, the pain and dizziness were too much, and he sank to the ground.

"Fionn?" he heard Thane shout in the distance.

"Thane," he called, wrapping an arm around his stomach as another wave of pain wracked him. He focused on his breathing, using it to help manage the contraction.

And then his mate was there.

"Fionn, what's wrong?"

"It's time."

"Are you sure?"

Another contraction hit, and he cried out. 

"Stupid question," Thane muttered, kneeling next to him. "I'll carry you back to the house."

"No, no. I think it's too late."

"Fionn, I can have you inside in minutes. Just hold on and hold tight."

Thane's strong arms surrounded him and lifted him with ease. Fionn clung to him, burrowing his face against Thane's chest.

"You were gone."

"Just for a walk. I wasn't far."

"I couldn't find you."

"I'm right here."

"Can you hear the babies heartbeat?"

"Loud and clear, my love. We're almost home."

And then they were crossing the threshold, and Thane was carrying him up to their bedroom and helping him out of his clothes.

"Leona isn't going to make it here in time, Fionn. But we'll be okay, just you and me. Alright?"

"Alright, Thane."

Another contraction came, and he shifted to his knees, Thane's holding him with one arm while the other rubbed circles on his back.

"I don't know if I can do this," he said.

"Of course you can. We'll do it together."

"What if Leona is wrong? What if the baby isn't okay?"

"Hush. Don't worry about that now. Focus on your breathing and the urge to push. Your body knows what to do, all you have to do is listen."  

Thane stayed by his side the whole time, coaxing him through each contraction as it came, rubbing his back to distract him and holding his hand.

Just when Fionn was at the end of his rope, almost too tired to keep going, it was Thane's words that spurred him on.

"I can see the head. Full of dark hair, just like yours. You're almost there, Fionn."

It gave him the strength for the last few pushes, his teeth gritted, his hands fisting the sheets, knuckles turning white. And then it was over, Thane lifting the tiny body onto his chest.

"It's a girl," his mate said, caught between confusion and wonder.

Fionn cradled the baby to him as she wailed.

"I… I saw it in Leona's vision, but I didn't have the heart to tell you. You just seemed so certain."

"I was certain," Thane said with a laugh. "It's not what I expected, but then I'm learning to expect the unexpected when it comes to you."

"Do you mind?"

"Mind?"

Thane leaned over, stroking his knuckle across their daughter's tiny hand.

"How could I mind something so precious? She's ours, and that, my love, is what counts."

Fionn gave him a tired smile as he lay back in the bed. Theirs. His and Thanes. He'd never thought this moment would come.

 

Dylan woke tired just after sunrise, groaning as he recalled the events of the previous day and his new lodgings down in the storm cellar. Pulling a can from the stockpile on the shelf, he opened it and ate pieces of mandarin with his fingers. It was cool and sweet, distracting him from his current predicament. But all too soon eating lost its shine, and he set the can down. His memories of the storm shelter from before were starting to return. It had been a little different down there then. The table was where it was now, but the bed was away from the wall and the chair in the corner has been nearer the center of the room. Catching sight of something on the wall behind the chair, he pulled it out and climbed behind it, crouching down to see.

There were drawings done in crayon. He ran his fingers over them. Were these his? Had he drawn them? Which begged another question. How long had he spent down there as a child?

He curled up in the corner behind the chair, feeling oddly secure in his hiding spot. He tried hard to imagine himself a child down here. Alone, scared, bored. Bad. The word came unbidden from his mind. He'd been put down here because he'd been bad. But what could he have done that would have been so terrible his grandfather would have locked him in the cellar? Shay had always said he'd been a daydreamer as a boy. Spending too much time lost in the clouds and not enough on his schooling and chores. He'd been careful as he grew older not to get lost in his thoughts or let his mind drift. It was important to be steady and sensible. To focus on what was there in front of him and not on things he pretended. Pretended. He'd played pretend.

Searching his memory, he tried to remember what Shay had meant by all that.

"What are you doing over there Dylan?" his grandfather's voice came to him, so loud and clear as if he were standing right next to him.

"I'm playing magic tricks. See." But Dylan couldn't see whatever it was he'd been showing Shay. It was all a blank. But he had played magic, pretending he was a magician who would do tricks. Maybe he'd broken things, though he couldn't see Shay putting him down here for a broken plate. So what else? He hadn't just played at being other people, he'd played at being other things. Like a cat. He'd pretend he was a cat and could climb things on all fours, pounce on stuff and lap water from a bowl. He had a sudden vivid memory of drinking out of a pool of water and watching his reflection in it, striped and whiskered.

No. He jerked up, shaking off the image. He must have dreamed that. That couldn't have been a memory.

He stood, pushing the chair out so he could get out from behind it. As he did, his fingers found holes in the leather. Turning the chair around toward the light, he knelt down and peered at them, his heart hammering in his chest. It couldn't be. 

The leather of the chair was speckled with small puncture marks and, here and there, long torn lines. Claw marks. They were clay marks.

He didn't stop there, going from one piece of furniture to the next, pulling things from the walls. He found more drawings on the walls, of what looked like a tabby cat and a boy. Had he had a pet down here? He crawled under the table where he'd found the toy car the previous night, finding more claw marks and teeth marks on the table legs. And on the underside of the table, more crayon drawings. Of a figure, a striped cat, with red wellingtons and yellow raincoat, just like he'd had when he was four.

It couldn't be. He couldn't be. He knew shapeshifters were real, he'd seen it with his own eyes. But that didn't mean he was one. He'd been a child with an active imagination, that was all. Just a kid playing dress up, playing pretend.

Something else caught his eye, tucked away on a shelf. He carefully lifted it from the high shelf, carrying it to the table and setting it down.

It was a toy carousel with little figures of horses. He remembered that too, sitting for hours watching it spin around and around. He turned it on its side to look for the winding mechanism. There wasn't one. Or a battery compartment. That was odd. He remembered Shay had kept it up on a high shelf, afraid Dylan would break it. And Dylan would sit on the floor and watch it spin and spin. Until Shay had discovered him. Dylan remembered him shouting, remembered his hands squeeze hard on his shoulder as he shook him. Remembered him picking up the carousel and carrying it away.

He stood up so quickly he knocked his chair over in his haste to get away from the table. Returning to the bottom of the stairs, he stared longingly upward, willing Shay to open the doors and let him out.

"Grandfather, Grandfather, please," he called. He had a sudden vision that filled his eyes. Standing in the same spot, looking up and up, his grandfather towering above him at the top of the stairs.

"No more playing magic, no more playing pretend. If you show me you can be a good boy, then you can come out."

And the doors shut, leaving him in darkness.

How long? How long had he been trapped down here? And why didn't he remember it?

Curling up in the chair, he rocked back and forth as he tried to piece together his memory. He remembered the warmth of the sun when Shay had put him down here, so maybe summer time. He recalled standing at the bottom of the steps, and the wind whipping dozens of brown leaves down on top of him. Fall. He remembered shivering from the cold, icicles dripping from the taps in the sink and a little heater next to his bed. Winter.

And he remembered Shay leading him upstairs by the hand and out into the light. Shay showing him the garden where little green shoots were pushing their way above the soil "New plants, new life and a new little boy. A good boy." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Shay was working in a shed in the yard when Cal arrived.

"Hello," he called, standing at the fence and waiting for Shay to emerge.

He did, wiping his hands off on a towel.

"Mr. Hallan?" Cal asked.

"I think you know the answer to that," he replied. "And you must be Callix. Dylan has told me about you."

"Good things, I hope," he asked, playing along.

"You shouldn't have come back here. Dylan said he made it clear he doesn't want to see you."

"I think that's far from clear and something to be discussed between Dylan and myself."

"No. You should have stayed away from my grandson. You had no right to interfere, to trespass on our property."

"So I should have just left him there in the woods, trapped in that snare?"

Cal caught the momentary flash of guilt that crossed Shay's face.

"Where is Dylan?"

Cal listened but couldn't hear him in the house.

"He's gone. He was frightened after he saw your true nature and was afraid you'd come back. I woke up this morning and he'd taken off."

Cal paused, unsure if he was being given the runaround.

"Where would he have gone?"

"You think I'd tell you? You're a monster."

"I care about him."

"You shapeshifters are all the same, claiming you care about someone when all you really care about is yourself. If you really cared about him you'd have left well enough alone."

"I'm not the first shifter you've met."

Shay didn't reply, glaring at the ground.

"What did they do to cause you to hold such a grudge?"

"Get off my property."

Shay turned, stomping back inside the shed. Cal climbed the fence and followed him.

"Please, for Dylan's sake, tell me where he went. It's not safe out there right now."

"It's never been safe," Shay spat out. "I tried to raise her right, keep her safe, but I couldn't keep her from the magic. And then he showed up, that monster, just like you did and tried to take her from me. And I lost her just like I lost her mother. I won't lose Dylan the same way."

And it all clicked into place. He was talking about Dylan's father. Dylan's father was a shifter. 

"Those snares, out in the woods. Do you know who is setting them?"

The change of topic seemed to shake Shay from the memories he was lost in.

"Get out," he said again. "Get off my land. And keep away from my grandson."

Realizing he wasn't going to get any more from Shay, he retreated. If Dylan has run sometime during the night, there'd be a trail for him to follow. He caught Dylan's scent easily enough near the gate and set about following it. He gave up almost immediately on the first trail, realizing it was his and Dylan's from the day before. He found a second and followed that, but it only led back to the clearing he and Dylan had parted in. Returning to the fence, he circled the house slowly, looking for another trail. If Dylan had left the house on foot, there had to be some sign.

 

Dylan was curled up on the bottom step when he heard the voices. Cal was back. Scared for Shay and for himself, he retreated into the room, into the far corner where boxes were piled. He squeezed in behind them, until he was sure he couldn't be seen.

The boxes back here were old, the cardboard shredded and chewed at by mice. From one, the corner of a book stuck out and he tugged it from its hiding place. There was barely enough light to read by, but he was desperate to do anything to block out the argument he could hear happening above ground. What if Cal became a bear again? What if he lost control and hurt Shay? It was already hard for him to bear the guilt for having brought this man to their door.

He flicked the book open, feeling a pang of disappointment at what he saw. Not the type of a novel like he'd expected but lines of precise handwriting. He shifted position, angling to catch the beam of light that peeked in through the boxes. He skimmed a few lines, trying to make sense of what he was reading. A diary? He'd never kept one, so it wasn't his. And Shay wasn't a diary keeping sort of person. That left only two people and from the date printed neatly on the top of the page there was only one person this diary could belong to. His mother.

A word on the page caught his attention. Magic. Why would his mother be writing about magic?

The raised voices moved closer, and he bent his head, holding the diary tightly in his hands as he forced his attention on to the words. Maybe he'd find some answers.

He kept reading long after the voices disappeared. Each page told him something new, drew new lines onto the faint outlines that were his knowledge of his mother. She spoke of her sadness after her mother's death, of turning to her magic for solace and to something called a Coven for company. Only they turned her away, though she kept contact with one girl. She spoke of the woods, and Dylan recognized the places she described. The tone began to change, becoming lighter, happier as she talked about being saved in the woods by a handsome stranger. He came back to see her almost every day, and page after page were filled with recollections of the time they spent together. She used the same words he'd used when thinking about Cal. Kind, caring, different. Then he turned a page and saw the words written right in front of him. Shapeshifter. She described his animal form in detail, even sketched it. A large, beautiful striped tiger with soulful blue eyes. But when she spoke of him she didn't speak of fear or disgust. She didn't talk about monsters. She talked of love. The last line of her diary was at once confusing and illuminating. 'I think I'm going to have a baby. He'll be so pleased. But how will I ever tell Father?'

Shay had told him he'd never known his father, a man who hadn't wanted anything to do with a baby and who'd left long before Dylan was born. But his mother's diary said something different. Which was true?

He heard the sound of the chain being undone and struggled to get out from behind the boxes. He tripped at the last second, sprawling out across the ground and knocking a box over. From it spilled gleaming white wires, identical to the snare that had trapped him. What were they doing here?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

This time, Cal didn't hesitate to vault the fence into the yard. Dylan was here somewhere, he was certain of it.

"Shay," he called. "I know he's here. I want to speak with him, and I'm not leaving until I do."

He waited, hearing the sound of someone just inside the back door. They didn't come out so he turned his attention to searching for Dylan, trying to see where his scent was strongest. The house was the most likely place, but as he crossed the yard a sound caught his attention, coming from somewhere to his left. He turned, scenting Dylan as he did, and seeing the door to a storm cellar set into the ground at an angle.

He strode toward it, reaching for the chain that held it closed. It was padlocked but would be no trouble for him to break.

He heard rather than saw the back door to the house swing open.

"I told you to keep off my property," Shay shouted across the yard and an unfamiliar noise had Cal glancing around. Shay held a shotgun in his hands, pointed unwaveringly at him.

"He's still here, isn't he?" he asked, keeping his voice level.

"I'm telling you to leave," Shay continued, moving toward him.

"Do you have him locked down there?" Cal asked, already knowing the answer. He could hear Dylan's fast heartbeat.

"Get out or I'll shoot!"

"What on earth did he do for you to treat him like this, like an animal? First, you lock him in his room, then you stick that tag around his ankle, and now this."

"It's the only thing that worked before. That cured him of his ungodly ways. It took months last time. This time, it might be years."

"What ways?" Cal asked, turning around fully so they were face to face.

"There was no sign when he was a baby. He was as you'd expect, bright and bouncing. Teethed but what baby doesn't. But then it started to come out. I'd find him playing with his toys, them all moving by themselves without being touched. And I started finding claw marks in his room, on the walls. He said he was playing pretend, but one day I saw… that, that thing inside him that he became. It was disgusting. It was wrong. I knew if I didn't stamp it out then and there, there'd be no helping him."

"But he was just a child. A special child, thanks to his mother and his father."

"I didn't hold to that magic nonsense, Elizabeth knew that and so did Emily. Not in my house. As for the rest, I told that shifter I didn't want to set eyes on him ever again. Unnatural beasts have no place on this earth."

Cal turned back to the storm cellar, starting to form a picture in his mind of what had gone on.

"How long was he down there?"

"Ten months to the day. I had to be sure, you see. The magic stopped after a month or two, but it was longer before the rest went away. When he came out, he was better. A good boy, human as they come. I knew I had to be careful. I couldn't let him mix with others like Emily had. That was my first mistake. She'd met others, people who thought she was like them. That's how I lost her. I couldn't lose Dylan too."

Shay's face was pained, his grip on the shotgun wavering.

"But it worked, it all went away and he's been such a good, obedient grandson. Did everything I asked and never questioned me. Until you. You infected him. He's started asking questions, challenging me. And I saw it again, the magic. I knew there was nothing else for it. The cellar worked before, it will work again. I'll rid him of it."

"But you didn't rid him of it. You can't. It's a part of him. All you did was force him to suppress it all, somewhere deep down inside. It takes such strength of will to do that, day after day, year after year. Who knows how much damage has been done?"

"No," Shay said, stepping forward again. He was so close, the muzzle of the gun nudged Cal's chest. "I saved him. You're the one who has put him in danger."

Cal had heard enough. In one swift move, he grasped the shotgun and twisted it free. Shay pulled the trigger as he fell to the ground, but the muzzle was pointed away from them and it discharged harmlessly. Cal quickly checked to ensure it was unloaded, then tossed it to the other side of the yard. Shay lay where he fell, making no move to get up.

Cal yanked the chain apart and opened the cellar doors, light streaming into the darkness below.

"Dylan?" he called. There was silence from below. He climbed down the steps.

"Dylan, it's Cal. Please don't be frightened. I'm here to get you out."

The room below was small and cramped, there was a camp bed in one corner, a chair in another and a table in a third. The fourth corner was just a pile of boxes but it was from within that pile that the light caught one scared blue eye peering out at him.

Cal stepped forward slowly, holding eye contact, his hands held out palm up in front of him.

"Dylan, please come out."

The other man shook his head.

"I can't. I have to stay down here until it's gone."

"Until what's gone?" he asked, crouching down.

"The badness inside me."

The whispered words almost broke Cal's heart.

"There's no badness inside you, Dylan. Your mother was a Wiccan, that is a person with magic, and your father was a shapeshifter. What you are is a bit of both of them, I think. Only you've forgotten all that."

Dylan shook his head.

"I got rid of it before. I remember."

Cal slid to his knees, resting his hands on his thighs.

"No, Dylan. It's a part of you. There's no getting rid of it. But it's like anything—grief, anger— you can bury it inside you. But nothing ever stays buried, and now it's starting to come back. And that's a good thing. You can't hide who you are, it will only cause you pain."

"I'm scared."

"I know. But things will seem a lot less scary out there in the sun. And you won't be alone, I'll be right there with you, helping you every step of the way. And I have friends who know magic, who can help with that too. Just take my hand, Dylan. That's all you have to do."

He stretched his hand out, hoping against hope that his words had gotten through to Dylan. He didn't want to have to carry a kicking and screaming half-Wiccan, half-shifter through the forest.

Dylan pushed forward through the boxes, laying his hand in Cal's. Cal stood, helping Dylan to his feet and together they climbed up the steps into the yard. Dylan blinked at the bright sunlight, one hand covering his face as he looked around. Shay had gotten to his feet, leaning against a large barrel.

"Dylan, go back inside. It's not safe for you to be out here."

Uncertain, Dylan glanced between his grandfather and Cal.

"He's wrong, Dylan. You're safe, I can make sure of that. We should go now."

"If you leave this yard, if you take another step, you're no grandson of mine. You are never to set foot here again."

Again, Dylan seemed uncertain, and Cal opened his mouth once more to reassure him. But Dylan spoke first.

"What happened to my mother? And where is my father?"

Shay shook his head. "That's all in the past. I won't be drawn back there."

"No. I want to know. I need to know. I found her diary." He waved the book at Shay whose face blanched as he caught sight of it.  

 "No, Dylan. You're too young, too upset to discuss this now."

Shay turned back toward the house, and Dylan lunged for him, his hand grasping Shay's wrist. The world around them froze and it was like a curtain came down—everything just a shade dimmer. Cal couldn't move and neither, it seemed, could Dylan or Shay.

They were all facing the same direction, toward the house, and in front of them, a scene began to play out.

The back door flung open, and a young woman stood at the top of the steps, her blond hair glinting in the sunlight.

"I love him, Father. You can't stop us being together. But this child is your grandchild. If you'd only see that, see how much Damon loves me."

A younger looking Shay appeared behind her in the doorway, his face thunderous.

"He's a monster. He'll never set foot in this house again."

"Then neither will we." A determined Emily stepped out. What happened next seemed so quick yet so slow. Shay grabbed her arm, Emily turned, her feet went from under her, and she fell heavily down the steps to lie motionless at the bottom.

 "Emily? Emily!"

Shay called to her as he rushed down the steps before carrying her motionless form back into the house.

"She went into labor. There wasn't time to call for help, there wasn't time to do anything. I was afraid of what would be born, knowing what the father was. Then there was so much blood, and she was gone. I thought little Dylan would follow too, but he was strong, he had fight in him."

"What about my father?" Dylan asked.

Shay shook his head, and the picture changed again—Shay standing at the top of the steps while a tall man spoke to him. Shay's voice was harsh and unforgiving.

"She's dead because of you. The labor was too much for her."

"And the child?"

"Buried along with her."

The man turned and walked passed them, Cal catching a glimpse of an anguished face.

"He never came back," Shay said. "And I was relieved. I thought that meant I had saved you. That you'd grow up right."

"Where is he now?" Dylan asked.

"I don't know."

Dylan let go of his arm, and the darkness evaporated, the world around them returning to normal.

Shay turned to them, his expression haunted. "How… how?"

"Sixteen years of suppressed magic," Cal said, resting a hand on Dylan's shoulder. "Come on, Dylan, we should get going."

Dylan nodded and turned before stopping again.

"Wait, I saw snares."

"What?"

"Snares, down in the cellar. A box of them, just like the one that caught me and that nearly had you."

 As one they turned to Shay.

"So it was you. You've been setting them."

Shay stood up straight. "Something had to be done about the beasts roaming our forests."

"But you don't have the ability to create those by yourself. Who helped you?"

"I met some like-minded people. They asked for my help."

"One person is dead. Another injured and a third is missing. The Pack is on the verge of war with the local Coven over it."

Shay smiled at that. "That's what the gentlemen said would happen. All I had to do was set a few of those around the place and you'd wipe each other out."

"Who are they, the people who gave you those? I want names. I want to know where they're from."

"No names. They found me. I've met them here or on the road going into town once or twice."

"How did you set the snares without leaving tracks?"

He shrugged. "They gave me something, said it would stop it leading back to me."

His eyes turned to Dylan. "They promised me it couldn't hurt people like you and me. I'd never have put you in danger, Dylan."

"But you did, I could have been killed."

"I know. I haven't set any more since then. I didn't want to risk you being hurt."

"How many did you set in total?" Cal asked. They'd found eight so far.

"A dozen."

"Where?"

"I don't have the map anymore, I gave it to the men so they could keep an eye on them. They said they'd know when the traps were sprung and would be able to dispatch whatever was caught."

"You're talking about people here. People like your grandson."

Shay looked away. "I can't tell you any more. I did what I felt was right."

Cal jogged back down the cellar stairs to retrieve the snares, wrapping them in a piece of plastic he found and securing them in his backpack.

"Is this all of them?"

Shay nodded.

"Come on, Dylan. Let's go."

This time, there was no hesitation as Dylan took his hand, and they walked to the gate. Once they were on the other side, Dylan didn't look back, but Cal could see it was a struggle. He was leaving behind the only world he'd ever known.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

"Where are we going?" Dylan asked him. They were walking at speed through the woods, and Cal could see it was a struggle for Dylan to keep up.

"We're going to Rowan Pack, they're a wolf pack nearby. It's their brother who's missing, and they think the local Coven is responsible. If we don't act now, there will be more bloodshed."

They reached Rowan Pack, finding most of the wolves gathered around near the main house. There was a surprise waiting for Cal. His brother.

"Orion," he called, jogging toward him. "It's good to see you. What are you doing here?"

"Thane contacted me. He thought you could do with another pair of hands. And that I could do with a change of scene. Who's your Wiccan friend?"

He nodded toward Dylan. Cal could understand the assumption. Since the house, when Dylan had manifested that vision of the past, there was still a lingering scent of magic around him.

"This is Dylan. Dylan, this is my brother, Orion."

"You brought one of them here," Anita said. "We should string him up."

Dylan pressed close to him, frightened and wary. It suddenly occurred to Cal that Dylan wasn't used to people full stop, so a bunch of pissed off shifters was going to be outright intimidating.

"Dylan is my mate. No one lays a hand on him," he said, turning to meet the eyes of each person around him. Orion stepped up beside him, arms folded, glaring at those around them.

"Welcome, Dylan," Andy was quick to say. "I'm afraid you'll find the mood a little hostile toward Wiccans at the moment."

"He understands," Cal said, keen to get back to the matter at hand. "That's why we're here. We have some information on who might be responsible."

"It's too late for that, Cal. We've already issued an ultimatum to Laurel. Either Jared is returned to us by morning, or we will go after them in force." And that would be a bloodbath.

"What if we could find Jared before then?"

"You know where he is?" Anita spoke up.

"Not yet. But we found a human who was working with the people who did this, who was given the snares to set. He claims to have set twelve. He also told us why they were doing it."

"Why?" Andy asked.

"To set the Pack and the Coven at each other's throats so you'd wipe one another out. Seems to be working well so far."

"So what do you propose?"

"Why would strangers do this? We have to think about who would gain from this, and who would have the capability. Whoever it is, it's someone the Coven knows. It has to be. I'm going there now, I'd like it if some of you came with me."

Cal stepped to the side with Dylan and Orion while the Pack talked amongst themselves.

"Thane told me your mate was human," Orion said, watching Dylan with suspicion.

"It turned out to be a little more complicated than that."

Orion took a step toward him, and Dylan backed away.

"Hey, it's okay." Cal cupped Dylan's cheek. "Orion might be a little grumpy, but he's all bark and no bite."

Orion raised his eyebrows at that. "Welcome to the family, Dylan."

A small group separated from the Pack and moved to join them.

"We'll come with you, in the interests of getting Jared back. If it doesn't work out, our ultimatum still stands."

Cal knew that was the best they were going to get.

"Then let's get going. We're wasting daylight."

 

Dylan's world had suddenly gotten much larger. More space, more people. He was walking along beside Cal, listening to the group talk about things he only partly understood. These people were other shapeshifters, like Cal, but the people they were going to see were people with magic, like his mother. Or was it the other way around?

A second group met them a short distance from a house.

"Simon, Faye. We're here to talk, we have new information."

They were welcomed into the house and took seats around a large table. Dylan sat next to Cal, close enough to hold his hand under the table. Cal didn't seem to mind, squeezing back when he held on tightly. He listened as Cal explained about Shay, the men, and the snares.

"So you don't know the names of these men?" the man named Giles asked. "Or where they are. Or even what they look like?"

"No, but…" Cal turned to him. "Dylan, did you ever meet them?" All eyes turned to him, and he shrank down in his seat.

"No, never. But I saw them, from the window of my room."

"Describe them," Giles demanded.

"Ah… I… they…" He couldn't get the words out.

"Dylan, do you think maybe you could show us, like you did with Shay's memories?"

"But I don't know how I did that. I don't know if I can do it again."

The weight of everyone's expectations weighed heavily on him. That was how it worked before. It was his desire to see the memory that had triggered it. And now Cal wanted to see his memory of the men—to save Jared, to protect the other wolves, the other shifters, and to protect the Coven. A lot of people were at risk, and Dylan was the only one who might be able to help.

He focused on his wish to see the memory again, tried to bring it to the forefront of his mind. He shut his eyes and focused on it. 

Nothing happened.

"I'm sorry, Cal, I can't…" He opened his eyes and the scene was already there, the view from the room's window transformed to the view from his bedroom, the two men visible speaking to Shay. There were gasps and exclamations around him as people turned to look.

"Isn't that…"

"It couldn't be…"

"Who?" Andy demanded. "Who is it?"

It was Gavin who answered, his voice shaking. "It's Ethan, my brother, and previously in line to be the next Coven leader."

"Why would he be behind this?"

"He… he lost his chance a becoming Coven leader after the death of Emily Hallan. He moved away, I haven't had much contact with him. I know he was angry about what happened. It's possible he held a grudge."

"I'd say more than possible," Orion commented, gesturing to the memory still playing out.

"How do we find him?"

"A locator spell might work, if he's close," Faye suggested.

"How close?" Cal asked.

"Within a few miles."

"That's a definite possibility. Shay said they met him at the house or near town. And they'd have had to be close enough to get to the snares before anyone else did."

"We'll go and get started," Simon said, getting to his feet. "It will take about an hour."

"What do we plan to do with them when we find them?" Gavin asked.

"Put a stop to this," Cal replied, holding out a snare.

The Wiccan's filed from the room, leaving just the shifters. The wolves were talking amongst themselves, animated and loud.

Cal still held his hand, rubbing a thumb in circles across his palm. His touch was calming and Dylan was glad for it. Orion sat on the other side of Cal, one hand on the back of Cal's chair.

"Dylan, I want you to stay here at the Coven while we go and find these men."

But being left alone with strangers was the last thing Dylan wanted.

"No, I'm coming with you."

"I would feel much better knowing you were somewhere out of harm's way."

But that wasn't what Dylan had agreed to when he'd left the cellar.

"No. You said I'd be safe with you. That you could stop the badness in me coming out and hurting people. How can you keep me safe if I'm not with you?"

 He could see the consternation on Cal's face and behind him, Orion looking puzzled.

"Please, Cal. I'm scared."

That seemed to do it, Cal closing his eyes for a moment before acquiescing.

"Okay, fine. You can come with us, but you stay behind me the whole time, okay?"

Dylan nodded, feeling the racing of his heart easing just a little at Cal's words.

"Cal, what exactly is going on?" Orion asked, looking from Dylan to his brother.

"This isn't really the time Orion or the place. Needless to say, Dylan has been raised human which he is most decidedly not."

Something seemed to occur to Cal then and he called Andy over.

"Andy, this is probably a little before your time but… did any of Rowan Pack ever have dealings with the Hallans, in particular, their daughter Emily."

Andy considered the question for a moment. "No, back fifteen, twenty years ago our Pack kept their distance from the east side of that forest. It was right on the edge of our territory. It's only since then that we've really claimed it as ours."

"You're saying it was someone else's?"

"Sure, there was a tiger shifter, used to be there during the summer months. He was never a problem to deal with, we just made sure to respect his space."

Cal thought back twenty years, trying to recall what he'd been doing at that time. He didn't remember a tiger shifter in this area, but then they tended to wander between territories, causing little by way of trouble.

"It was around the same time as Patron and Jon were at each other's throats. We didn't see you much around then."

They'd been the leaders of two neighboring wolf Packs who just couldn't get along. Cal had come close to having to kill them both just to restore some sense of harmony to the area but after years of in-fighting, Jon's Pack had done the deed themselves, and their new leader was quick to made amends.

"Any idea where he went or why he left?"

"You know cat shifters. Follow the same routine every year for decades, then just up sticks and disappear for no reason."

Except this time, there had been a reason.

The door opened, and Faye popped her head in. "We've got them. We're ready to go."

The group got to their feet, eager and anxious to get out there and find their Pack brother. Cal laid a steadying hand on his shoulder as they left.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

"Map says they're five miles east of here. We think it's an old, abandoned farmhouse."

"We know the one," Andy said, glancing at the map Faye was holding. "The woods around it have been cleared, so we'll be seen whatever way we approach."

"So we'll spread out, cover all sides and close in together. That way they won't be able to slip past," Orion said. "I suggest we arrange ourselves shifter, Wiccan, shifter—that'll make it harder for them to target us if they're in the mood for offensive magic."

"Agreed," Cal said as they climbed into cars. Dylan was tense next to him.

"You've been in a car before, right?" Cal asked. Bright blue eyes met his and Dylan shook his head.

"Well, there's nothing to it. Just hold tight to me if you need to."

Their conversation drew more than a few curious glances, but no one asked questions, which Cal was glad of. There wasn't time for explanations.

They stopped at the side of the road, a mile from the property, then divided into groups and spread out. The ones approaching from the far side of the house, Orion included, took a wide path around to prevent them being spotted. Cal and Dylan approached more slowly, waiting for the signal.

A bright light high in the sky above them told them the far group was in place. Two more lights told them the groups east and west of the house were in position. Faye sent their mark up and as one they began to move forward. 

Faye was muttering words under her breath, holding her hands out in front of her. The house came into view, looking abandoned and silent. They kept going, alert for any sign of life. The groups either side of them came into view as they approached, a ring of people now surrounding the house. They were only a few meters from the walls now, and still, there was no one.

A bright flash of light flared all around them. Cal's feet were suddenly stuck to the ground and his hands pinned to his sides. He couldn't move or lift them. He glanced around, seeing the other shifters similarly stuck. 

The Wiccans weren't and Faye spun around, reaching for Cal as she tried to work out what was happening. A second flash and Faye's eyes rolled up into her head and she collapsed to the ground. The other Wiccans were likewise incapacitated. Cal glanced to his left to see Dylan on the ground next to him.

Then the door to the house opened and the two men emerged, their hands held up defensively as they carefully surveyed the immobilized group. The man Cal recognized as Gavin's brother began to laugh.

"My, my, what have we here? There I was thinking we were going to get you to kill each other and instead you present yourselves here like lambs to the slaughter. This will work just as well, I'm sure. It will be easy enough to make it look like the two groups turned on one other."

Ethan stepped closer, and Cal could see the whites of his eyes were inky black. It was as he'd suspected. The hand of darkness moving within him.

"Why? What do you gain from all this?"

"Revenge, of course. And then I can be the one to pick up the pieces. The dregs of Ether Coven are still looking for a new home, and there are many disenfranchised Wiccans who see Coven life as too restrictive, too weak. They want to be warriors not herbalists. Imagine a Coven of such strength that humans were mere toys to play with and shifters used for target practice."

Andy growled at the words.

"Where is Jared?"

"Oh, the mutt is in a better position than all of you right now. We needed a live subject to test some refinements of our spells. We decided he would do nicely."

Ethan stepped toward Cal. "I don't think we've met, but I know you by reputation. Callix, Evenfall bear and default leader of the territory. Well, former leader now. Bears have no place in my new hierarchy, and here I am, lucky enough to have two under my spell right now."

He pulled a ceremonial knife from his belt and began to chant low under his breath as he closed in. Out of the corner of his eye, Cal could see Dylan moving a little. Maybe the spell was wearing off, the Wiccans waking. But to his right, Faye remained still. 

"Spilling shifter blood is an act that draws great power, I fully intend to harvest it."

The symbols on the knife began to glow, and Ethan stepped right up to Cal, placing the knife against his throat. Cal drew on all his energy to try to break the magical bonds that bound him, but they held fast. He stared unwaveringly into Ethan's eyes. He would not show fear in front of this coward.

Cal heard a low growl that grew to a roar as a blur of white launched itself on top of Ethan. There was a shout and a gurgled scream as Ethan fell, the other man rushing toward him, shouting an enchantment. But it seemed to fall on deaf ears. Ethan's voice died away, and Cal's hands and feet were suddenly free. He dived toward the Wiccan, but Anita was closer, shifting in midair as she jumped. It was all over in seconds with the man making barely a sound.

The white tiger backed away from Ethan's body then lay down. Cal fell to his knees beside him, reaching out cautiously, but Dylan was already shifting back, his body slumping to the ground.

"Dylan?" Cal called, pressing a hand to his neck. His pulse beat strongly beneath his fingers.

Around them, the Wiccans began to wake. He heard cries and exclamations as they took in the devastation.

"There may be traps in the house," he called, "be careful."

A group made their way inside as Cal carried Dylan away from Ethan. Another Wiccan knelt beside them, pulling supplies from a backpack and helping Cal to clean off the blood.

"Is he injured?" she asked.

"I don't think so. Perhaps the energy drain from changing so quickly hit him hard."

"He saved us all," one of the shifters said from behind them. "I don't know how he broke the spell."

Neither did Cal, but he could take a guess.

There were shouts from inside the house, and a few moments later the group emerged with Jared, alive but injured.

Orion directed a few to stay behind and bury the bodies while the rest piled into the cars to head back.

Dylan woke on the journey, his eyes opening. But he didn't respond when Cal spoke to him and didn't seem aware of his surroundings. A concerned Faye tried too, chanting low under her breath. 

"We need to get him back to Laurel," she said, so their group headed there first.

Laurel's healer led them to their healing room and spent a long time looking Dylan over before shaking his head.

"It's clear he's in some kind of state of shock, but I've never seen this before. Nothing I've tried has helped."

Orion, standing in the doorway, spoke up.

"I think you should take him home to Evenfall, Cal. He said he was scared, right? So, bring him somewhere you know he'll be safe. Besides, Leona is there. She might know more. No offense," he added as an aside to Laurel's healer.

"None taken. Leona was my next suggestion. There's nothing more I can do here, and what you propose sounds like a sensible plan."

They met Faye hovering outside.

"Jared had been returned to Laurel, Gavin has gone with them to repairs relations between our peoples. Perhaps Simon and I could take you back to Evenfall?"

It would be a much shorter journey by car. But Cal had responsibilities here.

"I'll stay, spend some time with Rowan Pack, make sure everything has settled down. There are still more snares to be found and we need to search that house properly. It might tell us if more people were involved and if they had anything else planned."

Still, Cal hesitated.

"Your mate needs you, Cal. Right now, your responsibilities lie with him. Leave the rest in my hands."

"Thanks, Orion."

"What are brothers for?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

They'd been a full three days in Evenfall, and there was no change in Dylan's condition. There were times he seemed to sleep, his eyes closed, his breathing slowing, but the times when he seemed awake, his eyes open, there was little sign of life within him.

Leona spent many hours with him, trying different spells, but nothing seemed to make a difference.

"So it's like some kind of psychic shock?" Cal asked as they sat around Dylan's bed.

"I think so. Consider it a kind of power overload. He went from twenty years of suppressing every bit of power and magic he possessed to suddenly letting it all loose. It overwhelmed him. But he's not eating or drinking, and what little we're managing to get into him isn't enough. I'm sorry, Cal. I don't know what else to do, but if something doesn't change for him soon, I fear he will die."

From down the hall came the cry of a baby.

"I'll go and check on Fionn. Do you need anything?" she asked.

"No," he said, listening to her footsteps fade down the corridor.

Dylan's scent had undergone a transformation in the past few days. Gone was the human scent that had drawn Cal in, and in its place was a heady mix of shifter and magic. Dylan's first scent was still there, an undertone, but it was as if the other two couldn't decide which was dominant, sometimes the Wiccan scent would be the first to hit him when he walked in, other times the scent of tiger. Which made him wonder if it wasn't just an overload of power, but if the two were doing battle inside him. There was no way to know.

Crossing the room, he climbed onto the bed and lay down next to Dylan, holding his lifeless hand in his as he stroked his mate's cheek. Before, every touch had elicited a response, Dylan would arch toward him, rub against him. He couldn't understand how he hadn't seen it before. When thinking back on it, Dylan's cat nature had been obvious. He's done everything bar purr when they were close. And now there was nothing, not even reflex.

Footsteps heralded Thane's arrival. His brother looked tired and dazed but happy.

"How is my niece?"

"Settling, I hope," he replied. "And Dylan?"

"No change."

He looked down at their intertwined hands. "Leona fears he won't survive much longer like this."

"Have you thought of taking him to the river?"

"The river?"

"This house might be our home, but the river is the true center of our power. I took Fionn there."

"Fionn wasn't comatose."

"But he was injured, encumbered by his past. Dylan's past weighs heavily on him too. It is worth a try, Cal."

Anything was worth a try at this stage.

"You're right. Thanks, Thane."

"I hope to get to meet him very soon. Fionn does too."

Fionn had popped his head in once or twice, but his attention right now was devoted to their newborn child, which was as it should be.

"I hope so too."

 

The sun was at its highest point in the sky, beating down on them as Cal carried Dylan to the river. He heard the rush of the water long before they reached it. When his feet hit the bank, he set Dylan down carefully on the ground and shed his clothes before unwrapping the blanket covering Dylan and undressing him too.

Taking Dylan carefully into his arms, he stepped into the water and began to wade toward the waterfall. He could feel the water rush around him as he was quickly submerged up to his waist. By the time they got to the waterfall, the water was mid-chest, and Dylan's body was half-submerged. Still, he didn't stir, his blue eyes dull, open but unseeing.

He stood there as the time passed by slowly, waiting for a reaction, any reaction, from Dylan. But there was none. Was this it? Was this all they were to have. Those few meetings in the forest, those scant kisses between them, stolen touches and whispered words. Cal wanted a mate for life. Someone to be his constant companion. Someone to explore with, to grow old with. Not this sleeping beauty that was fading away before his eyes.

With a cry of anguish, he sank to his knees, the water flowing over them both, submerging them as he cradled Dylan to him, pressing his cheek to his mate's. Time seemed to stand still. Then Dylan pressed back, his body suddenly a squirming mess of arms and legs, clinging tightly to Cal.

Cal pushed to his feet, lifting Dylan, the water streaming off them both. Dylan's hands were on his shoulders, his face staring down at Cal, his chest heaving.

"Cal? What are we doing? How did we get here?"

He hugged Dylan close. "You're back, you came back."

 

A few minutes later they were sitting side by side on the river bank. Cal wrapped a shivering Dylan in a blanket.

"What do you remember?" he asked him.

"We were outside the house, where those men were. Then I was on the ground, they were threatening you, and I was scared and angry. And it was like the anger just boiled over, and I could feel it over the whole of my body. And then I was here, with you."

Dylan's bewildered gaze kept wandering from him to their surroundings as if he was unsure what he was seeing was real.

"You shifted, Dylan, you became a tiger and saved us all."

"I did?" Dylan's blue eyes searched his.

"You did."

"I don't remember that."

"That's okay. When you came to afterward, it was like you weren't really there. Your eyes were open, but you didn't see us or hear us. I thought I was going to lose you."

He pulled an unprotesting Dylan into his arms again, half-afraid he had dreamed Dylan's reawakening.

"It's okay, I'm here." Dylan's hand came up, stroking through Cal's hair.

He pulled back, tapping Dylan under his chin. "Yes, yes you are."

 

When he'd gotten his strength back and stopped shivering, Cal had helped him dress, and they'd started the walk back to the house. Dylan could see it in the distance, smoke rising from the chimney and light reflecting on the windows.

"My brother Thane is there, and his mate Fionn. They've just had a baby girl, my niece. They haven't named her yet. And Leona is there too. She was the Wiccan I told you about before. She is very kind and very smart. She knows more than anyone about Wiccans.

It still seemed like a lot of people to Dylan.

"And Orion?" He recalled meeting Cal's younger brother at the Pack house.

"He stayed behind to help sort things between Laurel and Rowan. So I was free to take care of you."

"I'm sorry I've been so much trouble."

It seemed like all he'd done since meeting Cal was cause problems.

"Yes, terrible trouble. You solved the mystery of who was setting those snares, prevented an all-out war between Pack and Coven, and in doing so saved the lives of no less than a dozen people, my brother included. And while you're at it, you stole away my heart. I can't think why I put up with you."

Cal was smiling at him, his face so full of happiness that Dylan could do nothing but smile back at him.

"What now?"

"We go say hello to the others, have some food, and take things from there. There are no pressing matters to attend to, no crises to avert. Just me and you, and the time we need."  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Cal opened the door and gestured Dylan in ahead of him. Dylan stalled at the threshold. This wasn't just any house. This was Cal's home. His family's home. He felt like he was imposing.

He was about to turn back when the smell of food wafted toward him and his stomach growled. Flushing, he turned to see Cal behind him giving him a knowing look.

"Alright, food first, then introductions. Come on."

Taking Dylan by the hand, he led him through the corridors and up a flight of stairs, pointing out rooms as they passed.

"That's the library. Thane's study. That used to be the drawing room, where you'd have guests and the like. Now we mostly have guests in the kitchen, saves having to carry trays of food all around the place."

He pushed open a door and stepped through, tugging Dylan behind him.

"And this is the kitchen, and that is the wonderful Leona cooking up a storm."

Dylan peaked around Cal to see a gray-haired woman standing at the stove. She turned toward them, smiling and wiping her hands on a dishcloth.

"Dylan, this is Leona. Leona, Dylan."

She stepped forward, and Dylan did likewise. There was something about her presence that he found very comforting. He held out a hand and she clasped it between both of hers, closing her eyes as she did. She opened them a moment later with a soft sigh.

"It's very good to see you awake at last, Dylan. Cal has scarcely left your side since you arrived. Why don't you take a seat? I've made some soup, full of nutrients and easy on the stomach when you haven't eaten for a few days."

Dylan took a seat at the table, watching as Leona and Cal exchanged a long look.

"You knew," he said.

"I hoped," she replied.

The answer seemed to satisfy him and he took a seat next to Dylan.

Footsteps thundered down the corridor, and the door swung open.

"Is it true?" a voice called. "Thane said he heard three voices."

The voice belonged to a man around Dylan's own age, wearing an oversized t-shirt and sweatpants. Leona nodded to the table, and his eyes lit up when they saw Dylan.

"Dylan, this is Fionn, my brother Thane's mate. Fionn, this is Dylan."

Fionn's pace was much more sedate as he crossed the room to stand next to Dylan.

"Hi, Dylan. It's good to see you up and about. You went all sleeping beauty, and we were worried. Cal tried kissing you, but it didn't work as advertised."

His words made no sense to Dylan, and he looked to Cal for help.

"Umm... I'm not sure Dylan is all that familiar with fairy tales as it happens, Fionn."

"Really? Funny thing when you're kind of living in the middle of one. You're a little like the ugly duckling, just this boring gray human, until one day you shed your feathers and you're a beautiful magic shifter."

"An apt description," Leona said, setting bowls of soups in front of them.

"Now, Fionn, either sit down and eat with us or shoo until after the meal. Dylan hasn't had anything to eat in days. He's probably half-starved."

Fionn slid into the seat across from Dylan with a grin.

"Thane's minding her," he answered when Leona opened her mouth to speak again.

"He is the model bear parent," she replied, taking a seat next to Cal.

"Is… is your baby a bear?" Dylan asked, regretting it almost instantly in case he's somehow insulted them. There was a long pause before the three of them burst into laughter.

 Cal recovered first, laying his hand across Dylan's. "She is a bear shifter, yes. She inherited that from her father. Most unusual, as it has always been inherited through the male line before now. But right now, she's just like Fionn and me and you. Human on the surface."

"Will you be able to stop it?"

"Stop what?" Cal tipped his head to the side, watching him carefully.

"Stop the badness getting out," he mumbled, thinking back to Shay.

"Being a bear is part of who she is," Fionn said matter-of-factly. "Just like being a wolf is part of who I am. And being a Wiccan is part of Leona. Some of us have different parts too. Like I have some Wiccan magic within me as well. And Cal says so do you. It's not bad, just… different. But it takes some getting used to."

"Well said, Fionn," Leona chimed in. "And that was a very important question you asked, Dylan. I was hoping you and I might sit down and chat over the next few days, about magic and what it might mean for you. Cal can sit in with us, if you'd like."

Dylan nodded eagerly. He was keen to have answers to some of his many questions. "I'd like that."

 

He met Thane, and Thane and Fionn's daughter, after their meal. Thane was pacing back and forth trying to soothe the crying baby.

He turned to Fionn as they came in.

"I think she's…"

"Hungry. Again. It seems like I never stop feeding her."

He took her from him and slipped from the room. Cal put his hands on Dylan's shoulder and propelled him gently forward.

"Thane, this is Dylan."

Thane smiled tiredly at him, suddenly seeming much less intimidating than his broad form suggested. "Hi, Dylan. Welcome to Evenfall. Make yourself at home."

"Why don't you go and see how Fionn is doing? I think he's just in the next room," Cal suggested. When he hesitated, Cal added, "I'll be right here if you need me."

Nodding, he slipped from the room out into the corridor. It was obvious Cal wanted to talk to Thane without him overhearing. The next door was ajar, but Dylan knocked anyway before poking his head inside.

"Hi, Dylan. Come on in," Fionn called. The baby was cradled in his arms, tucked up close to his chest with a blanket covering her. She was making a rhythmic sucking sound, and it took a moment for Dylan to realize that she was feeding. He blushed and looked away. "Do you want me to go?"

"No, come sit down. She feeds better when it's dark and quiet, so we'll just keep our voices down."

Dylan took a seat next to him.

"Cal has told us a lot about you. All good things," he added, when a frown crossed Dylan's face. "And some sad. I'm sorry about what happened to your mother. I lost my mother the same way, in childbirth with me."

"I didn't even know until a few days ago."

"I think maybe that's easier. It's hard to grow up knowing something like that, you feel responsible somehow. We have something else in common."

"Magic," Dylan guessed.

"That's right."

"Was your mother Wiccan?"

Fionn shook his head, rubbing a soothing hand across the baby's back when she stirred.

"No, both my parents were werewolves. I got my magic from a different person, and not someone I would recommend. I was cursed by some bad Wiccans, like those two men you met. They cursed me in revenge for something terrible my brother did."

"So your magic is a curse?"

"It was. I had symbols carved into my skin that burned me constantly. But I met Thane, and he rescued me and brought me to Leona. She was able to change the symbols and make the magic a part of me. And now it completes me."

"You don't wish you didn't have it?"

Dylan just wanted to be a normal, boring human. Someone his grandfather could love.

"Without it I wouldn't have Thane, and I wouldn't have this little bundle. So, no. I don't wish I didn't have it, though it can be a burden at times. And I suspect raising a magical child will be a challenge in itself."

"She's magic, too?"

"Yes, you can probably feel it. Touch the top of her head."

Dylan wasn't sure he wanted to, but Fionn's expression so was open and eager. He reached out slowly, letting the tops of his fingers just skim the baby's soft head. A sensation like pins and needles spread along his fingers and up his arm. He jerked back, eyeing her with alarm.

"Hey, it's okay," Fionn said soothingly, cradling her a little closer. "She has a lot of power. It turns out I've been pouring all my magic into her during the pregnancy or she's been draining it. Either way, she's a little bundle of power.

"She's so small."

"But she'll grow, every day. And probably fast too, which is why she's eating so much."

She stopped feeding and he shifted her onto his shoulder, rubbing a hand up and down her back. Dylan watched him with fascination, trying to work out what he was doing. "Babies swallow a lot of air when they eat, I'm trying to get it up."

The baby burped and spit up milk all over Fionn's shoulder.

Fionn sighed. "No one tells you how messy these bundles of joy are. Could you hold her for a minute while I get changed?"

Dylan didn't have a chance to answer before Fionn was carefully placing her into his arms.

"That's the way. Put your arm like this to support her head, she's too little to do that herself just yet."

And then he was gone, and Dylan was left with a tiny, squirming baby. Almost as soon as Fionn stepped out, her face scrunched up and she started to cry.

He looked up, hoping Fionn would return, but he didn't.

"Shhh, don't be upset," he tried. "Fionn will be back in a minute." His words didn't seem to help so he tried rocking her. That didn't help either. He was at a loss, but it pained him to hear her distress.

Cradling her close with one arm, he freed the other and tried rubbing circles across her tummy like he'd seen Fionn do on her back.

That only seemed to make things worse, her crying became louder, her knees drawing upward. Her magic pushed against him, and he had a sudden sense of what was wrong. Holding his hand above her, he rubbed the fingers of his hands together like they were kindling, and he was trying to spark a flame. A faint glow started at the tips of his fingers and grew slowly. He lay them on her forehead, taking slow, deep breaths and concentrating. Her cries silenced, her body relaxing as her eyes opened and stared up at him.

"What are you doing?"

He looked up to see Cal and Thane standing in the doorway. Thane went to move forward, his face like thunder, but Cal's arm stopped him.

"Dylan, what is that?"

"It was the magic. She doesn't have enough. She's hungry for it, but she doesn't know how to get it and it's hurting her. That's why she's crying. I'm giving it to her, just a little at a time."

Fionn returned and Cal got Dylan to explain it again.

"That makes a lot of sense. I keep thinking she's hungry but she stops feeding after only a few minutes. She is hungry, just not for food."

Thane insisted on getting Leona while Dylan happily handed her back over to Fionn. Cal sat down next to him, squeezing his hands tightly.

"I wasn't trying to hurt her, but I couldn't stand to see her in pain like that, not when I knew how to help her."

"You did the right thing, Dylan. It's just we're all new to this and new to you. Don't worry, we'll soon get the hang of it."

Leona arrived, quickly pronouncing the baby fine. She seemed unsure about Dylan's assertion that the baby needed more magic but agreed that they'd watch for signs of it over the next few days and if so, Fionn should be able to provide it.

 

Once Dylan had joined Fionn, Cal found he wasn't quite sure how to begin his conversation with Thane.

"It's about Dylan."

"What about him?" Thane asked.

"I guess I'm wondering, now that we know he is a shifter, if he could be an Omega."

"Has he ever been in heat?"

"Given he's suppressed any hint of anything not human since the age of four, I'm almost certain the answer to that is no."

"There's no sense from him that he is Omega. Usually, you can tell."

"Have you ever met a tiger shifter?"

"Once, as a child, with Father."

"Do they even have Omegas?"

"I don't know, Cal. I wish I had answers for you, really I do. The truth is, Dylan might be an Omega, but he just as easily might not be. The only thing to do is wait and see. But if he isn't showing any signs of it now, I wouldn't expect too much."

Cal nodded, sitting back in his chair.

"It's just… we've gone from one extreme to the other, from stick in the mud human to rare shifter with Wiccan magic in the mix. The only other example we have is Fionn and his is far from a natural occurrence."

"Another set of unknowns. But perhaps it's like Leona said. This is just the next step, the next stage for fighting off the darkness and binding it for good."

"And the people who put this plan into place couldn't have written us a roadmap?"

"Not their style," Thane replied wryly.

"Cloak and dagger mystery, that's their style," Cal groused.

"But look on the bright side. You've found your mate, and he seemed besotted with you. He's barely taken his eyes off you."

"I'm only the second person he's ever met in his entire life. And the first locked him in a cellar for ten months of his childhood. That's not saying a lot, Thane."

"But it's something, Cal."

 

Dylan settled into the house over the next few days, learning the layout, and getting used to being around so many other people. He rarely left Cal's side, and Cal tried to fill his day with well-spaced activities to keep his mind occupied without tiring him out. They did more archery practice, a nice excuse to get up close and personal again. And Cal took him swimming in the river. Though it was more like paddling at first, as Dylan didn't know how to swim.

They were sitting on the river bank three days later, dangling their feet in the water, when Dylan asked an unexpected question.

"Do you think my father's still out there somewhere?"

"Shifters live long lives so probably, yes."

"Do you think we'd be able to find him?"

Cal considered the question. "If he is still in my territory, then possibly. Searching outside the territory is a trickier prospect. We'd need permission from other bears, other Packs."

"Is there anywhere in your territory he could be?"

There was one place, remote and difficult to access so avoided by most because of that.

"There are mountains right up north, just at the edge of the territory. There are stories going years back about a large cat shifter being spotted there. If he was anywhere, that would be my guess."

"Do you think we could go there and look for him? I can't stop thinking about him, about what Shay told him. He has spent twenty years thinking I'm dead when I'm not. That look on his face when he walked away."

By rights, Dylan shouldn't know what that looked like, what that felt like, but magic meant you took everything—the bad and the good.

"It would be a long journey. The round trip would probably take a month or two."

"But we can go?"

"If that's what you want. I'd like you to spend more time here, build your strength up, talk with Leona. But once she is happy for you to go, then we can leave as soon as we're ready."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty One

 

Ten days later, they were waving goodbye to Fionn, Thane, baby Annabel, and Leona, and heading northwest. They each carried backpacks, and Cal had his bow and arrow.

"We'll be walking through forest for the first few days. There are two bigger rivers to cross. And then a few hours crossing through open fields before we hit forest again. We'll be passing near a few towns, if you'd like to visit."

Dylan shook his head at that. Towns didn't sound like fun. Lots of people, lots of cars, lots of noise.

The first day was uneventful. They stopped to eat close to midday, sitting with their backs against tree trunks.

Dylan's thoughts wouldn't sit still. They flittered from place to place, person to person.

"Do you want to talk about it?" Cal asked.

"I don't even know what 'it' is," he replied, kicking his heel against the ground in frustration. "I feel… I feel so trapped, like I'm locked in my room or the cellar. But I'm not."

Cal moved to sit cross-legged in front of him.

"You're restless. You have been since you woke. It's all the excess energy you have. Before, you're magic was all being spent suppressing your shifter side. Now that it's not, the two sides of you are constantly vying for your attention."

"So what do I do?" he asked, leaning his head back and arching his back.

"They're like muscles. If you don't stretch them out and use them, they get sore, cramped and stiff. You need to do the exercises Leona taught you. And you need to change form."

He'd been reluctant to do either. Years of suppressing them, consciously or unconsciously, meant he was frightened to just let them go. It was different with Fionn's child. He'd known he wouldn't hurt her. But what if he hurt Cal?

"I… I don't think I can do that."

"I can help."

"No." It came out louder than he'd meant. "What if I hurt you?"

Cal reached forward, taking Dylan's hands in his.

"I'm very hard to hurt, and I heal quickly. That's not something you need to worry about."

"But I do worry about it. You're all I have now."

To his dismay, a few tears leaked out. He pulled his hand from Cal's grip and scrubbed them away.

"I'm not all you have. You're part of the family now. You have Thane, Fionn, Orion, and Leona."

"If I hurt you, they wouldn't forgive me."

"You're not going to hurt me, Dylan. I'd like to see you try."

Dylan looked up to see the hint of a challenge in Cal's eyes. He tried to look away, but Cal's hand was under his chin, gently directing his gaze back toward him.

"We'll take it slow, but you need to do this. First things first, those exercises Leona taught you. It's all about focusing energy to your hands, remember? Just like you did with Annabel."

  Dylan could see Cal wasn't going to let this go. He could feel the energy itching beneath his skin. It wanted out, wanted a release.

"Fine." He bent his knees and mirrored Cal's posture, sitting cross-legged opposite him. He let his hands rest on his knees and focused on his breathing like Leona had taught him. Every time he exhaled, he imagined drawing energy to his hands. Again and again he did it, feeling Cal's warm presence next to him.

His hands began to tingle and glow, lighting up the clearing they were sitting in.

"That's it. Now you have to release it. Slowly. Like you're blowing away a cobweb."

Dylan lifted his hands into the air and let go, watching the energy drift harmlessly away into the air, like a little swarm of fireflies tumbling over one another.

He sank back against the tree trunk, watching them fade slowly away into nothing.

Cal's hands pressed against his knees, warm and firm.

"Well done. Leona would be proud."

His hands slipped lower, down along Dylan's thighs as he leaned in. It was too much to resist, and Dylan pressed forward, wrapping an arm around Cal and pushing his cheek against the bear's. Cal's hands had slid to his hips, and it felt right. Holding him, being held.

And then Cal's hands were lifting him, and he was lying flat on his back in the center of the clearing, watching a patch of blue sky above them between the trees.

Then Cal was straddling him, leaning over him and blocking out the light. Dylan reached for him, tugging him down so they were face to face. Cal ran a hand through Dylan's hair, then cupped his cheek and before Dylan knew it, they were kissing. Cal's lips were just like he remembered, soft and strong and insistent where they pressed against him. Dylan parted his lips and let Cal taste him, swallowing the Alpha's groan of pleasure.

Shyly, Dylan reached for Cal's shirt. He wanted, no needed, to see more of him. He'd fantasized about running his hands across Cal's broad chest, feeling his strength and warmth beneath his hands.

Cal caught on, sitting up and drawing his shirt off over his head.

"Is that better?" he asked.

Dylan nodded, biting his lip. Cal's skin had a healthy tan that spoke of long days in the sun. His muscles stood out, and Dylan used his hand to trace each one.

"Do you… know much about anatomy?" Cal asked. It seemed like such an odd question that Dylan could only shake his head.

"Then, perhaps a lesson," Cal said, with a grin that told Dylan this wasn't a typical learning opportunity.

He took Dylan's hand in his and brought it to the top of his chest, tracing Dylan's fingers along his collarbone.

"This is the clavicle or collar bone. And below it are the pectoral muscles or pecs."

He guided Dylan's hand lower and across the expanse of muscle.

"And these are the nipples." He let go of Dylan's hand for a moment, and Dylan let his fingers play across the small nubs, wondering at their tiny perfection. Cal took in a few sharp breaths as he did. "Does that… feel good?" he asked.

Cal nodded, his hands closing over Dylan's again and directing it lower, across the defined row of muscles across his abdomen.

"These are the abs. The abdominal muscles. They're actually groups of muscles all working together."

Dylan stroked his hand across them, feeling their firmness beneath his palm.

He brought his second hand up and started from the top again, exploring every inch of skin he could reach.

"Pecs," he mumbled, letting his hands skim over Cal's nipples again, liking how Cal's body reacted to his touch. Then he slid his hands lower, fingers tracing Cal's bellybutton over and over. He slid his hands lower to rest just over the waistband of Cal's pants.

Cal smiled down at him, his hands closing over Dylan's, but instead of downward where the source of Dylan's curiosity lay, he drew them sideways to rest on his hips.

"I think that's enough of a lesson for today, don't you?"

Dylan didn't agree, his body hot and bothered beneath Cal.

"Just a few more minutes?" he begged.

Cal hummed, then shifted down Dylan's body, reaching for his t-shirt and drawing it upward.

It seemed to Dylan that Cal was playing a little trick on him as his shirt covered his head, and he couldn't see what the Alpha was doing.

It took him a minute to realize that was the point as he felt Cal's mouth on him, pressing a kiss to his stomach, and another. Cal's lips were warm where they pressed against him, his breath hot as it brushed across Dylan's skin. Then Cal's tongue flicked out, the sensation a strange, warm, wet heat. Dylan could feel himself panting, the muscles of his stomach contracting as Cal's skillful mouth played across him. Then he felt Cal shift upward, his groin pressed against Dylan's as he leaned in, his nose nudging Dylan's chest. That was all the warning he had before Cal's mouth descended on his nipple, licking and nudging against the skin. Cal's knees pressed hard against his hips, his groin grinding against Dylan. Then his mouth closed over Dylan's nipple and sucked.

White, hot heat spread like a fire across Dylan's body, a surge of pleasure following it. His whole body lifted into the air, his skin and muscles rippling, his head and limbs thrown back as wave after wave of ecstasy racked him.

They landed with a soft thump on the ground and Dylan watched, a little detached, as the ripples within him faded to nothing. Cal was lying still against him, but Dylan could feel the rise and fall of his chest where they were pressed together. Using one hand to pull the shirt from his face, he peered down anxiously at his mate.

"Cal?"

Cal sat up slowly, lifting his face toward him, his pupils wide.

"That was… how did you do that?"

"Do what?"

"Well, I don't know about you, Dylan, but I just had the best orgasm of my entire life."

As Cal spoke, Dylan realized he was wet and sticky in a way he'd never been before.

Cal raised his eyebrows. "I guess you do know what I'm talking about."

He stood on shaky legs and helped Dylan to his feet. Dylan's legs were even shakier, and he found himself leaning gratefully against Cal's broad frame.

"What was that?"

"If I had to guess, I'd say that was your sexual awakening."

 

They walked to the river, Dylan leaning against him seemingly unwilling to let go. He was pleasantly dazed with only the slightest hint of embarrassment that Cal easily erased with a kiss and a heartfelt thanks.

"You were amazing," he told Dylan as they stood up to their waists in the water and washed, their hastily cleaned clothes drying on nearby rocks.

"It felt like I was going to shift, but I didn't."

"I felt that too. Sexual energy and shifter energy are tied together. I think because you haven't shifted, the energy found another way to escape."

"Through an orgasm?" Dylan said, as if testing the word in his tongue.

"Exactly so. And you brought me along for the ride."

He'd never come so hard in his life and certainly never with that many clothes on.

"Will that happen again?"

"Many, many times I hope," Cal replied with a grin. It would if he had any say in the matter.

 

That night they curled up together under the stars. More and more, Cal was seeing hints of Dylan's cat nature. In how he moved, in how he slept. Most especially in how he reacted to Cal's touch. He didn't purr, but he came close.

Cal knew this journey was more than just about Dylan finding his father. It was about Dylan finding himself. Who he was as a Wiccan, as a shifter, as Cal's mate. As a person. He'd buried it all inside him for so long that they were pulling it up piece by piece.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty Two

 

It was growing dark two days later as they finished their traveling for the day. They'd just reached the larger of the two rivers they had to cross.

"We should cross tonight," Cal said, standing at the bank and staring across to the other side. "That way, we can light a fire and dry off. Instead of spending tomorrow morning in damp clothes."

Dylan stepped up beside him. "It doesn't look too deep."

"It's not. In fact, over that way, there are stepping stones we can use to cross. But the river is a little deeper there."

"Let's go," Dylan said, heading in the direction he'd pointed.

The last river had been narrower but deeper, the nearest bridge miles out of their way. They'd waded across, the water up to their necks at times. Dylan hadn't enjoyed it, but Cal felt certain he'd never truly believed he was in danger with Cal at his side.

They reached the crossing, and he could see Dylan eyeing the stones uneasily.

"Best to cross in bare feet, you'll have a better purchase on the rocks."

While Cal had no problems traveling barefoot, Dylan had worn shoes most of his life. Cal didn't want to hobble him by encouraging him to go barefoot too soon.

Cal went first, testing each of the stones. Dylan was right behind him. Halfway across, he heard Dylan murmur, "wow," and turned to see him staring upstream. They had a clear view of the path the river had taken down the mountain and in the late evening light, the sun glinted off the water as it wound its way toward them.

"It's beautiful," Dylan said, then made the next jump toward him. Only he mistimed it, and in slow motion, Cal watched as his foot slipped, and he stumbled backward and into the water. Cal dived in after him, grabbing a tight hold of him as the current caught them and dragged them along. It began to ease a little further downstream, and Cal kicked hard to get them both to the surface and swam toward the far bank.

Dylan was coughing and spluttering next to him, one hand holding tight to Cal, the other treading the water trying to help them reach their destination.

They reached the bank, and Cal helped Dylan up before pulling himself up, the two of them lying on the grass, panting.

"A refreshing interlude," Cal joked.

"Let's do that again sometime," Dylan said back.

Between the two of them, they gathered a large pile of firewood and found a sheltered area next to an outcrop of rocks to light a fire.

As Cal got the fire going, Dylan lay their things out to dry on the large, flat rocks.

"Ow," he said suddenly, and Cal's head whipped around.

"What is it? Are you hurt?"

"No, I'm fine. The rocks are hot, from the sun I guess. I just wasn't expecting that."

There was the slightest tremor to Dylan's voice. They were still both wearing water-logged clothes. The fire took hold, and Cal fed more wood into it, listening to the dry crackle.

He went to help Dylan, noticing immediately what he meant about the rocks. They radiated a delicious heat. It gave him an idea, and he found the flattest rock he could, leaving it free from their belongings.

"Dylan," he called, and his mate appeared at his side a moment later.

"While we're waiting for the fire to take, how about we take advantage of the heat from these stones."

Before Dylan could answer, he grasped the hem of his mate's shirt and lifted it off over his head, wringing it out before flinging it over another rock. Pants were next, and then Cal lay Dylan down on the rock.

"Don't worry. It's not hot enough to burn."

Dylan rolled into his side, cuddling into the rock as he watched Cal undress. Cal climbed up behind him, pressing against Dylan's back and wrapping an arm around him.

The warmth from the rock soaked slowly through them as the fire heated the air around them. Dylan shivered again, but it wasn't from the cold.

He pressed back against Cal, seeking closeness, and Cal pulled their bodies tighter together, until they every inch of them was touching.

"There's something I want," Dylan said, his voice a husky whisper.

"What's that?" Cal's whispered back.

"You. In me." Dylan wriggled his hips, closing the gap between them, and Cal's anatomy was very much at attention.

"You're sure?" he asked already knowing the answer.

Dylan turned to lie on his back, blue eyes staring up at him.

Cal's breath caught at the beautiful sight in front of him, tracing Dylan's body with his eyes, then with just the tips of his fingers, starting at Dylan's face, his eyes, his nose, his mouth and moving downward. He felt the bob of Dylan's Adam's apple as he swallowed hard at Cal's touch. Down his chest, skimming across hard nipples, and along the flat plains of his stomach, lean and taut, then down between his legs where Dylan lay hard and ready.

"Are you sure?" he asked again, stroking gently. Dylan's hips jerked as if in answer.

"I'm sure. I know what I want." The 'you' went unspoken.

Dylan rolled onto his side again. "Like this. I want to feel you all around me."

Cal pressed a kiss to his shoulder. "Okay, we'll need something to make this a little easier."

He climbed off the rock and went to his backpack, searching out the little bottle of oil he'd packed.

Returning to Dylan's side, he carefully coated his fingers and pressed against Dylan's back once more, letting his fingers slip between his cheeks. Dylan bent one knee, drawing it up to his chest. He mewled when Cal's finger pressed inside him, one hand grasping tightly to the rock he lay on. A second finger had him gasping Cal's name, head twisting, hand reaching backward seeking him. Cal wrapped his free hand around the top of Dylan's shoulder, holding Dylan's flailing wrist in a tight grip. It worked, his mate calming at his touch, chin rubbing against his arm.

"That's it, Dylan. God, you're amazing, every inch of you." He slipped a third finger in as he spoke, pulling out and pushing back in slowly, over and over, each time drawing a different sound from Dylan's throat. He withdrew his hand, running his fingers along his own hard shaft, then inched forward until he was just pressed against Dylan. Dylan moved, resting his head against the crook of Cal's elbow, his body the picture of readiness.

Cal pushed in with slow thrusts, inching his way into the tight space. Dylan shuddered at the sensation, his mouth closing over Cal's arm and biting down gently.

"You're so tight," he murmured in Dylan's ear, feeling Dylan's body constrict around him.

He waited until Dylan's body relaxed around him before he moved, pulling out shallowly and thrusting back in with a roll of his hips. Dylan's teeth released him with a gasp of pleasure, growing louder as Cal repeated the motion. His third thrust, harder and firmer as he got into a rhythm, forced a cry from Dylan.

"Fuck, Cal, please don't stop," Dylan begged, erasing the concern from Cal's mind that he'd somehow hurt him.

He resumed his thrusts, reaching down to press kisses to Dylan's shoulder and neck. Dylan moaned, arching his neck and back, and reached one hand back cradle Cal's face.

"Faster," he demanded, and Cal obeyed.

He hit a spot inside Dylan that sent a shudder through his whole body.

"What is that?" his mate wondered out loud, before demanding of him, "do that again."

With a huffed grin, Cal angled himself carefully so that the next thrust hit Dylan's prostate, and the next and the next.

Dylan's cries grew louder and less coherent, both his hands now reaching for Cal as if trying to pull them impossibly closer. Cal wrapped both his arms tight around Dylan, angling them so he was on his back, with gravity pressing Dylan against him. With one hand on Dylan's hips, he gave one last thrust and Dylan came with a cry, Cal right there with him. As before, Dylan's orgasm came on a wave of energy that caught Cal in its wake and pulled them both to new heights of pleasure, their voices rising in sync, reaching a crescendo and falling slowly silent.

Dylan twisted in his arms, Cal slipping from him, and let his head rest against Cal's shoulder, his eyes on Cal's face.

They lay there together as they caught their breath, the crackle of the fire the only sound audible beyond their breathing.

Dylan raised his hand to Cal's chin, dragging his fingers across Cal's lips and cheek. 

"You are so fucking sexy," he murmured with a tired grin.

Cal grinned back. "Where did you learn that kind of language?"

"Detective novels," Dylan replied, surprising a laugh from Cal.

"Those must have been some novels," Cal said, feeling his eyes start to drift shut. He roused himself long enough to clean them both off and deposit Dylan on the ground in front of the now blazing fire.

He threw more kindling on to keep it going and settled down against Dylan to sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty Three

 

Dylan couldn't take his eyes off Cal as they continued their journey north. It wouldn't have been a problem, only he spent too much time watching his mate and not enough on where he was going. After the third near fall, Cal caught hold of him and kissed him soundly. He pulled away slowly, pressing his forehead to Dylan's.

"I'm not going anywhere, but you need to pay attention to your surroundings, especially if we're going to climb this mountain. It's steep, and it will be hard going."

"I'm sorry. I don't know why I'm like this."

"Love is funny like that. Sneaks up on you, grabs hold and won't let go. Don't think it isn't as hard for me to take my eyes off you. Especially when you're falling head first over your own feet every time I glance over."

Dylan smiled at Cal's words and did his best to give more attention to their path.

"I didn't know love would be so… strong."

Cal slowed to a stop in front of him, glancing back.

"It's the strongest emotion there is after hate. And I'm not truly sure which of the two is more powerful. Especially when you take the love of a parent for their child into consideration. There's not a lot a mother or father wouldn't do."

They continued on in silence for a while before a new worry surfaced.

"Are you sad we won't be parents like Thane and Fionn?"

They were side by side, Cal scanning the forest ahead of them.

"It isn't the be-all and end-all of a relationship. If it wasn't meant to be, then who am I to argue? And yes, maybe a little sad. But that's not your fault." Cal's hand found his, holding on tightly.

 

They reached the foot of the mountains that night and decided to camp there until morning and make the climb at first light. Dylan was restless, unable to settle even with Cal's calming presence next to him. He turned to see the Alpha was still awake.

"What if we don't find him?"

"Then we put the word out among all the other shifters that we're looking for him, and we look further afield."

Mollified, Dylan settled down again. Minutes later he was sitting back up.

"What if we do find him?"

Cal took him in his arms, settling them both back down on the ground.

"I recommend starting with hello and taking it from there."

"But what if…"

Cal silenced him with a finger across his lips. "Let's worry about things as they happen. Otherwise, we're just wasting energy, energy that could be better spent—" He leaned in and kissed Dylan's neck, "elsewhere."

"Oh." Dylan let his head fall back against the soft earth as Cal's mouth teased along the sensitive skin of his neck. "How do you always know how to do that?" he murmured, moaning softly as Cal sucked gently over his pulse point.

Cal's nose nuzzled just below his ear, and Dylan let his eyes close.

 

Cal woke him just before dawn.

"I've been scouting the mountain trying to find a good place to ascend. I think it would be easier if we shifted for the first half of the climb. It looks to be easier going once we get past the second ridge up there."

Dylan followed where Cal was pointing. It did look steep, lots of sheer cliffs and shale scattered across the sparse landscape.

"I… I haven't changed since…"

"I know. But I think it's worth a try. You just have to focus, and take it slow."

Nodding, Dylan shed his clothes and knelt on the ground as Cal talked him through a change.

"Try to keep your breathing even and reach down inside you for your shifter energy. You need to catch hold and bring it to the surface."

Dylan tried, but every time he reached for it, it seemed to elude him, pulling just out of reach.

"I can't do it," he said, shoulders slumping.

Cal took off his own clothes and knelt next to him, taking Dylan's hands in his.

"Maybe I can help."

Dylan kept his eyes on Cal as the other man closed his—his focus turned inward. Dylan felt the energy rising within Cal, earthy and ancient. It spilled over onto him, called to him, and he felt the energy inside him rise to meet it.

Cal backed off as his body began to transformation, fear warring with anticipation. And then he was changing, skin and muscles rippling, bones snapping until he was standing on four large paws, his tail swishing behind him.

Cal was standing in front of him, still in his human form.

"That wasn't so hard, was it?"

Dylan tried to reply, but all that came out was a low growl.

Cal packed their belongings into the backpacks. "I'll need to carry these up. You just focus on getting used to moving around on all fours."

While he worked, Dylan paced back and forth, looking up at the path that awaited them. He could feel the power in his own body, the strength in his legs, his jaw, the sharpness of his claws.

He looked back to Cal as he caught the strong scent of bear on the breeze. His mate has shifted, the huge brown bear next to him. He should have felt frightened, but instead he was drawn to Cal's bear, approaching cautiously. Cal lowered his head, his coarse fur brushing against Dylan's.

Then Cal carefully picked up their backpacks by their straps with his mouth and began to climb the mountain. Dylan followed, taking his time finding places his paws could easily get purchase. Cal was right, this was much easier as a tiger that it would ever have been as a human. 

They reached the first ridge and stopped there for a few minutes. A glint caught his eye, the early morning sun reflecting in a pool of water left over from the previous day's rain shower. He was drawn to it, partly from thirst and partly from the urge to see what he looked like. Lapping at the water, he then had to wait for it to still again before he saw what he was looking for. Even though Cal had told him, he was surprised to see the white striped fur that covered his body. Not to mention the bright blue eyes staring back at him. Cal made a noise, drawing Dylan's attention. It was time to get going again.

He was breathing hard by the time he scrabbled over the second ridge. Here the ground flattened, the view of the valley below them breathtaking. Cal shifted back to human form, quickly pulling clothes from one of the packs and dressing.

He then approached Dylan with slow, careful steps, his hands outstretched. Dylan greeted him eagerly, rubbing his cheeks and chin against Cal's body.

Cal said something, but the words were drowned out by the wind. Dylan could guess what it was though; it was time for him to change back.

Becoming human again was easier, and he was as quick as Cal had been to go for his clothes, pulling them on as the wind whipped around him.

"It's getting late. We'll rest up, and camp here for the night. Then tomorrow we'll see if we can find anyone up here."

Cal managed to find them a more sheltered spot to rest, but the ground was rocky and bare, not enough to scrounge up a fire. They curled close together for warmth.

 

"There's someone here."

Cal's voice was the merest whisper in his ear but enough to wake him from his deep sleep.

In a moment, Cal had pulled away and was shifting, brown fur sprouting across his skin as his form grew larger.

There was someone or something just out of sight beyond the rocky outcrop they were sheltering behind. Cal moved forward to confront them. Dylan suspected whoever or whatever it was would balk at the sight of a huge bear looming over them. But as Cal stepped forward, a loud roar carried through the air. It vibrated through every fiber of his being, and he rushed forward just as he heard Cal's answering growl.

Cal's bear was facing off against a tiger with striped orange fur. Dylan could see the power each shifter held, feel the strength in them. If they fought, they'd tear each other apart. He pushed his way in front of Cal, his mate trying to push him back with one large paw, but he was determined.

The tiger caught sight of him as he stepped out from behind Cal, and faltered. Before Dylan could speak, before Cal could move, the tiger began to shift until standing in front of them was a man. And not just any man, the one from the memory he'd pulled from Shay. His father.

Damon spoke with a voice hoarse from disuse.

"Your scent is familiar. Why is that? There hasn't been another tiger in this territory in over a century. And those eyes… who are you?"

Behind him, Cal shifted and stepped forward, placing a hand on his shoulder.

"My name is Dylan. I… I…"

Dylan turned to Cal for help when words failed him.

"Dylan's mother was a Wiccan named Emily Hallan."

"No." Damon shook his head, glancing away. "That can't be. The child died. Shay told me he'd died."

He looked back at Dylan.

"But those eyes… they're Emily's eyes."

"Shay… Shay is my grandfather. He told me you'd left long ago, that you didn't care, that you were probably dead."

"Never. Emily was my mate. I loved her with all my heart. We were a family. We were going to be even more of a family when you were born."

He stepped forward, watching Dylan like he didn't believe what he was seeing.

One hand reached for him, touching his face, his hair.

"Your name is Dylan?" He nodded against the hand cupping his cheek.

"I'm Damon," his father replied, looking past him to where Cal stood. "And this is…"

"My mate, Callix."

"One of the Evenfall bears," Damon concluded, seeming unsurprised at Dylan's words. "I knew your father, an honorable man."

Cal's hand still rested on his shoulder, but his grip relaxed. "It's good to meet you, Damon. We've traveled a long way to find you."

"Then let me extend my hospitality, as meager as it might be. I can at least offer you breakfast and some shelter from this wind."

Hand in hand, Dylan and Callix followed Damon as he led them around the mountain. He moved with the practiced steps of someone who knew the terrain like the back of their hand. They came upon Damon's home unexpectedly as it was tucked away between outcrops of rock similar to where they'd taken shelter.

Damon invited them in. It was a simple structure, built against the wall with wooden slats, but it kept them out of the wind. Damon built a fire, and Cal pulled out the rabbit meat they'd cooked from the previous day's hunt. They shared the food, and between the two of them, Cal and Dylan filled Damon in on how he'd learned of Damon's existence. Damon listened to most of the story in silence.

"I shouldn't have taken Shay's word for it, he was so against us. I should have checked."

"But I'm here now, and you're here, and Cal said shifters live long lives so we have time, don't we?"

Dylan's words erased some of the lines of guilt from Damon's face.

"Yes, we have time."

Cal stepped out after they ate to give them some time together. Things between them were awkward at first, but Dylan was eager to hear about his mother, a subject Shay had rarely spoken about. Damon was almost the opposite, eager to talk about her, about the time they spent together, though his stories were tinged with sadness.

 

It was almost five days later when they finally headed for home, Damon promising to come and visit them in a few months' time. He descended the mountain with them, and they said their goodbyes at the foot of the cliffs.

Cal gave father and son some space as Damon pulled Dylan into a hug.

"I'm very proud," Damon said. "Seeing you here, now, is more than I had ever hoped for. You've given me new life and new hope."

Dylan looked back three times as they walked away.

"Don't worry," Cal assured him. "We'll see him again soon. He'll always be welcome at Evenfall and you'll always be welcome here."

"I feel… I feel whole," Dylan said. "Does that make sense?"

"It makes perfect sense. So many of the pieces that make you who you are, are coming together."

Dylan smiled at him. There was a look in his eyes that Cal hadn't seen before. "What, what is it?"

Dylan shrugged. "Just something Damon said."

He stepped closer, bumping his hip against Cal's.

"Let's go home."

Cal threw an arm around his shoulder.

"Yes, let's go home."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

Two months later

 

There was nothing to disturb their lie-in. No crying baby, no bickering brothers, just Cal and Dylan sleeping soundly. At least, they would be, if Dylan wasn't tossing and turning beside him.

Cal laid an arm across his back to settle him, only to find Dylan's skin hot to the touch and drenched with sweat.

"Dylan?" he called, a hint of alarm in his voice. Was he hurt or sick?

"Dylan?" He stroked a hand across his back, his worry doubling as he caught his mate's unusual scent.

His mate woke. "Huh?" Dylan glanced around, one eye open. 

Cal tried to pull back to get a better look at his mate, but Dylan latched on to him, curling closer.

"Dylan, I think there's something wrong."

"You're here," Dylan murmured sleepily. "What could be wrong?"

"You're really warm."

Dylan smiled lazily at him. "You smell really good."

"Dylan, focus, please."

"I am focused. On you." He pressed his nose against Cal's neck, breathing in deeply before licking a long line across his skin.

"I don't know what's wrong with you…" But even as he said it, the pieces were sliding into place. Warm, clingy, aroused.

"I think I'm in heat," Dylan admitted, giving voice to Cal's suspicions. "Damon said it might happen, but he wasn't sure so I didn't want to get your hopes up."

"You… how?"

"He could tell from my scent. I reminded him of his Omega father. Omega tigers only go into heat every few years."

"Years?"

"Yeah," Dylan nodded against him. "So, you know, we should take full advantage."

And he kissed Cal on the lips, tongue demanding entrance. Cal broke the kiss after a long moment, sitting up and lifting Dylan into his lap, his mate wrapping his legs tightly around his waist.

"Are you happy?" Dylan asked.

Cal pressed another kiss to his mouth, murmuring the words against his lips.

"I've never been happier."

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author's Note

 

Thank you for reading Bound by Fate, Book Two of the Evenfall Trilogy. If you have a moment to spare, please consider leaving a review.

 

If you'd like to hear about new releases in this series or are interested in receiving review copies of future books, you can sign up to my mailing list here or visit clairecullenbooks.com
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