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Dedication

To Mary:

Thank you so much for all your help,
support, and encouragement!

Also thanks for sticking
with me through multiple revs and trying out new ideas
mid-process.

Couldn’t have done this without
you!


White Hyacinth

All flowers have meaning.

In the Victorian era, people used flowers as
symbols to express their feelings.

 


White Hyacinth

dedicated to Apollo,

Loveliness, sorrow

* * *

 



Chapter 1

Selene jerked awake and
clutched at her sweat-soaked bedsheets, breath coming in panting
bursts, and her heart refused to slow its furious pounding. A low,
animalistic groan sounded from deep within. Moonlight slanted
across her bed in pale streamers, illuminating the darkness around
her, but Selene could only see the images that filled her mind in
terror-filled flashes.

The nightmare had started the same as
all the others…

She was in her wolf form,
which was always different from her human self—enhanced sight and
more sensitive hearing, attuned to the sounds of the night, and her
point of view was lower to the ground. In this dream, she’d been
watching a house from the deep shadows of the woods. It was
nighttime and lights on inside the house gave her an easy view of
the inhabitant—a middle-aged woman who appeared to be alone. A
gut-level sadistic urge to hurt that woman swamped her, overflowing
into a barely contained snarl of aggression.

What is happening to
me?

Confusion swept through
Selene on a rising tide of panic. This instinct made absolutely no
sense. She’d never deliberately harmed another being in her
life.

She started to move, as
though her lupine body had a will of its own, padding noiselessly
out of the trees and across the clearing. She had no control, with
the need to kill dictating her actions. Selene prowled over to a
small patio that extended from the back of the house. She stopped
within feet of the structure and crouched low in a pool of
moonlight, her white form blending in perfectly, rendering her
almost invisible.

There, she waited.

But the rational part of Selene had no
idea what she was waiting for exactly. It was as though her
dream-self had been here before, had stalked this woman, and knew
something was about to happen.

Trying to take in her
surroundings, Selene didn’t recognize where she was. She was sure
she’d never been to this place when she was awake. What was she
doing here? Panic set in, bitter in her mouth, her heart trying to
slam its way past her ribs. Or maybe it wasn’t panic…maybe it was
anticipation for the kill. Her thoughts were all tangled
up.

What is wrong with
me?

The fur on her back
bristled, and Selene tensed as the moment of no return approached.
Her keen hearing picked up the soft tread of footsteps inside the
house, followed by the click of the door handle. Her muscles coiled
more tightly, ready to pounce. The door opened, a ray of light from
inside just missing the spot where Selene was hidden, and the woman
stepped out onto the patio.

Selene felt her body spring
into the air, against her will, as though she wasn’t in
control.

No! No! No!
She tried to hold herself back, make herself
stop. But she couldn’t.

The woman’s screams pierced
the night air, ringing in Selene’s ears as she slammed into her
prey, sinking her sharp teeth into the sweet spot at the back of
the woman’s neck. Bones crunched under the pressure of her jaws,
and the sharp, metallic taste of blood surged into her mouth. The
woman continued her screeching, thrashing around hysterically under
Selene’s deadly grasp. With a guttural growl, Selene clamped down
harder before shaking the woman like a rag doll, a satisfying crack
of the woman’s neck ending the struggle.

Then, as abruptly as the
nightmare had started, darkness consumed her, and Selene had jerked
awake to find she was safe in her own bedroom, in her human
form.

She whimpered as the sound
of screams continued to clang in her head, clamping her hands over
her ears to silence the echoes of the nameless woman’s terror and
the sickening sound of her neck as it cracked in her jaws. With a
gasp, Selene lifted a trembling hand to her mouth, wiping at her
lips.

No blood. Thank
goodness.

Just another nightmare.
Although knowing that didn’t help much in the dead of the night.
Not when those screams still echoed in her head, the smell, the mix
of pine trees and blood and poisonous fear, still ripe in her
nostrils.

Usually Selene was able to
determine what dreams she entered. She could walk in and out of the
minds of any person she chose while they slept. But somehow she
wasn’t in control of this one, or of her actions while she was in
it. It felt more as if she’d been physically yanked into the
vision. That alone was cause for alarm. Was someone controlling
her? Or, even worse, was she actually killing people while she
dreamt?

But what had every muscle in her body
shaking with reaction was the fact that this wasn’t the first time
she’d had a nightmare like this. They’d started coming more
frequently lately.

And the victim’s faces were
never the same.

* * *

Selene searched the
archives in the enormous room stacked to the ceiling with ancient,
dust-covered books—a record of her people. The Vyusher, a people
possessed of extraordinary powers made even more incredible by the
fact that they were linked by a shared ability to shift into
massive timber wolves, had existed for centuries, almost a
millennium.

She always came to this
room when she was upset, and today she’d come with the desperate
hope of finding answers. She usually found comfort in the history
this room represented, both in the musty smell of old papers and in
the wisdom of her ancestors, recorded for anyone to discover. She
could use some comfort now.

She hadn’t slept well for
weeks, and heavy makeup did little to disguise the dark circles
under her eyes. Only one person knew about her ability to enter
dreams. Not even Selene’s brother, Gideon, had ever discovered her
secret. But Griffin Aubrey knew.

She closed her eyes and
pictured him—golden hair and tawny, almost leonine eyes, strong and
trustworthy. She used to visit him in his dreams, but that was
before he found out who she was.

Over a year had passed
since that day, and she’d managed to keep away from him. With
Gideon dead and Griffin safe, she didn’t need to visit him anymore.
Although after this last nightmare, she craved the feeling of
security that wrapped around her whenever she was near him, even if
it was just in her mind.

“My lady?”

Selene’s eyes popped open,
and she silently groaned at the interruption. Pushing aside her
thoughts, she turned to face Oren, who stood respectfully in the
doorway. Her face a perfect mask of serenity, she folded her hands
primly in her lap. “Is it time?”

“They are ready for you,”
he confirmed.

His gaze did not leave
Selene’s face. He seemed to be searching for a clue as to why she’d
requested the High Council of the Vyusher be assembled, but Selene
had long ago mastered the art of concealing her feelings. She’d had
to. Her brother had given her no choice. Even Oren didn’t know her
true feelings most of the time.

Selene nodded in response
to his summons and rose gracefully from the ancient oak table where
she’d been seated, brushing off the seat of her tailored black
slacks and checking that dust from the old books hadn’t marked her
black silk blouse. She followed him in silence as they made their
way out of her room and down a series of hallways to the chamber
where the Council had gathered.

The Vyusher lived in an
immense medieval castle currently located in an isolated region of
northern Canada. This had been her people’s home for centuries,
moving with them from place to place. They were lucky that one of
their more talented members had the ability to move entire
buildings anywhere they wanted. Selene shivered at the chill that
permeated the familiar dark hallways as she followed dutifully
behind the man who’d been a surrogate parent to her after her own
father had been killed.

As they neared a pair of
massive double doors, someone came up from behind her and took her
by the elbow, gently slowing her to a halt. She turned to face the
son of one of the highest-ranking Vyusher. About her age, he stood
several inches over six feet, lean and muscled.

“Desmond,” she
acknowledged.

“Princess.” He gave her a
mocking bow. He knew how much she hated people pandering to her.
“So when are you going to call me Dez?”

Selene ignored the
question. She always called him by his full name. Using his
nickname felt too…personal. Her insistence on formality only amused
him, and now he teased her every chance he got.

She resumed walking. “What can I do
for you?”

He offered her his arm, and she
accepted. “I don’t suppose I can change your mind?” he asked,
falling into step beside her.

“About what exactly?”
Selene gave him a cool glance.

“About what you’re about to
ask the Council.” He nodded down the hallway.

A frown puckered Selene’s
brow. How could he possibly know?
She’d spoken to no one about her plans, and
Desmond did not possess any telepathic abilities, at least none of
which she was aware.

“I must go.” She released
his arm and turned toward where Oren stood patiently
waiting.

“Princess?”

Selene gave him one last
glance over her shoulder.

“Don’t do anything I
wouldn’t do.” He winked before turning to stroll back down the
hall, whistling an off-key tune.

Selene’s lips twitched in
amusement. She shook her head and, dismissing Desmond from her
mind, turned back to Oren, serious once more. He opened the doors
with a flourish and announced her arrival to the assembled Council
members.

Selene glided silently
through the doors into a round chamber, once the original Great
Hall of the ancient castle but since modernized for more practical
purposes. Before her, assembled in a ring around the large room,
sat the decision makers of her pack. Some were in their wolf form,
but most appeared as humans. Now that Gideon was gone, more and
more of the pack preferred their human form for day-to-day
activities. But the Council, without Gideon’s influence directing
them, increasingly had difficulty making decisions.

Damn you, Maddox!
Selene mentally castigated one of the lead wolves
who’d abandoned them as soon as Gideon died. By right of blood,
she’d inherited the burden of leading her people when her brother
met his gruesome end. However, Maddox’s departure had cast an
additional shadow of doubt over her rule of the Vyusher.

Now she was forced to take
a step that part of her questioned, part of her wanted—an internal
battle of wills she suspected would rage long after the decision
had been finalized. Regardless of right or wrong, she’d have to
handle this moment with delicacy and tact—traits she secretly
feared she didn’t possess.

“My lords and ladies,” she
spoke in her most commanding voice. The sound echoed through the
large chamber, gaining their full attention. “I have gathered you
here to put forth a request of a personal nature…”

Selene paused and glanced
around, careful to make brief eye contact with each person in the
room. She knew what they’d see as they all waited for her to
continue—a cold, emotionless figurehead. They were unable to see
past both her beauty and now her connection to Gideon. She would
never let them see that her façade was not coldness, but
fragility.

She gathered her courage,
shoulders back, head held high. “My request is to leave the pack
for a period of time,” she announced. A loud murmur buzzed through
the assembled group. Selene stood calm and still, waiting for the
mumblings to quiet. “I have felt for some time that my presence is
a cause for concern.” Some shook their heads. Some refused to meet
her gaze.

“As we all continue to
regain our true memories and realize the extent of what Gideon did
to us, my relation to my brother makes it…difficult…for our people
to trust me. And that directly impacts their ability to trust you.
After a great deal of thought, I know in my heart that this is the
right thing to do for the pack. So I ask you to allow me to
go.”

At the quiet emotion in her
final plea, many of the Council members sat forward, paying closer
attention. Selene wasn’t surprised since she never showed visible
emotion. The fact that she’d allowed herself to do so on this
occasion had been deliberate, a way to indicate the seriousness of
her petition. The assembled Council members exchanged
glances.

“Where would you go?” Oren
asked.

Selene’s heart ached at the
sadness reflected in his eyes. She hadn’t shared this decision with
him beforehand. She couldn’t. It would’ve been too
difficult.

“I thought maybe I’d go to
college. It’s an opportunity Gideon never granted me.” He’d needed
her…and her particular abilities…too much. “It’s a plausible
explanation for an absence of a decent interval. When I complete my
coursework, then we can discuss the possibility of my
return.”

“Princess…” Xavier, the
head of the Council, rose from his seat and moved forward. “If you
would step out for a moment, we will discuss your
request.”

“Of course.” Selene
projected a calm she wasn’t feeling as she turned and left the
room. Once in the hallway, she refused to allow herself to pace as
she waited for the Council’s decision. Instead she stood silently,
her hands folded in front of her, back straight, head held high.
Her countenance could show no sign of the internal turmoil that
rolled through her.

The reasons she’d given the
Council for wanting to leave were legitimate; however, she’d
deliberately failed to mention the most important reason—the
nightmares. Something was off about her dreams, something that had
the potential to place her people back in danger.

The doors opened and she
was ushered back into the room. She suppressed her anxiety behind a
cool, unsmiling expression. The importance of the Council’s
decision meant following a road she’d never thought she’d have a
chance to travel.

 



Chapter 2

“Hey, Griff!” Without
knocking, Ellie barged into his room and plunked herself on his
bed.

Griffin briefly paused in stuffing his
laptop into his backpack to look at his sister, then resumed
packing up his gear. “What’re you doing here this early in the
morning?”

“Nothing special.” She
shrugged.

Griffin paused again. “Okay. What’s
up?”

Ellie wrinkled her nose and
gave an exasperated huff. “Why does something have to be up for me
to visit my brother?”

“You only block my
telepathy when you want to hide something from me.” He zipped up
his bag and slung it over his shoulder. “Where’s your
fiancé?”

Ellie grinned. “Alex is downstairs,
letting Lucy stuff him with breakfast.” She hopped up and followed
Griffin out of the room. “Where’re you headed?”

“Library. I have to finish
this last paper for my economics class.”

“Ugh. Makes me glad I
didn’t do summer school this year. I thought you got that paper
done last night?”

Their people, the
Svatura, needed very
little sleep, which should have given him plenty of time to finish
up. But that hadn’t been his problem. Griffin grunted. “I guess I
need more quiet than this madhouse affords.”

He was happy his sister
had found her te’sorthene—the Svatura equivalent
of soul mates, a fated bond between two people…an unbreakable
connection. But after Alex proposed to Ellie, no way was Griffin
sticking around. He’d moved in with Alex’s adopted family—Griffin’s
new family now—and let the couple have some privacy. But his new
family was large, which meant there were always a lot of people
here, and he hadn’t yet adjusted to that, especially after he’d
shared a home only with his sister for such a long time. With so
many other Svatura around, there was usually constant commotion,
even late at night.

Ellie laughed. “You could
always move back in with Alex and me. It would be quieter there. I
guess we were all up pretty late last night playing Trivial
Pursuit. You should have come down and joined us.”

He snorted. “What, and be
a third wheel to your new te’sorthene? No thanks. Hugh and
Lucy’s house suits me very well. Most of the time, at least.”
Griffin stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to her.
“Ellie…you’d tell me if Selene appeared to you in a dream,
right?”

“Of course!”

“So she hasn’t?”

Ellie rested a hand on the banister
and frowned. “Not since we killed Gideon.”

“Okay.” Griffin started
down the stairs. When he reached the bottom, he turned and gave her
a peck on the cheek. “See ya’ later.”

“Have fun.” Ellie waved him
off.

Griffin let himself out of
the house, walked to the shed where he kept his motorcycle, and
rode toward town. Most days he loved this ride—the winding road
through the mountains had spectacular views, vibrant with hues of
blues and greens—but lately the magnificent sights had been lost on
him. His attention always turned inward. He hadn’t wanted to bring
up Selene, but after last night…

It’s got to be
coincidence. Selene hadn’t been in his
dreams since the last time he’d seen her. And that had been over a
year ago—the same night he’d discovered that she’d been part of a
people responsible for the worst event in his life.

Still, the memory of
Selene standing in a field in the mountains, regal and gorgeous
with her silvery hair floating in the breeze, her dove-gray eyes
filled with emotions he couldn’t read, continued to haunt him. The
night his family had killed Gideon, saving themselves from the pack
of wolves known as the Vyusher, had been the first time he’d seen
her in the flesh and realized that she did exist, and that she wasn’t just
a figment of his male fantasies.

But then she’d walked away
from him and he hadn’t seen her since. In dreams or in real
life.

Initially, Griffin had
tried to convince himself that he never wanted to see her again,
even in the face of the suspicion that she could be his
te’sorthene. He couldn’t
overlook the atrocities her people were responsible
for…things she was responsible for.

But he missed her. Despite
himself.

He’d believed her to be a
fantasy, an apparition, and now that she no longer appeared to him
at night when he closed his eyes, he missed her. And he hated
himself for it.

His dreams lately, however, had
featured flashes of a white wolf, a shifter.

I only know of one white
wolf shifter, but there’s got to be more out
there…right?

Was it a
coincidence?

He didn’t think so. The
images that came to him in his sleep were never clear, more like
flickers, similar to an old-time movie, but with more time between
frames. And last night…

Last night he’d heard screaming…and
then sobbing.

* * *

After finally gaining
approval from the High Council to go to college, it’d taken her
nearly a month to prepare. Now Selene had finally arrived in the
mountain town of Estes Park, Colorado, in an emotional shambles.
School was starting in a few weeks, but before she could let
herself get excited about that prospect, before she did anything
else, she had something important to take care of. Today. And she
was already dreading it. The fact that yet another horrible vision
had kept her up half the night again hadn’t helped any.

In addition to those
blasted nightmares, Selene worried about the family she’d left
behind, regretting the reasons that had driven her away. Guilt
swirled with excitement. She finally had a chance at some
independence after living so long under Gideon’s oppressive rule,
but what kind of person did that make her? Wanting to leave her
family, essentially abandoning them?

After so many years with
Gideon dictating every single thing about her existence, the
thought of being able to make her own choices both exhilarated and
overwhelmed. The only thing keeping her from outright panic was the
hope of what she could accomplish if she kept moving forward on
this path she’d set for herself.

Threaded through all those
mixed-up feelings was the ever-present anticipation of seeing
Griffin again. Did he hate her? She dreaded finding out the answer
to that question, which was why she planned to talk to his twin
sister, Ellie, today, rather than him. Cowardly.

After what her people had
done to them, common courtesy, and no small amount of diplomacy,
dictated that she warn Griffin and his family about her plans to
attend the same college and live close by. For the thousandth time,
Selene debated telling Ellie about the dreams today too, but
rejected the thought just as quickly. She intended to stay away
from the Aubreys and their family. Those dreams were her
problem.

Anxiety knotted her
stomach. She had no idea how Ellie and Griffin would feel about her
proximity. Actually, she could hazard a guess at how Griffin would
react. Her last impression of him had been one of frustrated
fury—with her. So, no, she didn’t think he’d be thrilled, but if
Ellie could see her side, then maybe he wouldn’t be a problem.
Maybe she could stay. She’d taken a risk applying to Colorado State
University and didn’t want to have to leave.

Selene’s hands tightened on
the steering wheel as she continued her never-ending internal
debate about her choices. She didn’t want to invade the family’s
privacy, but she also thought they should know that she was there.
If they put up too much of a fight, she’d go somewhere else. It
would mean delaying college a little longer, but she’d do whatever
she needed to.

She drove to the address
she’d found for them, located in the Carriage Hills neighborhood.
The two-story house was modest but offered gorgeous views of the
surrounding mountains. She steered her car up the gravel driveway,
parked, and stood for a moment. Heart in her throat, Selene took a
second to gather her courage.

All right, girl…get a
grip. You can do this.

She took a step toward the
house, then paused, puzzled. She shaded her eyes with her hands and
scrutinized the layout of the home more closely. Where was the
front door? There was a door next to the garage off a little
porched-in area, but it looked more like an entrance to a side room
or basement. There was also a set of double doors up on the second
story porch, next to some stairs that wound down around the side.
The driveway continued on and around to the back of the house, and
Selene assumed there’d be an entrance there as well.

Finally, she decided to try
the double doors on the second floor. She made her way up the
stairs, past a wall of windows, though she didn’t see anyone
inside. Taking a deep breath, she knocked. She didn’t have long to
wait before the door was opened by a pixie-like young woman with
striking violet-blue eyes and long, dark hair.

“Hi, Ellie,” Selene said
quietly.

 



Chapter 3

She was surprised at how nervous she
was about Ellie’s reaction to seeing her again.

After a brief, stunned
silence, Ellie broke into a huge smile. “Oh my gosh! Lucy said she
felt someone coming.”

“Lucy?” Ellie was probably
talking about one of the members of her new family, but Selene
didn’t know who they all were yet.

Ellie bobbed her head.
“Alex’s mom. She can sense when someone with abilities is close by.
I was hoping it would be you!”

“Oh…I…” Ellie’s reaction
was not what Selene had anticipated, and she glanced over her
shoulder in case Ellie was talking to someone else. But there was
no one else in sight. “I…th-thank you,” she stammered.

Ellie’s smile widened. “I
have so many questions for you, and I’m not known for patience.”
She wrinkled her nose. “But I knew that you probably needed some
time to figure stuff out. Besides, Alex and Griffin might have
killed me if I’d tried to find you after what happened.”

She paused and cocked her
head at Selene’s bewildered expression. “Because you’re Vyusher,”
she explained. Selene knew that but didn’t get a chance to say so
before Ellie kept going. “My only consolation was that Adelaide saw
some kind of relationship between you and our family—not that
she’ll say what—and I figured you’d probably come to us one day.
When you were ready.”

Selene recognized the description of
the power, if not the name, and guessed that Adelaide was one of
Alex’s two sisters.

Finally, Ellie seemed to
wind down, and Selene blinked. “I see.”

“Will you come in?” Ellie
opened the door wider and stepped to the side.

“Thanks,” Selene
replied.

The inside of the house was
as quaint as the outside. The double doors led directly into the
main living area of the house. Large windows let in the light,
making the rooms appear bright and airy. The place even smelled of
sunshine, warm and inviting, like its mistress.

Ellie led Selene to a couch. “Please,
make yourself comfortable. Would you like a glass of
water?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Selene
sank down and crossed one ankle over the other. She placed her
purse on the table beside her and carefully folded her hands in her
lap while she waited for Ellie to return.

“Alex is at work, and
Griffin and the others aren’t here at the moment,” Ellie called
from the kitchen. She returned and handed Selene a glass, then sat
on the other end of the couch, curling one leg up under her. “So we
have some time to get some things straight between us.”

Ellie studied her intently
for a long moment and Selene tried not to smile. She knew that
people found her hard to read. After years of practice around her
brother, she’d been told she came off as unemotional, when, in
fact, the opposite was true.

“I came as a courtesy to
let you know that I would be attending school at CSU starting this
fall,” Selene said, breaking the silence.

Ellie tipped her head, her
expression unsurprised. “I appreciate the gesture, but I do think
we deserve some answers.”

Selene had anticipated a request along
these lines. “You have every right to an explanation. I’ll try to
answer your questions as much as I am able.”

Selene swallowed.
Here we go. Ellie and
her family were not going to like what she had to tell them, and as
soon as they got the explanation they wanted, they’d turn their
backs on her. She’d hoped, perhaps in vain, that she might find
friendship with this family. Odd, because she wasn’t usually prone
to wishful fantasies like that.

Ellie sat back for a second, clearly
organizing her questions in her head. “You and Gideon were related,
right?”

“Yes, he was my twin
brother.”

Ellie tipped her head at
that. “Did both your parents have multiple powers?”

“Two powers each,” Selene
confirmed.

Ellie frowned. “Are twins common among
the Vyusher?”

“Not really. My mother once
told me that twins occur when there are more than three or four
powers to pass on. Something to do with one person not being able
to handle more.”

“That explains a lot,”
Ellie muttered under her breath. “We get that with the Svatura,
too, I guess, since Griffin and I split ours.”

Selene was already
familiar with their powers. “Probably. I inherited three and Gideon
only one.” Selene unclenched her hands in her lap and tried to
relax. She took another deep breath. “My father was able to
influence people to do what he wanted. It was a subtle skill and
didn’t always work. He couldn’t force people to do something
against their will or to go against who they truly were. He was a
gentle man…a good man.” Emotion choked her voice.

“But Gideon inherited
something stronger?” Ellie guessed.

Selene nodded. “Yes. Gideon
could make anyone in the pack do whatever he wanted without their
knowledge or consent. It appeared to work best on wolves—something
about the linked pack mind. I assume it’s why he spent decades
recruiting wolves into the family, as he tried to do with you. He
destroyed anyone else with powers, anyone he couldn’t
control.”

“You know I can control
others’ powers if I touch them,” Ellie said.

“Yes.” The same day Ellie
killed Gideon, she’d used that power on Selene in an attempt to
understand her involvement.

“And…” Ellie continued. “I
know that your biggest strength is the ability to turn off a power
if it’s being used near you.”

Selene hid her wince.
“Yes,” she confirmed, determined to be completely honest. “It was
Gideon’s favorite power to use in battles. Of course, he was
forcing his will on all
the Vyusher, which gave him access to many
different powers during an attack.”

“Wait a minute…” Ellie
wrinkled her brow in confusion. “You said four powers. Is shifting
into a wolf one of them?”

Selene took a moment to
follow the change in direction, the question surprising a small
chuckle out of her. “No, actually everyone in the pack does that.
I’m so used to it, I forget to count it. I guess with that, there
are five powers between the two of us.” Needing a distraction,
Selene took a sip of water.

“Okay…” Ellie tapped her
teeth with her fingernail. “You can visit people in their dreams as
well, right? I didn’t have enough time to explore what you do with
it. Was it you who came to me in that dream and helped me find Alex
and his family?”

Selene leaned back,
impressed. She re-crossed her feet before she spoke. “That
was me. Not even Gideon
discovered that I had that power. You are very good at what you
do.”

Ellie shrugged. “Why did
you send me that dream?” she asked, refusing to be
sidetracked.

“To protect you, and to
fight my brother,” Selene replied. At Ellie’s confused frown, she
explained further. “I’d been hiding you from Gideon for decades.
He’d been searching for you since the night he attacked your family
and you’d shifted into a wolf before his eyes. I knew you had no
chance against him as long as it was just you and Griffin. I tried
to give you reinforcement the only way I could.”

“Wait a
second. Back up.” Ellie held up a hand. “You
protected us?”

Selene gave a small smile. “My third
ability, I can…hide, for lack of a better word…anyone with powers,
like Svatura, from our tracker. I can’t physically hide them; it’s
more that I shield the existence of their power.”

“And you were hiding us
from Gideon?” Ellie asked with a confused frown.

Selene shook her head. “No,
from our tracker, Sheila, who he was using to find you—she’s one of
our more talented wolves and can find anyone with powers on the
planet. It’s not the person that she locates—it’s the power itself.
However, she does better homing in on people if they’re in large
groups. And I did better hiding individuals or small groups. That
combination created enough of a loophole in Gideon’s system, and I
took advantage of it when I could, like with you and
Griffin.”

“We figured out that
someone was keeping Gideon from finding us. But we thought maybe
Griffin was doing it. Something with his shield maybe,” Ellie said.
She hopped up to pace the room.

Selene remained seated.
“Didn’t you wonder why you never discovered that aspect of his
power when you touched him?”

Ellie shrugged. “I’m still
developing my own ability. I assumed it was a gap, or that he was
unconsciously blocking me from seeing it. Wait. So why wasn’t I
able to see that gift when I touched you?”

Selene grimaced. “The same power that
blocked our tracker, actually. After decades of hiding my other two
abilities from Gideon and Sheila, it’s a well-developed skill.” She
sighed. “And a bit of a habit.”

Ellie accepted this
information with barely a blink. “Okay.” She plopped back down onto
the couch. “Let’s get back to how you were protecting
us?”

“Initially, I kept you and
your brother away from Gideon. But then I discovered he was about
to target the Jenners and Pierces, and that they would need help to
defeat him.” Selene broke off and took another sip of her water.
Was it getting hot in here?

Ellie narrowed her violet eyes.
“There’s something else, isn’t there?”

Selene sighed and set down
her glass. “Together, your families were my best hope of ending
Gideon’s control over my clan.”

She closed her eyes,
gathering her courage. Opening them again, she looked Ellie in the
eyes. “I have so much to apologize to you for, I don’t even know
where to begin,” she admitted, sorrow filling every syllable. “I
put you in danger after hiding you all those years. But it was my
only option, or, at least, the only one I could see.”

Ellie sat in silence for a
while, thinking. “Were you a part of what happened to my original
family?” she finally asked.

Selene closed her eyes as her stomach
twisted inside her, regret tearing at her heart. This was the one
question she’d dreaded the most.

“Yes,” she confessed. “I
was still relatively young when we attacked your family…still
developing the skill, so it wasn’t as effective as it is now. I
could only stop one person’s powers at a time, not as many as I can
these days. Gideon would determine whom I should stop, then force
me to do it. He never fought, just coordinated and controlled all
of the rest of us. I never…we…none of us ever had a
choice.”

She held back one
detail—that she’d been the only person under Gideon’s control who’d
actually been aware of his manipulations. Everyone else accepted
Gideon’s thoughts and directives as coming from themselves, that it
was their idea. But not Selene. She knew she was being forced, and
the pain of living with that awareness, of knowing the evil they
were doing and her part in it, however unwillingly…that was
something Selene wouldn’t make anyone else live with. Not if she
could help it.

“Why?”

Selene knew what Ellie was
asking. She glanced away, though she wasn’t seeing the lovely views
of the Rocky Mountains outside the windows. Instead, she was seeing
every moment with her brother when she’d asked herself the same
question. “I don’t know. I’ve asked myself that for a century.
Power? Control? Madness? I just…never understood.” She took a deep
breath. “I’m so sorry.”

“She’s telling the truth,”
a female voice sounded from the back of the room.

Selene glanced over to see a tall girl
with honey-blond hair standing by the kitchen, then glanced back at
Ellie, eyebrows raised.

“Selene, this is Lila, one
of Alex’s sisters.”

“Sorry about
eavesdropping,” Lila said.

“You’re not really sorry,
are you?” Ellie asked, a small smile playing at her lips. She
patted the space between her and Selene on the couch.

“Not really.” Lila grinned,
unrepentant, and moved to join them. She turned to Ellie and took
her hand, letting Ellie take over her power. “Watch. The truth in
her words is obvious, but it’s also in her emotions.” She turned to
Selene. “Say it again. The end of it.”

Selene repeated her story
and her apology, willing to do or say anything if it helped. When
she stopped, tears were silently slipping down all three of the
girls’ cheeks.

Ellie stood and moved around the
coffee table to wrap her arms around Selene in a tight embrace. “I
forgive you,” she whispered.

“What the
hell is she doing here?”

Griffin’s booming voice,
filled with bitter rage, startled them. Selene’s heart sank like a
lead weight even as it was trying to jump out of her
throat.

Ellie left one comforting hand on
Selene’s arm as she turned to her brother. “She’s not dangerous,
Griffin.”

Selene took a deep, calming
breath. Composed, and with all her walls back up, she met his gaze.
No one watching her—especially Griffin—would ever guess her true
feelings at that moment if she could help it.

“You don’t know that.” He
glared at Selene and moved to stand directly in front of the
three.

“I do,” Ellie replied
stubbornly, her chin tilting up. “Look…” She reached for his hand,
but Griffin jerked out of her grasp.

“Anything
you’re seeing about her could easily be a lie.” He slashed the air
with his hand. “Her people massacred our family. And she was
part of that.” Selene felt like she’d been slapped, hard, but she
couldn’t deny his words. Before tangling with the Vyusher, the
Aubrey clan, who went by the gypsy name, the Darane Svatura, had been the largest
assemblage of people with extraordinary abilities in existence.
Only Griffin and Ellie had survived the attack against them, and
had spent the next century in hiding, with her help, though they
hadn’t known it at the time.

Griffin shifted his intense
glare from Selene to his sister. Selene could tell they were using
their powers to speak to each other telepathically, which was one
of Griffin’s abilities, but one Ellie, as his twin, could tap into.
After a few minutes of tense silence, Ellie sighed and shook her
head. She turned to Selene and opened her mouth to speak, but
Selene placed a gentle hand on her arm to stop her.

“I can
see how things are, Ellie,” she said softly, taking care not to
look at Griffin. She patted Ellie’s arm. “I don’t want to cause any
trouble in your family. I’ll go now.” Selene dropped the shield she
used to block others’ powers, only for Ellie, knowing she’d hear
her. “Griffin can’t hear me. I’ll
let you tell him that I’m attending college. He needs some time to
cool down first. And you don’t have to worry. If I see any of you
on campus, I’ll go the other way.”

Ellie shook her head vehemently, but
Selene didn’t catch her thoughts since she’d already put her guards
back up.

With a small nod at Lila,
Selene picked up her purse and walked out the door.

 



Chapter 4

“Griffin?”

Through a gray swirling mist, Selene’s
seductively deep voice called Griffin’s name. He was dreaming
again.

“Go away!” he called out to
the emptiness surrounding him, as he swiveled his head, searching
for her.

“Griffin, please,” she
pleaded.

He clenched his jaw. “You’re the one
who controls dreams, Selene. You clear this up.”

“I don’t control dreams. I
only visit. Let me in, and you’ll clear it up yourself.”

The wisps of cloud and fog
drifted away. Rays of sunlight broke through and Griffin stood in a
field of wheat with a brilliant blue sky above him. No heat or cold
or breeze touched his skin, no movement shifted around him, and no
end appeared to the vast golden landscape. He glanced down at his
clothing—casual jeans and a T-shirt—similar to what he’d worn
earlier that day.

“Well?” he prodded. “Come
on. Show yourself.”

“I’m right
here.”

Griffin spun around at the
sound of Selene’s voice directly behind him. She stood placidly,
adorned in a flowing, pale-purple sundress that gave her a delicate
and sweet air, the exact opposite of what he knew her to
be.

Selene smiled. “Thanks for
the pretty dress.” But her face froze when she caught Griffin’s
hostile glare. She sighed. “Won’t you at least talk to me? We could
always talk here…in our dreams.”

Griffin crossed his arms
over his chest and scowled, attempting to disguise the fact that
his silence was due in part to Selene’s beauty. She’d always taken
his breath away. “But these aren’t our dreams, are they? This is
you invading
my dream.”

“Mmm…” Her gray eyes never
wavered from his face. “I’ve missed our conversations, Griffin. I
hadn’t realized how much we used to talk until I couldn’t visit you
anymore.”

“You could’ve talked to
me.”

Selene tipped her head to the side,
appearing doubtful. “Even now you appear unwelcoming. Would you
have even let me in? I had to yell loudly to get past your mental
barriers tonight.”

Griffin glanced away, then
shrugged. “No, I probably wouldn’t have.”

With a heavy sigh, he
dropped his arms to his sides and made his way over to a nearby
bench swing. He could’ve sworn that it hadn’t been there only
seconds before, and if he had really thought about it, a swing in
the middle of a field of wheat was weird. And yet, somehow, its
existence seemed completely natural now.

After a brief hesitation, Selene
joined him.

“So what do you want to
talk about?” Griffin asked.

She shivered and twirled
the tassel on the end of the shawl she hadn’t been wrapped in
seconds before.

When’d she get
that? Huh. I forgot how stuff just appears
when I talk to Selene in dreams.

“It’s probably ridiculous
to ask, but would it be possible to talk like we used to? Kind
of…make this neutral ground?” Selene asked in a quiet voice, not
looking at him.

Griffin was reluctant to
admit how much that idea appealed to him. Here, where they’d been
meeting for so many years, the real world didn’t exist. In dreams,
he’d never been angry with her for the part she’d played in the
deaths of so many he’d cared about so long ago.

He’d missed his
conversations with his dream girl. Maybe they could suspend reality
for a while.

He racked his mind for something to
talk about. Something safe. “So…” Griffin lightly drummed his
fingers on the arm of the swing. “Ellie mentioned you’re starting
college. Have you decided on a major yet?”

“History,” she responded
promptly.

“Yeah? What do you plan to
do with that?”

“Learn something?” She said
with a Mona Lisa smile.

Griffin leaned over to bump his
shoulder into her. “No…really.”

Selene shrugged. “I’m
actually serious about that. I didn’t get a chance to experience
much of the world while my brother was alive. And maybe by studying
history, I can learn and save myself from some mistakes others have
made.”

“So when you’re done,
you’ll go back to the Vyusher?” Griffin tried hard to keep that
suspended-reality mentality and not let his suspicion creep back
in.

Selene played with the fringe of her
shawl some more. “I don’t know yet. It’s…complicated.”

“Huh. I guess it would
be.”

“You don’t know the half of
it.” Selene’s lips twisted in a bitter grimace. “I remember that
you always enjoyed movies. Seen any good ones lately?”

Griffin let her abrupt change of
subject slide. “A couple. How about you? Seen any you
liked?”

“Well, I’ve been limited on
time. But I’ve squeezed in one or two.” She shrugged one
shoulder.

“Okay, here’s one for
you…now that I know who and what you are. Who in the Vyusher do you
think has the coolest power?”

She couldn’t conceal her
shock, her eyebrows winging up. Obviously she hadn’t expected
Griffin to want to even say their name, let alone talk about
them.

“You’re surprised?” he
asked.

“Um…well, we don’t have
anything as cool as a dragon,” she said, referring to Ellie’s
unique gift. “But we do have someone who controls the earth. He can
cause earthquakes and rip giant chasms in the ground. It’s pretty
terrifying, actually.”

“Griffin,” Ellie’s voice
echoed through the fields as though they were in a hollow
room.

Griffin glanced around, thinking he’d
see his sister standing there.

Selene’s hand on his arm
pulled his attention back to her. “She’s calling for you. I guess
you should wake up now.”

A frown tugged at the corners of his
mouth. He didn’t want to leave this place…or her.
“Okay.”

The gray mist started to
intrude on their golden field. As the vision started to blur and
disappear, a soft whisper floated to him. “Thanks for letting me
in, Griffin.”

Jerking awake, he sat up
and found himself in his own room with Ellie calling from the other
side of his bedroom door. As the feel of the dream receded, reality
came crashing back, along with Griffin’s earlier bitterness. He
flopped back on the bed with a groan and flung his arm over his
eyes.

“What
the hell was I thinking!?”

 



Chapter 5

Griffin stood beside a tree
and gritted his teeth as, across the campus quad, Selene headed
toward a bench, clearly planning on taking advantage of the nice
weather. It’d been over a month since she’d visited him in the
dream. He hadn’t let her in again, even though she’d tried twice
more. Other than that, she’d stayed true to her word and hadn’t
contacted any of them.

He hadn’t left it at that, though. His hostility toward her
refused to go away. She’d managed to block his mind reading, so he
had to use other methods to keep tabs on her. He’d hacked into the
school computer system and pulled her class schedule. He’d then
made sure to align his classes in order to stay close by and keep
an eye on her without being too obvious.

After the first day of
school, he’d shifted into the falcon form he sometimes borrowed
from Ellie through their shared twin-link that allowed them to
access each other’s powers. Although the only shift of Ellie’s he’d
ever been able to master was the falcon, and he hated flying, it
still came in handy sometimes.

He’d followed Selene to
see where she lived and found she’d rented a small apartment in
Estes Park. Her proximity alone worried him. Why hadn’t she rented
a place in Fort Collins, closer to the school? But no, she’d decided to live close to his family.
Too close.

Guilt pricked, like a razor
to the skin, for stalking her, invading her privacy like this, but
a bigger part of him was sure that any Vyusher was not to be
trusted, despite what his overly optimistic twin
insisted.

Several times, Griffin had
perched himself in a tree outside her apartment. Selene had quite
thoughtfully left the blinds open, which gave him a perfect view of
the man who’d appeared in her living room. Life-sized and
ghost-like in a weirdly transparent way…but definitely there. And
Selene had talked to him.

He couldn’t hear her
telepathically. Ellie had told him about her conversation with
Selene, including the fact that she could block others’ powers—not just turn
them off. He could still hear other people’s thoughts in the area,
so that meant she was blocking his telepathy. She was using her
power against him, although maybe not consciously. But how could he
prove that? Which gave him yet another cause for
concern.

Despite the advantage of
his falcon senses, with the door closed to her balcony, he hadn’t
been able to listen to the conversation. But what was evident, at
least to Griffin, was that Selene wasn’t as alone as she’d led
Ellie to believe. She continued to hide things from them, which
meant deceit remained at the heart of who she was. Griffin was sure
of it.

So he’d keep watching as long as she
was anywhere near his family.

* * *

Selene settled on the bench
and pulled her history book and a highlighter out of her backpack.
She tipped her head back, closed her eyes, and enjoyed the
sensation of the warm sun on her face and the light breeze ruffling
her hair. She’d lived much farther north most of her life, and
beautiful weather like this was a rare treat for her. She intended
to make the most of it, studying outside as much as possible when
she wasn’t in class.

She opened her eyes and
blankly stared at her book, not seeing the pages, her mind miles
away. Oren had visited her last night, using his astral-projection
to appear in his specter-like form. Selene ran through their brief
conversation for what must’ve been the hundredth time that
day.

She’d been in the bathroom
when a familiar “My
lady?” came from the direction of the
living room. She finished washing her face, then went to find him.
Selene hadn’t been too surprised to see Oren standing there. Of all
the Vyusher, she was closest to him. He’d guided her through her
childhood the best he could, despite Gideon’s constant
manipulations.

“Oren.”

He gave her a small, respectful bow.
“I wanted to check on you. Make sure you’re happily settled
in.”

Selene smiled. Happy was a
subjective term. “I’m fine. All set in my apartment. Thank you for
arranging it so quickly for me, by the way. It’s perfect.” She
waved a general hand at the charming space.

“How are your classes
progressing?”

“Interesting so far. I
decided to major in history.”

“You
always did enjoy a good story,” Oren recalled fondly. “When you
were a little girl, you would beg me to tell you the story
of Sleeping Beauty
over and over again.”

Selene chuckled at the memory. “How is
everything there?” she asked after a moment’s
hesitation.

Oren paused, his
time-wizened face crinkling in earnest regard. “There is unrest and
confusion among the Vyusher. I’m sure you feel leaving was the
right thing to do—”

“I know it was the right thing, Oren,” she insisted.
I may be more a danger to them than a
help.

Oren opened his mouth as if
he’d wanted to say more but had merely nodded, accepting that
Selene knew what was best. “There are rumors that you left because
you are ashamed of the Vyusher, and there is infighting among the
Council about who should lead in your place.”

Selene tucked a strand of
pale hair behind her ear. “You know my views on that. As long as
Xavier isn’t selected, the Vyusher should be fine.”

“How about Dez?”

Selene pursed her lips.
“Desmond’s smart. He knows how to handle political situations. He’s
highly ranked. The Vyusher would accept him.”

“Yes, but is he committed
enough?”

Selene shrugged. “I know it seems as
if he takes nothing seriously.”

“That’s an understatement,”
Oren muttered.

“But I think that’s not who
he is. I think he would make an excellent king,
actually.”

“And his
father?”

“Gives weight to his claim.
But Desmond won’t give in to anyone, if that’s what you’re
thinking. He knows how to speak for himself,” Selene said, her chin
tipping up.

“I know you two have
become…friendly, especially over the last year, but are you sure?”
Oren asked, his skepticism apparent in his frown and continued
questions.

“Positive. But if you’re
unconvinced, ask Monica what she thinks.” Monica was a Vyusher with
the ability to determine if someone possessed a good innate
character or not, similar to a few of the powers in Griffin’s new
family, especially Lucy Jenner, who could see intentions, and her
daughter Lila, who could see if someone spoke the truth.

Oren shook his head. “No
need, my lady. I am confident in your assessment. I still intend to
try to hold off an official replacement for you until after you’ve
completed college. Four years is a relatively short period of time.
But if I can’t, I will back Desmond with your
permission.”

Selene gave him a nod of
approval. “You have it. Thank you.”

The conversation had ended
shortly after. Oren’s form had wavered, then disappeared, but
Selene couldn’t get the exchange out of her mind. Although she’d
endorsed Desmond to Oren, a part of her didn’t want to give up her
right to rule. She absolutely despised politics, but she didn’t
want to abandon her people, either. She knew she needed to do
something. She just wasn’t sure what exactly.

Selene pushed aside the
memory of her visit with Oren and tried to focus on her history
book, but a few paragraphs into her reading, her cell phone
rang. Speak of the devil,
she thought as she glanced at the caller ID.
“Hello, Desmond,” she greeted.

“So, you have my phone
number programmed in already,” he teased.

She held in a smile. “I
believe all of the higher-ranked Vyusher are programmed in this
phone,” she said. “Oren gave it to me.”

“And here I thought I was
special.” He pretended to be hurt, and she could just picture his
hand over his heart. Selene rolled her eyes.

“Can I help you with
something, Desmond?”

“Dez,” he automatically
corrected. “So have you decided to come home yet?”

“I only started classes a
few weeks ago,” she pointed out.

“Hmmm. Have you spoken with
Oren lately?”

Selene wasn’t fooled by his
attempted nonchalance. “Quite recently. Why?”

“So you know about the bids
to replace you?”

Selene sat up straighter, her eyes
narrowed. “He mentioned it.”

“And you still refuse to
come home?” For the first time, genuine concern and something akin
to disapproval sounded in Desmond’s voice.

“I have many reasons for
being where I am, Desmond.”

“I understand that,
but—”

“No,
you don’t,” she cut him off. “And I don’t intend to explain myself to
you.”

“Of course
not…Princess.”

Selene regretted her harsh
tone, but it’d been necessary. “I told Oren that if it came down to
it, he should endorse you as king.”

Shocked silence greeted her
statement.

“Excuse
me. You told him what?” Dez barked.

“You heard me.”

“Now why the hell would you
go and do a ridiculous thing like that?”

She covered her mouth with her hand,
stifling the urge to chuckle at his petulant tone.

“You dare to call your
Princess ridiculous?” she said around her hand. She didn’t quite
succeed at keeping the amusement out of her voice.

“Don’t change the subject,
Your Highness,” he snapped.

Selene sighed and dropped her hand
from her mouth. “I told him to endorse you because I believe you’d
make a wonderful leader for the Vyusher.”

Dez changed tack. “What
on earth gave you
that crazy idea?” he answered with a lazy drawl. But Selene could
tell he was still shaken.

“Just an impression.” She
glanced at her watch. “Desmond, I really can’t talk. I need to
finish this reading assignment before my next class.”

A brief silence told her he was
thinking. “All right, college student. You go get ’em,” he said.
“But understand that I’m not accepting anything while you’re
gone.”

“Let’s see what happens,
okay?”

Desmond grunted.

“Goodbye,
Desmond.”

“Bye, Princess. I’ll check
in again soon.”

Selene hung up, shaking her head at
his parting line. She put her phone back in her purse and once
again tried to concentrate on her reading. She’d completed about a
chapter when a male voice drew her attention away from the
pages.

“Excuse me.”

Selene sighed at yet another
interruption and raised her eyes to a see a boyishly handsome face
peering back at her.

“Can I help you?” she asked
politely.

He glanced over his
shoulder, then back at her. Selene leaned over to see what he was
looking at and discovered a group of what she assumed were his
friends watching them closely. She straightened to face
him.

“I’m John. I’ve noticed you
here studying the last few days.” He paused briefly as his gaze
raked her, making her skin crawl. “You’re really hot, you know
that?”

“Thanks,” she said,
resisting the urge to answer with something more
sarcastic.

“Would you like to go out
Friday night?” John asked.

She maintained her polite
facade. “That’s nice of you to ask me, but I already have a
boyfriend.”

“Ah, come on…” John took a
step closer. “My bros are watching. You don’t have a boyfriend.
Give me a chance?”

Selene hid an impatient sigh. “No,
really. I do have a boyfriend.”

“I’m calling bullshit,” he
said.

Selene shifted in her seat
uncomfortably. No one in the Vyusher had ever spoken to her like that. Not
even Gideon. She was trying to decide how to respond when someone
from behind her drawled, “Wow, what a gentleman.”

The tiny hairs on the back
of her neck stood up. Selene recognized that deep voice, dripping
in sarcasm.

“Who are you, man?” John
puffed out his chest, posturing arrogantly.

“Definitely not
one of your…bros.” Griffin moved to stand
directly behind her. Selene barely stopped herself from jumping
when his hands landed softly on her shoulders and gently squeezed.
“I’m hers.”

Selene’s stomach clenched, and her
heart rate jumped up triple-time at that claim of connection coming
from Griffin’s lips. Even if it was a lie.

John glared at Griffin for
a moment, contemplating his next move. Finally, he glanced back at
Selene. She simply shrugged, both communicating an
I told you so to the boy
in front of her and also effectively removing Griffin’s hands. His
touch disturbed her equilibrium too much.

With one last glare at both
of them, John stalked off to his friends. Selene held her breath,
her eyes firmly focused on the book in her lap, but she couldn’t
see the words on the pages. All of her senses were tuned to the man
who was making his way around to the front of the bench.

 



Chapter 6

Griffin silently cursed himself all
kinds of foolish as he moved to sit beside Selene, trying not to be
obvious as he took in the real life version of her.

Selene’s gray eyes appeared
almost silver, and she held herself with a regal poise. She was as
beautiful in broad daylight as she was in his dreams, but Griffin
had to remind himself that he could be looking at a killer—not an
angel.

She flinched as he’d raised
his arm to drape it casually along the back of the bench behind
her. A tiny movement, miniscule really, and he would’ve put it down
to their strained relationship if he also hadn’t managed to catch a
stray thought that escaped her mental blocks, allowing him to
briefly read her mind.

Someone had hit
her. The realization screamed through his
mind. Selene had been struck frequently enough to unconsciously
recoil from physical contact as well as lose a small amount of her
incredible control. Griffin wasn’t prepared for the instant rage
that pounded through him at the idea of anyone hurting her. As
angry as he was with her, the thought of harming her had never
crossed his mind.

“You sure seem to attract
jerks,” Griffin muttered. What he’d wanted to do was put his arm
over her shoulders and ask if she was all right. But that was a bad
idea for many reasons.

Selene shrugged. “I guess so,” she
replied, grimly. “Why are you talking to me, anyway? You didn’t
want to let me into your dreams. Clearly, you decided you’re too
angry to talk. So what do you want?”

Frustrated, Griffin ran a
hand through his hair. He hadn’t meant to come over. He’d been
watching her as she studied, and for the last two days, he’d been
watching John and his friends ogle her. She’d been oblivious to the
attention. In fact, she appeared to be oblivious to everyone around
her.

“It looked as if you needed
some help with that guy,” he mumbled.

Selene raised a perfectly
arched eyebrow. “Well, thanks, but I was just about to handle him.
No damsel in distress here.”

Griffin glanced away as he
clenched his jaw. Of course she could take care of herself. She was
a stunning woman. Obviously, men would be interested, but he didn’t
realize how much it would bother him until he saw it play out in
front of his eyes. Then, like a moron, he had rushed over, as if
she needed his protection.

“Won’t happen again,”
Griffin muttered, staring at his shoelaces.

He felt her gaze like a
brush against his skin and raised his gaze to catch a small smile
hovering around her mouth. “That’s an impressive new skill you’ve
developed,” she said, changing the subject. “You’ve managed to make
your shield hide you entirely, huh? Invisibility is certainly a
handy power to have. I’m jealous.”

How had he managed to forget, even for
a second, exactly who and what she was? Telepathy got him
nowhere.

“Stop trying to read my
mind,” she suddenly interrupted his mental gymnastics.

“Wait.
Are you reading my mind?” Griffin’s stared at her, deadly serious. He leaned
closer, his eyes narrowed. “Are you using my power against me,
Selene? Because if you are…”

She held up a hand,
stopping him mid-growl. “I can’t read minds or use your powers,”
she said, shaking her head. “It didn’t take those skills to figure
out exactly what you were thinking, though. You were staring at me
as if you could burn a hole right into my brain.”

Irritation rode through
him, along with a wave of anger. Mostly with himself for being so
easy to read. He jerked to his feet. “Just stay away from me and my
family.”

“I’ll stay away from them if they stay away from
me.” Selene lowered her blocks for a
moment, allowing him to hear the thought as he stalked
away.

Griffin ignored her and kept
walking.

* * *

Selene had mixed feelings
as she watched Griffin’s departing form. She’d intentionally baited
him, knowing it would drive him away. As much as she’d wanted to
reach out to him, Griffin would never accept her—that much was
obvious. She couldn’t handle that rejection again. Not now. What
she needed was unconditional love and support, something he was
clearly incapable of giving her,
not after what she’d
done to him. So she’d deliberately taunted him, pushed him even
further away. But as he left, an achy loneliness set in and she
wanted to bring him right back. Her head recognized how hopeless
her wishes were concerning Griffin. Now she needed to convince her
heart.

A shiver ran down Selene’s
spine and she frowned. She felt, for the briefest moment, as though
she was being watched by someone or something. The feeling was
similar to how she used to feel around Gideon. A faint queasiness
passed over her, but she shook it off, reminding herself that he
was dead. She had nothing to fear from him anymore.

“That last comment was for
you, too, Ellie,” Selene spoke aloud.

“How’d
you know I was listening?” Ellie’s
sheepish voice sounded in Selene’s mind.

She glanced up at the
branches of the tree above her and smiled at the black falcon
perched there. “Because I let you.” She patted the bench beside
her. “Go shift and come grab a seat. I’ll show you.”

Ellie spread her wings wide
and leapt from the tree, gliding silently away. Several minutes
later she strolled over, human once more, and sat down. She dropped
her backpack on the ground and grinned.

“Where were you keeping
that?” Selene wondered, with a nod at the backpack.

“Gotta have some secrets.”
Ellie winked. “Now come on…show me.”

Selene held out her hand.
Ellie grasped it and closed her eyes for a brief moment. When she
opened them again, she raised her eyebrows, visibly impressed.
“That’s a handy skill to have. You can see the glow when someone is
using their power,” she said.

Selene gave a half-hearted smile. “It
has good points and bad points.”

“That was a pretty mean
trick you played on Griffin, you know,” Ellie said.

Selene blinked but didn’t say
anything.

Ellie propped her elbows on
the back of the bench. “Bringing up your powers to make him leave.
Why’d you do it? He was treating you like a normal human being for
once. You were making progress.”

“What if
I don’t want to make progress with Griffin?” Selene kept her expression
neutral.

Ellie shook her head. “No
way. I don’t buy it. Why else would you choose to come to this
school? It has to be because you wanted to be friends with us.
Griffin is the biggest roadblock to that. Am I on the right track?”
She raised her eyebrows.

Selene nibbled at her
bottom lip. “I can’t be friends with you.”

“But you want to, don’t
you?”

Selene fiddled with the book in her
lap but said nothing. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t lie to
this woman or her family.

“Yeah. I thought so,” Ellie
concluded before she paused a moment. “I have a great idea! Come
dancing with us tomorrow night?”

Selene gave a surprised laugh. “I
don’t think so. Griffin would go ballistic. In fact, you’d better
watch it, or he might see you talking to me.”

“Oh, pooh.” Ellie ignored
that worry with a careless wave of her hand. “Anyway, he’s blowing
off steam now. He’s nowhere near here.” She gave Selene a
once-over. “Are you really going to let my oh-so-cautious brother
dictate your actions?”

Selene chuckled. “Nice try.
But after years being dictated to by my own brother, I won’t let
anyone influence me. You included, Miss Ellie Aubrey.”

Ellie held up her left hand and
wiggled her fingers, flashing her engagement ring. “Soon to be Mrs.
Jenner.”

Selene’s eyes lit up at the
news. At least one of the people she’d risked so much to protect
was happy. “Congratulations!” she said with absolute sincerity.
“But I won’t upset your family just for a chance at some new
friends in my life.”

“Well, I won’t stop
asking,” Ellie insisted as she stood up. She leaned over and gave
Selene a swift hug. “And next time Griffin isn’t biting your head
off, I suggest you don’t immediately push him away, sweetie.” Ellie
picked her backpack up off the ground, and with a wink and a wave,
she walked away.

Selene sat in stunned
silence—hugs had been few and far between in her life. Ellie’s
effervescent friendliness could become addictive. With a mental
shake, Selene forced herself to return to her studies. She did
manage to read the words on the page this time, but the beauty of
the day had dimmed.

 



Chapter 7

Selene looked up from her
computer to listen to the project team gathered around her kitchen
table. Remnants of pizza and sodas were scattered between books and
computers. It was mid-November and the five of them—Selene, Josh,
Elayne, Cindy, and Gordon—were working on the simulation project
that would comprise the bulk of their grade for the class. In their
assignment, they were the owners of a car company and had to
compete against the other groups in the class in having a more
successful car company simulation.

Selene was thoroughly
enjoying herself. Not only did she like the class and think the
material interesting, but she’d come to like her group. They were
the first people in her entire life to treat her normally. Even
before Gideon’s reign, the Vyusher had treated her as a princess,
held apart to be cosseted and petted.

But beyond treating her as
just an ordinary woman, the people in her group were genuinely nice
and could also be hilarious. They got their work done and made
smart observations, but they did so while still keeping things on
the light and funny side. Maybe she found them easier to be with
because they were the first regular humans she’d ever
known.

“I disagree,” Josh was
saying.

“You would!” Elayne joked
as she reached for another slice of pizza.

“Yeah,” Josh insisted.
“There’s no way we’re going to dig our way out of this mountain of
debt. We should do what we can to maintain our market share lead
without looking like we gave up on revenue. I think we do that by
launching another car now. It’ll be too late after this
round.”

A collective groan arose from the
group. They’d been arguing this point for the last hour and were no
further along.

“Do you need me to explain
again the concept of making money?” Gordon, the finance whiz of the
team, asked.

“Okay, okay!” Josh threw
both his hands in the air. “No new car. But I’m telling you now
that if we don’t end up cash positive this round, it’s all on
you.”

“Finally he gives in!”
Cindy cheered.

“On that note…” Selene
stood up and started gathering up trash to throw away. “Anyone want
to take home some pizza?”

“You paid, so you keep it,”
Elayne said, looking at the slices of pepperoni with longing in her
eyes.

Unlike Selene, they were
all typical broke college kids, which meant food was low on the
priority list of expenses. She pulled a face. “I don’t like
reheated pizza. It’s going in the trash if I keep it. Seriously,
someone take it off my hands.”

“In that case, I’ll take
some,” Josh said. The other four quickly followed his lead. Selene
pulled some foil out of the pantry and wrapped up their slices
while they all shut down their computers and packed up their
bags.

She walked her friends out. “See you
in class tomorrow, guys.” She waved goodbye and headed back
inside.

Smiling to herself, she
went to close the blinds and spotted a falcon perched in a nearby
pine tree. Without hesitation, she snapped the blinds shut, then
started pacing the confines of her living room. Anger bubbled up
inside her until she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. That
golden-colored falcon had a glow inside him.

“Griffin,” she muttered. He
was keeping tabs on her. Deep inside, her wolf gave an irritated
growl.

If she’d been thinking
rationally—which she wasn’t at the moment—she’d have realized that
she shouldn’t be surprised by Griffin’s stalker-like behavior and
that he might even be entitled to keep an eye on her. She wasn’t
even sure she was safe to be left alone. Her nightmares had only
escalated, and maybe someone needed to stop her.

She was tempted to turn off
his power and watch him fall out of that damn tree. She held in a
chuckle at the mental image. Or maybe she should drop her mental
blocks and tell him to go away. Eventually, Selene calmed down and
did neither of those things, as she finished cleaning up the
apartment and got ready for bed.

Several hours later, as she
still lay in bed wide awake, tossing and turning, something
occurred to her. If Griffin was watching, and she ended up
dream-walking in her wolf form, then he’d see, follow, and maybe
even stop her. If the dreams were real and she was the one killing
those people...

Strangely, knowing that Griffin was
keeping an eye on her suddenly brought her a modicum of
peace.

Released of her tension, her body and
mind relaxed, and sleep claimed her at last.

* * *

Selene was back on her
bench on campus a few days later, despite the unseasonable chill in
the air. After Canada, the cold here didn’t bother her much. She
was studying for an upcoming econ exam when Ellie plopped down
beside her.

“Hi, Selene.” Ellie gave
her an impish grin.

Selene shook her head.
“Griffin is going to be mad at you.”

“So what?” Ellie shrugged
nonchalantly and pulled a protein bar from her backpack. “We’re
staging a rebellion.”

“We?”

“Yeah, we,” said another
female voice behind them. Selene turned and was stunned to see Lila
and another blonde, who she assumed was Adelaide, standing there.
Other than her brief exchange with Lila when she’d first arrived,
she’d had no contact with the two girls. Now that she saw them
together, she realized how alike they were in appearance. They
definitely got their coloring from their mother, also a honey
blonde. Adelaide kept her hair shorter than Lila’s though. Now two
pairs of green eyes twinkled at her.

Selene narrowed her eyes in suspicion.
“Okay. What’s going on here?”

“Well, we’ve discussed it,”
Ellie began. “Lila knows you’re being truthful, and Adelaide, well,
she never shares what she can see, but she does say it’s not bad.
And you led me to Alex and to my new family. You helped
us.”

Selene raised her eyebrows. She
already knew all this. “Okay?”

“So we’re staging a minor
rebellion,” Adelaide repeated. “We’re going to be
friends.”

“Excuse me?” Selene ignored
the small spark of hope those words inspired. She glanced at Ellie.
“And what does Alex say to this plan?”

Ellie gave an exasperated
sigh and rolled her eyes. “The guys are staying out of it, but they
side with us in spirit.”

Selene shook her head. “I won’t be the
cause of conflict in your family. I refuse to play a part in
causing any family pain ever again.”

Lila rested a comforting
hand on Selene’s shoulder, and a feeling of peace slowly washed
through her. Surprised, she peered closer and could detect a small
glow coming from Lila, which slowly faded, taking Selene’s mental
anguish with it. She studied the light inside Lila as it went
out.

“You can heal emotions? Is
that new?” She met Lila’s gaze.

Lila gave a small grin.
“I’ve only started figuring it out. I can only do it if I can touch
the person, but Ellie says eventually I’ll be able to do it without
touching. And I don’t always sense the emotion. It…um…” Lila seemed
a tad unsure of how to word it. “It has to be a very…intense
emotion for me to see it. Apparently, I’ll get better at that as
well.”

“Well, that’s one I haven’t
seen before,” Selene muttered. “Thank you for the help, but my
answer is still no.”

“The thing is…if anything,
I think you would actually help bring our family closer together,”
Adelaide said.

Lila and Ellie exchanged a
glance. They’d already said Adelaide—who could see
relationships—rarely shared what she saw. Selene was under the
impression that the other young woman usually kept her visions a
secret so as not to unnaturally influence anyone, which meant her
saying something now was worth listening to.

But Selene shook her head,
unconvinced. “Helping your family sounds really nice, but even for
that, I can’t risk it.”

“Well, the thing is,
sweetie,”—Ellie reached out and tugged Selene to her feet—“you
don’t have a choice in the matter.”

“I don’t?” Selene could
feel herself giving in. Friendship was such seductive idea.
Elusive. Something she didn’t deserve. A small spark of hope now
burst through the barriers of both her natural reserve and of her
fear of putting more lives in danger.

“Nope,” Ellie continued.
“I’ve decided that we’re going to be friends. And that, as they
say, is the end of it. We’re treating you to a girls’ night out. No
dancing. I know I suggested that last time, but I was probably a
little ahead of myself with that idea.” She waved her hand as
though shooing that idea out of way. “We’ll start small, ease
Griffin into it, so to speak. We’re going to take you out to dinner
tonight.”

* * *

“You did what?” Griffin’s
voice was deceptively calm as he confronted his twin and her
mischievous cohorts.

“We took Selene out to
dinner,” Ellie repeated, enunciating very clearly as if his
hearing, and not her decision-making, were the issue.

“That was nice of you,
girls,” Lucy murmured. She was sitting in the armchair in the
Jenners’ living room, working on Ellie’s wedding dress. Griffin
wasn’t sure what Lucy was doing exactly, other than that it
involved a needle.

Ellie smiled triumphantly
at her brother. He crossed his arms and pressed his lips into a
thin line. “No, Lucy, it was not nice of them,” he insisted. “It
was dangerous.”

“You’ve got to let it go,
Griff,” Ellie muttered, as she flopped down onto the couch and
snuggled up to Alex, who draped an arm around her.

“Her pack killed our
family, Ellie,” Griffin said, as if she needed
reminding.

Lucy glanced up. “That poor
girl has been through heaven knows what, under the thumb of her
insane brother. If Lila says she is telling the truth, that she did
her best to help you, and us, then we owe her our
lives.”

Blowing out a deep breath,
Griffin gazed out of the large panel of window situated behind the
couch, although he really didn’t see the twilight-shadowed
mountains outside because he was too busy mastering his anger.
“Hugh? Alex?” He tried for male solidarity. “You see where I’m
coming from, right?”

Alex and Hugh were watching
a Broncos game and trying their darndest to stay out of
it.

They glanced at each other. “Ah-hem.”
Hugh coughed. “You see, Griffin, it’s—”

Griffin held up his hands.
“No, I can see you don’t agree, so don’t even bother trying.” He
grabbed the jacket he’d thrown over a barstool when he came home
earlier and stormed to the door. “I’m going out.”

Adelaide stood by the doorway. She
laid a hand on his arm as he passed, making him pause. “You have to
figure out how to forgive Selene,” she whispered to him.

He jerked away from her
touch and a momentary pang of regret lanced through him as his
rejection darkened her eyes. After years growing up with Ellie, he
was still getting used to Adelaide’s gentler and more sensitive
nature.

“Sorry,” he muttered and
turned to the others. “If you insist on being friends with Selene,
I don’t want to hear about it.” With that, he banged out of the
house.

* * *

Quiet descended in the wake of
Griffin’s departure.

“Ugh!” Ellie finally
exclaimed, throwing up her arms. “Stubborn. Idiotic.
Obstinate…Grrrrr…Darn brother!”

Lucy paused in her stitching. She
reached over and patted Ellie’s hand soothingly. “Give him time,
sweetheart.”

“He has to get to know her
to change his mind.” Ellie stood and started to pace. “Time won’t
help if he avoids her.”

“Don’t force him yet,”
Adelaide said.

Alex got up and wrapped his arms
around Ellie, pulling her close. His embrace calmed her in a way
she desperately needed.

“Listen to Adelaide,” Alex
whispered in her ear.

Ellie slumped forward. “Okay…I’ll try.
He’s just so damn stubborn I could scream.”

“Come on, wild girl.” Alex
linked their fingers together and gave her hand a squeeze. “Let’s
go home. Give Griffin some time to cool off.”

“Okay…okay.” Ellie smiled into her te’sorthene’s twinkling silver-blue
eyes, then reached up and gave him a swift kiss. They grabbed their
things. “’Night, everyone.”

They received a chorus of goodnights
in return as they headed out the door.

 



Chapter 8

Selene wandered through a
wooded area. She was dreaming again, but this was different than
before. The soft snow blanketing the forest floor hushed her steps.
Her ears twitched at a gurgling sound, telling her she must be
close to a stream. A chilled mist rose up as the water bubbled over
stones rounded smooth by the passage of time and
elements.

She stared through a dense,
gray fog. Gradually, her vision cleared a little, but not much.
Night blanketed the forest, almost swallowing it, pushed back only
by the brightness of a near-full moon dropping through the tree
branches, casting silvery rays of light over the snow-covered
ground.

She moved stealthily,
silent as a shadow, and entered a small alcove where the water was
still, though not quite frozen. She leaned over to peer at her
reflection and recognized that it was not shadow that she
resembled, but moonlight. She was in her wolf form, silver
white.

She bent to lap from the
mountain-fed waters. But something was wrong. There was a dark
substance in the water and her white fur was soon coated with it.
As a wolf she was color-blind, but she could smell it…the metallic
scent of blood.

Tons of blood.

Horrific screams split the night
air.

Selene shot up straight in
bed, gasping. Frantically, she ripped the covers away and ran her
hands over her body. There was no blood on her.
Anywhere.

Another damn nightmare.

These were
too real. As much as she
tried to convince herself that it had just been a dream, Selene was
convinced that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

* * *

Ellie jumped as something was slapped
down on the kitchen table, barely missing her bowl of
cereal.

“That”—Griffin pointed
accusingly at the newspaper in front of her— “is why we can’t trust
her.”

Alex, freshly showered
after his and Ellie’s morning run, was toweling his black hair dry
when he entered the kitchen and caught the offending headline. “Oh,
shit!”

Ellie picked up the paper
and read the article, while Griffin paced back and forth like a
caged animal. “This doesn’t prove anything,” she insisted once
she’d finished.

Griffin was incredulous.
“A white wolf attacked and killed a group of campers in that motor home
park at the bottom of Big Thompson Canyon, and you think it doesn’t
prove anything?”

“I’m with Griffin on this
one, Ellie,” Alex murmured as he took the seat beside her. “It’s
too much to be a coincidence.”

Ellie glared at her fiancé and
received an unapologetic shrug in return.

“Fine,” she said after a
few moments’ contemplation.

“Fine?” Alex asked
suspiciously, crossing his arms over his chest. “What does ‘fine’
mean, exactly?”

Ellie fished her cell phone out of her
purse. The two men watched as she searched for a number, tapped the
screen, and waited for it to connect.

“Hi! It’s Ellie,” she said
after a second. “Have you seen this morning’s newspaper?” She
listened for a moment as whoever was on the other end talked for a
bit.

Griffin grimaced. “She’s blocking me
from listening,” he muttered to Alex.

“Huh, well, you’re right
about that.” Ellie ignored them as she continued her conversation,
disgust heavy in her words. “I have an idea how to handle this. Can
you meet me at Hugh and Lucy’s place?” There was another brief
pause. “Trust me on this, okay? Yeah…in an hour? You know where it
is? Sounds good. See you then.”

Ellie tapped again to end the call,
dropped the cell back in her purse, and turned to Alex and Griffin
with a self-satisfied smile. “We’ve got an hour to get ready and
get over to Hugh and Lucy’s.” Then she left the kitchen.

Griffin sighed. “You’d
better go after her, Alex. The mood I’m in, I’d probably say
something I’ll regret. Much as I love her, my sister can drive me
nuts sometimes.”

Alex draped his damp towel around his
neck. “I’ll go see what I can find out, man.”

* * *

An hour later, everyone was
gathered at Lucy and Hugh’s house. “Okay, Ellie,” Hugh prompted.
“You’ve got all of us here. I think it’s time for you to
explain.”

Ellie stood, looking at the
faces of her extended family. She and Griffin had gone from having
just each other for over a century, to joining a family of
eight.

“You’ve all seen the
newspaper article?” She motioned to Ramsey, who sat on one of the
barstools a little away from the others, studying the pages. The
red-haired young man was around Adelaide’s age, but, as a
firestarter—a dangerous gift—he tended to remain separate from the
family much of the time. Ramsey and Nate and their adoptive
parents, Charlotte and Dexter Pierce, had come over from the house
next door when Ellie called.

“How many of you think that
Selene is the most likely suspect?” Ellie continued.

Alex covered his laugh with a cough.
Ellie, Lucy, Adelaide, and Lila kept their hands down, but all the
others raised theirs.

“Okay.” Ellie put her hands
on her hips. “Would you be willing to give her the same chance that
you gave Griffin and me?”

“You mean the night of the
first wolf attack?” Dexter asked.

Ellie nodded. “You had no
idea who Griffin and I were, or what we could do. But you saved my
life.” She smiled at Hugh—a conventionally handsome, middle-aged
looking man, with light brown hair, dark eyes, and a kind smile.
His healing ability was incredible, as she could personally attest
to. “And you heard us out.”

“You’d
just saved me, Adelaide, and Lila,” Nate pointed out. The tall,
sandy-haired young man sat beside Adelaide, his
te’sorthene, on the
couch. “And you risked your life to do it, going up against those
wolves alone.”

Alex took her hand and squeezed it.
She knew he still didn’t like to be reminded of that
night.

“And you
could show us your memories,” Charlotte added. Tall and willowy,
and a little younger than Hugh and Lucy, she was
Dexter’s te’sorthene. Ellie was a bit
surprised the sweet teleporter wasn’t on Selene’s side. Charlotte
had had her own share of misunderstandings in her life.

“Exactly.” Ellie studied
each face in the room, and everyone appeared willing to hear her
out. Except Griffin, of course. No real surprise there.

Hugh stepped forward. “If
even a fraction of what Lucy tells me about that young woman is
true, it’s worth giving her a shot.”

“We’ll do better than just
listen to her,” Ellie said, smiling.

“What are you up to?” Alex
asked.

“We use
the same method that allowed me to show all of you
the Svatura history.”

They were all silent for a
second. “Ellie, we don’t know all her powers. What if she
manipulates this?” Griffin said.

Sadness filling her gaze,
Ellie went over to where Griffin stood leaning in the doorway, his
arms crossed. “You really need to learn to trust people, Griffin,
or you will end up leading a lonely life.”

His jaw hardened, but he said
nothing.

She let out a disappointed
sigh and turned back to the rest of the group. “I know all her
skills, because she’s already let me touch her. None of the powers
she possesses would allow her to manipulate this situation, even in
the future. I don’t think she could fool the collection of powers
we have in this room. She won’t be able to get past a combination
of Lila’s ability to see the truth or sense emotions, Lucy’s
ability to see her intent, my ability to control her powers when
I’m touching her, Griffin’s ability to read minds, or Adelaide’s
ability to see relationships. Not combined. And if we’re all
touching, I can show you rather than just tell you. Because just my
word clearly isn’t enough.”

“But she can block our
powers,” Griffin murmured.

“How do you know that?”
Dexter asked.

Griffin threw him a
cautious glance and Ellie didn’t blame him. Though on the quiet
side, Dexter was a force to be reckoned with—the epitome of the
strong, silent type, with a stocky build and serious, dark
eyes.

“Because she blocks my mind
reading,” Griffin answered.

“She won’t block any of our
powers,” Ellie added quickly.

It was Ellie’s turn to come
under Dexter’s scrutinizing gaze. “Same question to you then,
Ellie.”

“Because she’s agreed to
that. She’ll be here in a few minutes to put herself through the
hell of reliving her life, in order to gain our trust.”

 



Chapter 9

The night before, Selene had finally
forced herself back to sleep after waking from her blood-soaked
nightmare, only to be woken again at an ungodly hour by the trill
of her cell phone. It turned out to be Ellie, alerting her of the
night’s events.

Selene didn’t get the
newspaper, so she’d flipped open her laptop and gone to a
bookmarked site that had local news. There it was…two campers had
been killed by a wolf. A white wolf. A third camper had
survived.

Selene realized why Ellie
had called. “It’s wasn’t me, Ellie! At least, I don’t think. I
mean. Well…it might be. I’ve been having these nightmares.”

“I have an idea how to
handle this. Can you meet me at Hugh and Lucy’s place?”

“Sure…but I don’t see how
that will help, unless you’re planning on killing me when I get
there.”

She frowned now and briefly wondered
if that wouldn’t be for the best.

After Ellie hung up,
Selene sat in bed for several long minutes, fear paralyzing her
muscles and her mind. What if I did
this? The thought ran on a loop through
her mind, but she didn’t want to believe it. She’d never directly
killed anyone before. It didn’t make sense that she’d start
now.

Griffin will never, ever
believe me. She finally forced herself to
get out of bed and dress, pulling on leggings and a thick,
cream-colored, knit sweater. She stuffed her feet into fur-lined
boots. He already has more than good
reason to hate me. And he doesn’t even remotely trust
me.

The anger glittering in his
eyes when he stared at her cracked Selene’s heart into a hundred
pieces. The connection she shared with Griffin was undeniable—she’d
felt it from the first moment she’d seen him. She’d visited him in
his dreams for years, thinking he hadn’t known she was real. And
now he hated her.

As Selene pulled up outside
Hugh and Lucy’s house, her heart pounded as if it was trying to
beat its way out of her chest. Moments like these—life-altering,
road-less-travelled type moments—were preciously rare. She’d never
been so petrified.

Feeling numb, she got out
and made her way to the door. She raised a shaky hand and knocked.
Ellie answered, and Selene smiled, relieved to see her friendly
face.

“Hi,” Ellie said quietly.
“Thanks for coming over.”

“Hi…sure,” Selene
mumbled.

“We’ve got a little work
ahead of us, and I’ll need your complete trust and
cooperation.”

“Of course.” She’d do
anything. “You have a plan?”

“Yes, but it depends on
you.”

“Anything,” Selene vowed
softly. “Whatever it takes.”

Ellie stepped aside and
invited Selene in. They stood in the hallway, and Ellie proceeded
to explain her idea in detail, particularly Selene’s part in it. As
she spoke, heaviness settled over her shoulders, weighing her down
with each passing second. But she kept nodding. She’d meant what
she said—she would do anything.

No matter how painful it would
be.

Plan in place, she followed
Ellie through the house to the back, where everyone waited. With
trepidation, she entered a large living area, warm and cozy, with
natural wood flooring, comfy couches, and a wall of windows that
offered gorgeous views of the Rocky Mountains in the distance. The
welcoming room did nothing to ease her worries, though. Especially
as she peered around at the ten faces staring back at her with
varying expressions of curiosity, distrust, and
encouragement.

Selene’s heart couldn’t
decide where it wanted to be, in her stomach or in her throat.
Somehow it was managing to be both places at once. Or, at the very
least, it was not in her chest, beating steadily as it was supposed
to. She still managed to keep her cool mask in place and nod as
Ellie introduced her to those she hadn’t officially met yet. She
noticed Griffin from the corner of her eye, but didn’t need to look
directly at him to feel the waves of his hostility as he stared at
the floor.

Selene sighed. That bridge
had been burned a long time ago.

Ellie turned to the others
and started to explain. “This will be different from last time,”
she began. “Selene has agreed not to block any of our powers. I’ll
be able to add Lucy’s and Lila’s into the mix. So you’ll all be
able to feel for yourselves if what Selene shows us is the truth
and what her intentions are. You’ll also be able to feel her
emotions.”

Ellie turned to her.
“Ready?”

“Um…” Selene hesitated. “I
should warn you about a few things. First, I’ve been blocking
others from knowing all of my powers for a very, very long time.
It’s sort of an ingrained habit now. I’ll do my best to drop all my
defenses, but I might need occasional reminders if you feel like
something isn’t working right.”

She looked from face to
face, gauging their reactions, and relaxed a bit. As far as she
could tell, Griffin was the only person completely closed to
her.

“Also,”
she continued softly, “Ellie tells me that she’ll be sharing my
memories with you and the emotions associated with them.” Selene
cleared her throat, trying to decide how to express her concern.
“I’m afraid that they are…painful, for lack of a better word.
I’ll do my best to remember things accurately, and if I can lessen
the discomfort for you, I will. But please be prepared.”

Selene had no idea
how she was going
to survive what was coming next, let alone be able to protect
anyone else. She seldom allowed herself to think about her past,
and for good reason.

“Are you sure you can do
this?” Lucy asked with a sympathetic smile. “I can sense that your
intentions are in the right place, but I don’t have to use a power
to know you’re afraid.” Selene blinked, grateful for the simple act
of motherly concern.

“I want to do this,” Selene
confirmed. “But let’s get started before I chicken out.”

The others gave a nervous
chuckle, but all moved into a place where they could link hands
with one another. Selene placed her hand in Ellie’s, who was
sitting to her right, then coughed as Griffin took her other hand,
taking the seat to her left. She’d assumed he would sit as far away
from her as possible, if he participated at all.

After a wide-eyed stare
that he returned unblinkingly, she turned away from him and nodded
at Ellie. Then Selene closed her eyes and concentrated on picturing
her memories as clearly as possible. Even without consciously
applying her ability to see powers when they were in use, Selene
could tell that Ellie was gathering her own power within her. The
glow of Ellie’s gift in action would likely be almost blinding to
Selene if she looked at her right now. She kept her eyes shut and
waited for Ellie’s first question. She didn’t have to wait
long.

“Let’s start at the
beginning,” Ellie said. “Your parents?”

Selene smiled as she
immediately pictured their faces. Her father had been a mountain of
a man, with dark hair and a constant twinkle in his eyes. She
remembered his booming voice and the way he used to throw her high
up into the air, making her giggle.

Her mother was almost a
mirror image of Selene—blond and petite, with soft, silvery eyes.
She’d been sweet and affectionate. They had been the ruling family
of their pack, attracting people with powers to them as naturally
as waves find the shore. People came of their own free will, even
without being sought or asked. They wanted to be a part of this
special clan.

She recalled watching her
parents rule from the same chamber where she’d met with the Council
to request permission to leave. Her parents had been good and kind
and strong. They treated others with respect and had been revered
above all other leaders in return.

“There’s a sadness there,”
Lila’s voice interrupted Selene’s thoughts. “What happened to your
parents?”

Rather than answering,
Selene moved her thoughts to her twin. Gideon had been older by
about twenty minutes. Until Selene turned ten, Gideon had basically
ignored her. She hardly had any memories of him in those early
years, just flashes of nothing more specific than a vague feeling
of uneasiness around him. But soon after her tenth birthday, Selene
had learned how to turn off another’s power. Gideon had somehow
realized it before she did.

The pain of Selene’s next memory
almost overwhelmed her. There was a collective gasp as her emotions
slammed into everyone in the circle.

Selene blinked her eyes
open, checking the faces around her. A deep red glow across the
circle caught her attention and she was startled at how intently
Ramsey was staring at her. Lila, who sat beside him, also opened
her eyes and glanced over. Her green eyes darkened with concern as
she caught him staring directly at Selene.

“You okay?” she
whispered.

Selene knew Ramsey was a firestarter,
a power notorious for causing volatile emotions with dangerous
consequences.

He glanced at Lila, gave
her a crooked smile, and whispered, “Don’t worry, Lilliput. I got
it.”

Lila rolled her eyes but smiled at
what must be a pet name for her, then looked back at Selene. “I can
help him stay calm.”

Not entirely sure what that
meant, but assuming it had something to do with Lila’s ability to
sense emotions, Selene closed her eyes again to pick up where she’d
left off. With concentrated effort, she pushed the ache associated
with her next memories to the back of her mind and focused on the
facts. Gideon had used his power for manipulation and had hidden
his true strength, not only from their parents but from the entire
pack. It was an ability he’d inherited from their father, only it
was twisted and stronger. The King could only plant suggestions in
people’s minds. He couldn’t—and wouldn’t have thought to—force them
to do something against their will.

But Gideon was something
else altogether. He was not only able to force people’s
cooperation; he was able to make them think it was their idea. He
would sweep aside their convictions, their moral fiber, their very
spirit, in order to get what he wanted.

It seemed, though, that
only Selene had retained awareness while under his influence. While
Gideon was able to force her to do his bidding, he wasn’t able to
fool her into believing it was her idea. Others around her had
followed Gideon blindly, unaware of the evil they were made to do,
and Selene had been unable to stop any of it or talk to anyone
about it. She’d often wished that Gideon could brainwash her
completely, too, if only for the peace it could temporarily
provide.

“You didn’t answer my
question about your parents,” Lila reminded her.

Selene grimaced, but
focused her thoughts on what’d happened to them. What
she’d done to them.
Selene had relived this memory so many times she’d lost
count—trying to figure out if there were a way it could have gone
differently. So many times that she almost disappeared inside the
memory as it came on.

She lost herself in that ghastly,
fateful moment.

 



Chapter 10

“Gideon, what are you
doing?” Ten-year-old Selene pleaded as her bigger brother dragged
her down the cold stone hallway, his rough grip bruising her
delicate wrist.

“You’re going to do
something for me.”

She breathed a sigh of relief as he
pulled her into her parents’ chamber.

“Gideon?” Their mother
opened her eyes and groggily sat up in the bed. “Do you need
something?”

“Stop talking!” he
snapped.

Selene stared. Had that
voice come from her twin brother? Even though taller and stronger,
he was still as much of a child as she, but he’d spoken with the
force and authority of someone years older. Shivers ran down her
spine, but her parents seemed unconcerned.

“Sit on the couch,” Gideon
instructed. And they did. With robotic movements and blank faces,
they pulled back the covers and walked over to the couch, where
they sat side by side.

Gideon turned to Selene. “Remove their
powers.”

“What?” How does he know I can
stop people’s abilities? She hadn’t even
shared that with her mother yet.

“I know what you can do,
Selene,” Gideon continued in an eerily soft voice. “And you will
use that gift until you’ve turned off their powers.
Forever.”

Pressure invaded her
mind—pressure to submit—to do exactly as he said. Almost as though
a small voice in the back of her own mind was saying,
You’ll feel much better if you do. You want
to.

Selene pushed back. She
didn’t want to. “I can’t!” she wailed. She wrapped her gangly arms
around her midsection as she struggled against the weight of her
brother’s will.

Gideon focused his black, pitiless
gaze on her with a new intensity. “You will!”

Selene doubled over from
the weight bearing down on her. “No,” she gritted through her
teeth. She reached out her small hand to her parents, who continued
to sit on the couch with docile expressions, as if they were
oblivious to what was happening. “Daddy?”

“Do it, Selene. Do it, or
I’ll kill them.”

She crumpled into a ball on
the floor, clapping her hands over her ears, trying to shut him
out, her mind in agony. Tears slipped down her cheeks. She had no
choice. She reached out with her fledgling gift and found the glow
of power inside both of her parents. She had to use every ounce of
her concentration, but eventually the brightness inside them
started to dim. Finally, after another increase in pressure from
Gideon—her head and heart both feeling as though they were being
ripped apart—she managed to douse their powers entirely, leaving a
cold, black void where light could no longer enter.

Selene gasped for air, her
mind whirling with what she’d done. And what she needed to do
now. Survive.

“Good girl.” Gideon patted
her on the head. “Now, go sit next to them.”

Selene mimicked the same
robotic compliance her parents were still showing and wondered if
she’d share their awful fate.

Gideon cleared his throat
and smirked. “You will abdicate your rule to me. Call the High
Council together tomorrow morning and tell them,” he instructed
their mother and father.

Then he sent Selene back to her
bed.

The King and Queen apparently complied
the next day, because Gideon took lead of the Vyusher. He was only
ten years old, but he’d managed to seize complete control—and
compliance—with Selene’s help.

He started with the High
Council, one at a time, because that’s all Selene could manage.
Gideon had her hold their power at bay so he could easily
manipulate them. He worked from the strongest to the weakest until
all of the Council was under his control. He then proceeded with
the rest of the pack until every single member was a submissive
servant.

Her brother never did do
the dirty work himself. That night with her parents was the
beginning of a horrendous period in her life that seemed as though
it would never end. At first, she’d been too afraid, too young, too
weak. And too alone. But as she grew, both in age and in power, she
at least managed to hide her other developing gifts from her
brother. That had been her first form of defiance.

Once he had the pack under
his control, Gideon put into action the next phase of his plan. He
started by ridding the tribe of anyone who couldn’t shift into wolf
form. Then he methodically added more wolves, building the pack,
earning them the name of Vyusher. Their people, under Gideon’s full
control now without any forced manipulation from Selene, were put
into action against groups of other people with powers, the
Svatura. Gideon used Sheila, a tracker with the ability to find
people with powers. Sheila had better luck finding groups larger
than twenty, and Gideon organized the pack to attack groups that
size or larger.

Selene’s involuntary role
in the attacks was to turn off the most threatening ability in the
group. Fortunately, Gideon didn’t make her fight or kill—he wanted
her protected, as she was one of his greatest weapons—and for that
she was grateful.

As Selene’s ability to
control people’s powers expanded, Gideon increased the size of the
groups they attacked. Scenes flashed before Selene’s eyes: scenes
of the carnage, the terror, the devastation she’d been forced to
not only witness, but in which she unwillingly participated. There
was nothing she could do to stop Gideon and no one she could turn
to for help.

The sound of a sob brought
her out of her memories for a second. Tears wet her cheeks and both
Aubrey siblings squeezed her hands. But it was Griffin’s grip on
her—pouring his own strength into her by sheer will—that gave her
the courage to continue.

Selene gathered her
thoughts and concentrated on what had been her first ray of hope.
In a short period of time, she developed several abilities in
succession. Selene already had the ability to hide her emotions and
thoughts from her brother and everyone around her. In fact, Gideon
wasn’t aware that Selene had never been susceptible to his
brainwashing. She was savvy enough, even at ten, to know that
pretending to be under his influence was key to her
survival.

Then she made a discovery.
Her ability to hide her emotions and thoughts wasn’t just a strong
will, it was the start of a different gift—the ability to hide
things. She kept Gideon from knowing she’d developed new powers.
She even learned how to hide people who possessed abilities from
Gideon’s tracker, Sheila.

At first, she could only
apply it to one person at a time. She started secretly practicing
on new Vyusher in the pack as they developed new gifts. Eventually
she had taken the risk of trying it during an attack, hiding a
child whose powers were obviously fairly new and therefore weak.
She saved its life—a small personal victory, but her way of defying
her brother and fighting against the horror that her pack had
become.

Shortly after developing
this skill, Selene came into her two other powers, which she also
kept secret. The first was the ability to appear to people in
dreams. She wasn’t able to manipulate them or force them to dream
something specific, but she could speak to them and walk with
them.

The other gift she
inherited was the ability to strengthen other people’s powers.
Selene had lived in terror that her brother would figure it out and
find some way to use it against others. If Gideon had the ability
to enhance their pack’s most dangerous powers—particularly his
own—he would be unstoppable.

Her most impactful moment
of rebellion against her brother and their life started the night
she’d first seen Griffin and Ellie. Selene had been watching over
the battle raging in the gypsy encampment from a nearby hilltop.
Vyusher wolves moved through the Svatura, attacking where needed,
ripping them to shreds. Selene’s job was to turn off specific
powers on Gideon’s command. She was still growing her abilities at
the time, and could only affect powers she witnessed in action, and
only one at a time. The first Svatura she disabled was a
magnificent golden dragon. She’d focused on him and he instantly
shifted back to human. He didn’t last long after that with the
Vyusher wolves surrounding him.

Ellie’s gripped Selene’s hand tightly.
“Grandfather,” she whispered, a hitch in her voice.

Regret and loathing for her role in
his death slammed through Selene. She glanced at the twins on
either side of her. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I don’t have to
keep going with the rest of that—”

“No. I want to see it,”
Ellie insisted. Griffin nodded, though his mouth was set in a grim
line.

“Okay.” Selene closed her
eyes and began picturing the rest of that night.

Toward the end of the
attack, after most everyone was dead, a boy and a girl a little
younger than Selene ran smack into her brother. Gideon, in the form
of a huge black wolf, circled them menacingly. The two kept their
backs to each other as more wolves surrounded them. Suddenly,
Gideon lunged for the girl. She held up her hands in defense, and
the instant she touched him, she shifted into a small black wolf
herself. Gideon stumbled back in bewilderment, but he recovered
quickly and tried to use the linked pack mind, which Selene could
hear.

“Join
us,” he growled at the
girl.

The small female wolf shook
her head as though confused or fighting something. Suddenly, the
connection to the wolf-girl ceased, like a switch had been flipped.
The boy jumped forward and touched her arm. After a second she
shifted back to human form and looked at him. Then, just as
suddenly, both the boy and the girl turned into falcons, one jet
black and one golden, and they flew away.

Selene hadn’t realized she
was shaking until Griffin’s hand tightened on hers, giving a little
tug. She opened her eyes and found his gaze trained on her. For
once, hostility had been replaced by a gentler, kinder
emotion.

“If you need a break, we
can stop for a bit,” he whispered.

Selene searched his eyes
for a moment, waiting for the antagonism to return, but he watched
her calmly. She took a deep breath and shook her head. “No, I’d
rather get this over with,” she replied in a soft voice. “There’s
not much more.” She closed her eyes.

“I don’t think I can take
much more,” Griffin muttered beside her.

Selene concentrated on
telling the rest of her story and ran through the next scenes
quickly. This part she’d already shared with Ellie. She showed them
Gideon’s ensuing obsession with bringing Ellie into the pack and
how she hid them from Sheila’s tracking ability. She briefly
covered how she tried to reach them through Griffin’s dreams and
eventually was able to through Ellie’s. Then she showed them the
final battle when they freed her forever from her brother’s
terrible reign. Finally, she showed them the past year—the memories
and clear minds slowly returning to her people, their despair over
what they’d been a part of, and their determination to rebuild and
start over.

Selene paused. When she
opened her eyes, she was amazed to see tears on most of the faces
around her. She’d done her best to shield them from her emotions,
but it apparently hadn’t been enough.

“Before I go on,” Selene
broke the heavy silence, “Do you have any questions?”

“My heaven,” Lucy was the
first to speak. “Ellie had told us, but I didn’t understand until
now. You poor child.”

“I didn’t
know all of that,” Ellie commented, her voice trembling. “How did you find
the strength, all those years, to keep fighting him? And all on
your own?”

Selene hunched her
shoulders. “I focused on helping as many people as I could, like
you and Griffin. And I held on to the hope that someone would
eventually defeat him.”

“How did you make it
through all that without becoming twisted yourself?” Ramsey
asked.

His power must have him
balanced on the razor-edge of his own bitterness and rage, because
he looked impressed. Most firestarters didn’t live long. It must
have taken a degree of strength to keep the power within him under
control while she’d shared her story with them, and based on the
sheen of perspiration on Lila’s face, he’d really only managed to
do so with her help.

Selene gave him a funny
little smile. “How do you know I didn’t?”

They were all surprised by this, and
Nate gave a sharp laugh.

“I’m not
trying to be flippant,” she said. “I’m not even sure
now that something
didn’t warp inside me. I got good at completely turning off my
emotions—like a robot. It’s a thought that scares the hell out of
me.”

Sliding a glance at
Griffin, who was regarding her steadily but had yet to say
anything, Selene gathered her courage. Her shoulders rose and fell
with her deep breath. “In fact, I can’t say for certain that the
wolf attack last night wasn’t me,” she admitted.

Griffin tensed and released her hand,
and something inside her chest clenched.

“What do you mean?” Hugh
asked, concern clouding his kind brown eyes.

Selene grimaced. “I left
the Vyusher not just to go to college—that was simply a welcome
excuse. I left because I’d been having these dreams. Nightmares
really…”

“About wolf attacks?”
Dexter guessed.

“Yes. In my dreams it’s
always a white wolf.”

“But you control dreams,
right?” Nate asked, his eyes openly curious.

She shook her head. “Not necessarily.
I can visit people, but they’re still in control, mostly. And they
have to let me in. Also, I’ve never had my own dreams before. What
if…?” Selene couldn’t finish the thought.

“What if you’re responsible
for the murders?” Ellie completed.

Selene bit her lip. “I can show you
last night’s dream.”

She closed her eyes again,
waited a second for the group to reset. She held her breath as
Griffin took her hand in his again, his grip solid and warm. She
pushed that aside and replayed the night’s events for them: walking
through the forest, waking up in a panic, yet with no blood on her
or any evidence whatsoever that she’d been anywhere but in her bed,
then learning about the wolf attack from Ellie.

Selene opened her eyes. “I know I have
no right to ask, but I don’t know what to do. Can you help me?” she
pleaded.

Griffin dropped her hand and abruptly
stood, his expression unreadable. Then he turned on his heel and
left the room.

“Let him go,” Ellie told
Alex as he made a move to follow. “He needs time to think through
everything.” She turned to Selene with a wry smile. “You’ve given
him a lot to deal with.”

“I have an idea,” Charlotte
broke the silence that lingered in the wake of Griffin’s departure,
drawing everyone’s attention. “What if Selene stayed here, and we
each took turns keeping an eye on her at all times? Then if there’s
another wolf attack, we’ll know whether it’s her or
not.”

They all nodded their
agreement.

“But what
if it is me?” Selene fretted. “What if I attack one of
you?”

“We’ll do this in pairs.”
Dexter stood and offered his hand to Charlotte. “There’s safety in
numbers.” He looked at Selene. “You taught us that.”

Selene shook her head. “But
to put yourselves in danger for me…I can’t ask you to do
that.”

“I can make sure that I’m
with you,” Ellie offered. “If I touch you, I can control your
powers.”

Selene continued to shake
her head. Why couldn’t they see? “I can still turn you off. I could
do it permanently, if I concentrated hard enough. It’s that
powerful. You saw.”

Nate pulled his tall, lanky form off
the floor and stood beside Ramsey. “Are you sure? You didn’t turn
them completely off when we were fighting your pack, or we wouldn’t
have them now, right?”

“Gideon rarely had me do
that. It took all of my concentration in one place for too long to
be strategically worth it.”

Alex leaned across Ellie to
place a hand on Selene’s knee. “After what you just showed us and
the risks you took to save my future wife, there’s no way we would
let you deal with this alone.” He smiled at Selene and glanced
around the room. Everyone else nodded.

Though touched by this show of
support, she still frowned, undecided. But she was running out of
choices.

“If it’s not me,” she
began, “then it’s likely someone from my pack. Either way, I can’t
go back to them with this yet. Not until I know more. So I guess I
have to accept, and we’ll do what we can together. Thank
you.”

She stole a quick glance
over her shoulder, hoping to catch sight of Griffin. No such luck.
Selene briefly closed her eyes and sent up a silent prayer that the
decision to accept these people’s help would prove to be a good
one. Selfishly, she tacked on the wish that maybe—and that was a
highly unlikely maybe—Griffin would learn to trust her
someday.

Or at least not hate her as much as he
did now.

 



Chapter 11

Selene sat on her usual
bench and studied for finals while Alex and Ellie kept watch beside
her. In mid-December, there was snow on the ground, even in the
foothills. But Svatura and Vyusher weren’t as affected by the
elements, and Selene liked being outdoors.

Someone had been with her twenty-four
hours a day for the last several weeks. They’d each taken a turn,
except Griffin. No one had seen him since the night he’d walked out
of Hugh and Lucy’s house.

Ellie had tried to reassure
her that everything was okay, that Griffin was just figuring a few
things out and needed some space. But Selene caught her worried
frown. Even Alex seemed concerned.

During the time she’d been
under surveillance, there hadn’t been any more attacks and she
hadn’t had the nightmares, but she wasn’t sure if this was good or
bad. She had too many questions about this entire situation. While
Selene was happy that no one else had been hurt, she almost hoped
something would happen just to give them a chance to figure it all
out.

Ellie abruptly straightened
in her seat, drawing Alex’s and Selene’s watchful gazes. “Something
wrong?” Alex asked, placing a hand on Ellie’s shoulder.

Ellie paused, then shook her head.
“No, nothing’s wrong. I…I think I need a soda. Come with
me?”

Alex frowned. “What about
Selene?”

“We’ll only be gone a
minute or two, and we’re not going far.” Ellie took Alex’s hand and
pulled him to his feet.

Alex shrugged, a thoughtful frown
tugged at his lips. “Sure…whatever. Be right back,
Selene.”

Selene watched them walk
away, momentarily curious at their odd interaction. Then she
returned her attention to her books.

“I thought it would be a
good idea if we had a talk,” a deep voice sounded behind
her.

Selene froze.
That was why Ellie had
rushed off with Alex. She didn’t know if she wanted to hug her new friend—or
strangle her. For once, she hadn’t sensed Griffin approach. He must
not have been using his power.

“About what?” she asked,
her serene voice masking her inner turmoil.

Griffin approached the
bench and sat down beside her. “I thought we should talk about
forgiveness.”

Selene met his gaze.
“Forgiveness?”

Griffin let out a deep sigh. “Yes. To
be honest, I don’t know if I will ever be able to forgive your part
in my family’s deaths.”

Selene looked down at her notes but
couldn’t see the words. Pain stole her breath and tears blurred her
vision as her worst fears were confirmed.

“But,” Griffin continued,
“I think I understand your involvement. And I do appreciate your
attempts to help Ellie and me. So I accept your
apology.”

Selene paused. “My
apology?” she asked, her
voice cold.

Griffin shifted in his seat and gave a
small smile. “Yes, for what you did to my family.”

Selene frowned. “Let me get
this straight…you’re accepting an apology I haven’t offered
yet?”

“It was implied,” Griffin
said, seemingly oblivious to her irritation.

“You
think I implied an apology for my behavior?” Selene
asked.

“Of course. Isn’t that why
you showed us what you did?”

Selene fumed. How could he
be so dense? “Any apology, implied or otherwise, was for
what my brother did,” she seethed through gritted teeth. “For the pain
he caused you that I
couldn’t stop. For what he made
me do.”

“But what about your part?”
Griffin’s jaw clenched as he stared at her.

Selene didn’t respond. She
simply closed her books and packed up her belongings. She rose to
her full height, putting years of princess-training into the
movement, and turned to face him, head held high. “I’m incredibly
grateful for your forgiveness. That being said, next time you
accept an apology, be sure someone is actually making
one.”

As he frowned up at her in
bafflement, she paused and gave him a haughty once-over, disgusted
with herself for misjudging him this badly. “Since you’re obviously
still confused,” she continued. “Let me clarify something for
you...I risked my life to protect you and your sister. I survived over a
hundred-and-fifty years of mental and physical torture inflicted by my own flesh
and blood and was forced to do unspeakable things against my will.
So, here’s my apology…I am incredibly sorry for doing
everything I possibly
could to help you.”

Selene hitched her
backpack over her shoulder and glared at the brown grass under her
feet, unable to look at him anymore. “When you have reconsidered
your words,” she said, her words quietly furious, “I’ll be ready to
accept your apology.”

As Selene stalked away, she couldn’t
help but overhear the conversation following her from the
room.

“Sheesh, Griff,” Ellie
said. “Could you have screwed that up worse?”

“Shouldn’t someone go after
her?”

Concern? Why would he
bother?

“Lila’s on it,” Ellie said.
“Don’t worry. She’ll be able to calm her down.”

The rest she didn’t catch.
Didn’t want to. Hearing all the horrible things he thought of her
was worse than suspecting those things. Time to move on.

* * *

Thursday night, Selene was
in the guest room where she’d been staying at Hugh and Lucy’s
house. She sat cross-legged on the bed in her fuzzy penguin pj’s,
her history books strewn about, as Ramsey slouched in the oversized
armchair, quizzing her on dates and names and events. He was a bit
intense, but she liked that about him. Plus, his being serious
meant she didn’t have to try to lighten up around him.

They’d stalled in their
studying and were debating what it would’ve been like to be a human
trying to protect a family during the plague or the Great
Depression.

“So you’re telling me that
you would steal?” Selene asked.

“To save my family? Yes.
There is nothing I wouldn’t do,” Ramsey replied. He leaned back and
clasped his hands behind his head.

“What if you got caught?
Then you wouldn’t be there to provide for them.”

“If my choice was between
my family definitely dying because they had no food or possibly
dying if I got caught, I’d take my chances.”

“I think that if the time
actually came, you’d find decisions like that harder to make than
you imagine,” Selene said.

“Oh, I don’t think it’d be
easy. I’m saying that my family comes first.” He paused a beat.
“Did you know that I left my original family?”

Selene tapped her pencil on her
notebook. “No. I’m still learning all your backgrounds. Except
Ellie and Griffin, of course. I know all about them.” She tilted
her head. “What happened?”

His mouth twisted in a
small, bitter grimace. “You have to ask? I’m a
firestarter.”

She raised her eyebrows. “But you have
so much control over it,” she observed.

Ramsey tipped forward and
leaned his elbows on his knees, his green eyes serious. “That’s
only recently, and with a lot of help from Ellie and
Lila.”

“Who’d you inherit your
gift from?”

“Through my mother’s side,
but it skipped her generation. I think she assumed it would skip us
as well. I was only six when things started happening.”

“Stuff would suddenly go up
in flames when you were around?”

He grimaced. “Yeah. Luckily, we lived
on the frontier. We were pretty isolated, which made it fairly easy
to hide. When I was eight, my mother explained to me what was going
on. Although she didn’t tell me everything at the time.”

“What happened?”

Ramsey’s mouth compressed in a thin
line and shadows filled his eyes. Selene reached forward to lay her
hand over his. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want
to.”

Ramsey cleared his throat.
“Two things happened around the same time. First, when I was ten,
my mom discovered she was going to have a baby, and not long after
that I discovered my grandfather’s diary. I’d inherited my power
through him, and it turned out that he killed my grandmother. By
accident, of course. He couldn’t control his power and it got away
from him.”

“I’m so sorry,” Selene
murmured.

Ramsey glanced away and
gave a terse nod. “Thanks. Anyway, I knew I had to protect my
family from that, especially my new baby brother or sister—I had to
protect them from me. So I left.”

“When you were only
ten?”

Ramsey gave her a pointed stare. “You
were only ten when your brother turned your world upside down, and
he was only ten when he became King of the Vyusher. I did
okay.”

Selene pictured how
difficult Ramsey’s life must’ve been. At least she’d had food and a
roof over her head. Ramsey not only had to fend for himself, but
he’d also had to wrestle with a power that was usually a death
sentence. It was a miracle he’d survived at all.

“When did Lucy find
you?”

“Ha. You’ve heard of that
little trick of hers, huh?” Ramsey chuckled.

Selene smiled. Lucy’s
intuition allowed her to sort of collect people with powers,
forming their hodgepodge—but now tight-knit—family. “She’s used it
on me, according to Ellie.”

He shook his head, his eyes
lighting up fondly. “Lucy didn’t find me until 1952. I’d been on my
own for close to seventy years at that point. And, somehow, I
managed not to kill my new family for almost another seventy. But
my power was growing, getting worse. If Ellie hadn’t come along, I
would’ve had to leave them, too.”

“Hey! I heard my name. Not
speaking ill of me, I hope,” Ellie said as she walked into Selene’s
room.

She was soon followed by
Lila, who’s gaze zeroed in on Ramsey’s and Selene’s clasped hands.
She hid her expression quickly, but Selene still caught a cascade
of emotions that flashed through her eyes before she flicked a
speculative glance between the two.

“Never,” Selene answered
Ellie as she sat back, letting go of Ramsey’s hand. “We wouldn’t
dare. That dragon trick is just too intimidating.”

“Wait a minute…” Ellie
pressed her palm to Selene’s forehead. “Was that humor? Are you
sure you feel all right?”

Selene grinned. “I feel
fine.”

“Great! Then you have no
excuse. We’re going dancing tonight!” Ellie matched Selene’s smile
with one of her own.

Selene held her hands up in front of
her. “No way! Count me out. I’m already in my pj’s.”

“Oh, come on, Selene,” Lila
implored, hopping on the bed beside her. “It’ll be fun. Even Ramsey
will go.”

“I think I can speak for
myself,” Ramsey murmured, and she wrinkled her nose at
him.

Selene gave Lila silent props. From
watching Lila interact with Ramsey, most people wouldn’t figure out
that she was in love with him.

“I’m really not in the mood
for dancing tonight,” Selene insisted. “And I’m studying for
finals.”

“Well, I’m afraid you don’t
have a choice,” Ellie retorted with a mischievous grin. She started
to gather up Selene’s books.

Selene raised an eyebrow
and snatched her notebook out of Ellie’s hands. “How’s
that?”

Ellie angled her head. “You know,
since you’ve been around our family, I believe your true
personality has been coming out. You’re not as quiet as you’d have
people believe.”

Selene merely shrugged. “I
thought I’d explained that side of me was learned. Nurture versus
nature so to speak.”

“Well, I like this sassy
side of you,” Ellie declared.

“Hmmm…jury is still out for
me,” Selene replied. “And I’m guessing that after our last meeting,
your brother definitely isn’t fond of it.” She absently flipped the
pages of her notebook.

“You might find that
Griffin isn’t as upset as you think,” Ellie said. “Anyway, Lucy,
Hugh, Charlotte, and Dexter are all going out to dinner tonight.
And the rest of us are going dancing. You can’t be on your own, so
you’re going dancing.”

“I’ve seen what girls wear
when they go out to the clubs,” Selene said. “I don’t have anything
suitable.”

“You and I are about the
same size,” Ellie answered immediately. “So that excuse won’t work,
either.”

Adelaide appeared in the doorway. “As
far as I can tell, you’ve done nothing but study since you came
here. It’s time you had a little fun in your life.”

“Yeah,” Nate added as he
snuggled his arm around Adelaide’s waist. “You deserve to boogie.”
He busted a quick move that was somewhere between a twerk and a
chicken dance, causing them all to either roll their eyes or laugh
out loud.

“Okay…” Selene threw up her
hands. “I surrender. Dress me up, slap some makeup on me, and let’s
get this party started.”

 



Chapter 12

Selene had never felt so
self-conscious in her life, the sensation tensing her muscles.
Hell, even her skin was tight. Lila had managed to talk her into
wearing a tiny white skirt paired with a striking purple top, which
appeared modest enough from the front, but the back was nearly
non-existent, only staying put because of a few well-placed strands
that crisscrossed her back. Thank goodness she had long
hair.

She followed her friends
into the club and could barely hear anything over the pounding
music. Somehow they managed to commandeer a table large enough for
all of them. Once they sat down, Selene glanced around and noticed
several appreciative stares. Alex, Ramsey, and Nate left to get
drinks while she and the girls got settled.

“What do you think?”
Adelaide yelled over the music.

“I don’t know yet. It’s too
loud to think!” Selene shouted back.

“Well, let’s get you on the
dance floor, girl!” Lila grabbed her hand and pulled her
up.

Once on the dance floor,
Selene carefully imitated what the other girls were doing.
Apparently, the goal was to either join with a group of girls,
dancing as provocatively as you could, or to dance with a guy, in
which case there was a lot more provocative movement going on, but
directed at that particular guy. Selene found dancing to be
incredibly liberating. The beat got into her blood, and after a
while she was throwing aside her own ingrained inhibitions and
wiggling her hips along with all the other girls on the
floor.

Eventually the song
changed, but she and the girls stayed out on the floor. Random guys
came up to them, trying to get in close, but they laughed them off
and turn their backs each time. Sweat started to curl the hair at
her temples, making Selene glad she’d worn so little clothing.
Otherwise she’d be sweltering.

After a while, she needed a
break. She was sitting at the table sipping her ice water when a
shiver of apprehension shimmied down her spine…followed by a sense
of dread. She casually turned her head to gaze around the club,
pretending to take in the scene, but as far as she could tell,
there was no one there who shouldn’t be, or at least no one who
seemed obviously out of place. Just throngs of club-goers lost in
their own worlds, not paying attention to her at all.

Selene pushed down her
paranoia, but it was understandable. Almost second nature after
Gideon’s long reign and the years he’d spent watching every single
thing she said and did.

She was forcing her muscles
to relax, when a large male hand landed in front of her on the
table. “Want to dance?” Griffin asked. His lips were so close to
her ear, she could feel his breath stir her hair.

Her startled gaze connected
with his, and her breathing hitched at the intensity of his gaze.
He didn’t smile or give her any other clue as to his thoughts.
Gracefully, she rose from her chair and placed her hand in his,
secretly reveling in the warmth and strength that radiated through
that one small point of contact. Griffin trailed her to the dance
floor, as they threaded their way through people and tables. When
they reached their destination, Griffin turned her to face him,
then released her hand. Together they started moving, not touching,
just dancing. Griffin didn’t move much at first, possibly
uncomfortable with the public display, but his eyes never left
hers, and Selene couldn’t drag her gaze away.

Something took over inside
her, and she started dancing just for him. The more she moved, the
hotter Griffin’s gaze became, until only the two of them were
there, together in their own little world—like when she visited him
in his dreams. The people around them seemed to fade away. As
though he were unable to resist, Griffin stepped up to her and
placed a hand at her hip. At the contact she stilled, and they
stood for a moment, staring at each other. Then they started
moving. Together.

Their bodies pumped in a
sensuous rhythm, not touching except where his hand remained on her
hip. One of his knees slipped between her legs. The thump of the
beat resonated in Selene’s blood. She closed her eyes, letting
sensation take over. Her arms slipped up through her hair, lifting
the heavy mass off her sweating neck then letting it sift back down
in waves as her hands twisted in the air above her head.

Desire pulsed through her
in time to the music. With a shimmy, she gave him her back,
undulating her spine enticingly. His hand returned to her hip,
drawing her body into his. Griffin surrounded her…his heat, his
seductive scent. His hands seemed to be everywhere at once, setting
her already hot skin on fire.

Despite her earlier anger
at him, a secret thrill spiked through her at being close to him
here in the dark, their bodies sweating as they gyrated to the
thumping beats. She tossed him a glance over her shoulder that felt
all woman, foreign and yet a part of her, as though innate. Leaning
back, she lifted her hands over her head to catch him by the scruff
of neck and gently pulled him closer.

“I assumed you weren’t
going to come!” she shouted.

“I decided to join you!” he
yelled back.

“Oh…why?”

When Griffin didn’t
respond, she thought maybe he hadn’t heard her over the noise, but
then he put his lips up to her ear. “I don’t want to fight with you
tonight.”

Selene turned in his arms,
still grinding to the music as her body responded to his. She
stared at him, his face only a few inches from hers, and gave him a
small smile. Griffin pulled her closer and wrapped his arms around
her. His fingers on her back slowly caressed her skin, and Selene
was immensely grateful she’d worn the backless top.

She closed her eyes,
savoring his touch. She thought she felt Griffin dip his head and
lightly brush his lips across her bared shoulder, but when she
opened her eyes and glanced at him, he gazed steadily back. She
must’ve imagined it. Despite that, shivers of wanting shimmied up
and down her spine, making it impossible for her to ignore the
desires and dreams centered on this man whom she’d held in check
for so long.

The music changed and
Griffin stepped back. He offered her his hand and led her to their
table like a gentleman. No one in their group commented on his
return or their provocative show on the dance floor, although she
caught a glimpse of Ellie raising her eyebrows at him. To Selene,
this was fascinating. She’d never had a family that cared enough to
banter with her or tease her, or one she’d felt safe enough with to
do the same.

Griffin didn’t ask her to
dance again, but she had several more rounds with the girls and
felt him watching her the whole time. Excitement fizzed inside her
like effervescent bubbles, making her grateful for her blocking
ability; otherwise, Lila and Ellie would be having a field day with
her right now.

Last call came way too soon. How the
hell was it already this late? Or rather, this early in the
morning?

Sad that her wonderful time
had come to an end, Selene gathered her things and they all headed
home.

* * *

“Who’s on first shift?”
Selene asked around a yawn as she waited for Alex to unlock the
front door. She shivered as the cold mountain air touched her damp
skin.

“I am,” Griffin answered as
they made their way inside. She blinked owlishly up at him and he
shrugged. “It’s only fair,” he added. “I haven’t done it
yet.”

“I’ll watch, too,” Ramsey
volunteered. Lila gave a small frown as she flopped down onto the
couch.

Griffin held back, standing
in the doorway. His brow lowered at Ramsey’s words. “Thanks, but I
don’t need any help.”

“We always stay with Selene
in pairs,” Alex explained as he entered the room. He held two water
bottles and gave one to Ellie.

“Her idea,” Adelaide added.
Griffin raised a curious eyebrow at Selene, and she
shrugged.

“It’s for your own safety,”
she muttered.

Griffin cocked his head to the side
and cast her a scrutinizing look. “Do you believe that you are
dangerous to us?”

“I didn’t think so until I
had these nightmares,” Selene replied.

“But now you have
doubts?”

“I don’t really know what
to think,” she said quietly.

Griffin considered her words for some
time. “I’ll take my chances,” he eventually said.

“But—”

Griffin held up his hand.
“Ellie and I are connected. She’ll know if something is
happening.”

Selene folded her arms across her
chest. “Not if I’m blocking her.”

“Would you do
that?”

She glanced away. “Not consciously,”
she admitted. “But what if I don’t know I’m doing it?”

Griffin crossed the room
and stood before her. With a gentle finger under her chin, he
lifted her face until she met his eyes. “Do you trust
me?”

“Yes.” She paused, the
irony not lost on her. “But you don’t trust me.”

Griffin smirked. “Exactly.”

 



Chapter 13

Griffin settled in the
chair in Selene’s room and prepared to watch over her for the rest
of the night. She’d said very little to him as she had gotten
ready, only explaining how the others had gone about their watches
on previous nights.

“I can sleep through
anything,” she informed him. “So if you want to read or even watch
a movie, it won’t faze me.”

“Okay.”

Selene climbed into bed and glanced
over her shoulder at Griffin. “Goodnight.”

“’Night,” he answered and
flipped off the light.

Even blinded by the
darkness, Griffin knew that she’d lain down with her back to him.
He’d also been quite aware that she’d been out almost immediately.
She wasn’t kidding about being a sound sleeper. Now here he was,
alone in a room with a woman whose very presence twisted his guts,
with hours to concentrate on nothing but her. Of course, he’d had a
lot to think about lately.

When Selene had spilled her
secrets to Griffin’s family, it’d hit him hard. It wasn’t just that
she was telling the truth about trying to help him and Ellie; what
had moved him was that, despite all she’d been through, Selene
remained a sweet, innocent, and pure person.

She’d only touched on it,
but when she’d showed how she tried to reach out to him via his
dreams and how he’d never believed she was real, bile had crept up,
leaving his mouth coated in bitterness. How had he not known, deep
in his soul, that she was as much flesh and blood as he was? After
she’d finished showing them her life, he’d had to get away—needed
some time and space to process everything. It was a lot to
absorb.

Once he’d taken days away and gained
some control, he’d tried to reach out to her and start over, but
he’d completely bungled it and had come off as a pompous
ass.

His dream girl was flesh
and blood, and somehow he’d managed to turn his back on her twice:
first when she’d tried to communicate with him through dreams, and
again when she’d come here searching for friendship. He wouldn’t
turn his back on her a third time. He was going to show her that he
was here for her now, and maybe, eventually, she’d be able to trust
him.

But trust felt eons away,
even if this was a good first step. She’d allowed him into her
bedroom to watch over her while she slept. It wasn’t much, but it
was a start. Griffin contented himself with watching her sleep,
periodically checking her thoughts for any dreams. She’d dropped
her blocks to allow him to follow what was going on in her head. He
was tempted to fall asleep himself and see if she met him in their
shared dream world, but that would be counterproductive. He was
supposed to be watching her…

* * *

Selene screamed and sobbed, and
someone shook her violently.

“Wake up, Selene!” he
shouted.

It took a while for her to
realize she was no longer in the nightmare, but safe in bed with
Griffin’s arms around her. She collapsed back on the pillows and
stared vacantly at the ceiling, trying to catch her
breath.

“Are you with me?”
Griffin’s asked, his eyes creased with concern.

Selene curled up into the
fetal position and wept. Griffin crawled into the bed and wrapped
his arms around her, holding her tightly. If anything, this made
Selene cry harder, but she was warmed by his support. He didn’t
rush her to stop or ask what was wrong; he just waited. Eventually,
her sobs slowed to hiccups, and still he held her. Finally, Selene
turned over to face him, surprised when Griffin didn’t let go but
continued to comfort her. With a solemn look, he smoothed her hair
away from her face.

“You didn’t do it,” he
whispered.

“But she’s
dead.”

“We don’t know
that.”

Tears welled again. “Are you sure?”
she asked, desperate to believe. She held on to him, grateful for
his steadiness.

“You never left the room,
not for one second,” he assured her.

“What if I’ve somehow
manifested my dreams into reality?” It was a thought that had
crossed her mind more than once, but she’d always been too
frightened to vocalize the concern.

“It’s not you,” he insisted
softly. He reached up and brushed another stray lock away from her
eyes.

“You don’t know that,” she
whispered.

“If
anyone in this house was going to be suspicious or doubt you, it
would be me. And I don’t need Lucy’s ability to sense your
intentions, or Lila’s ability to sense if you’re being truthful, or
even my ability to read minds, to tell you that you didn’t
do anything.”

Selene took a shuddering breath,
slightly comforted. If Griffin was in her corner, maybe everything
would work out.

She took another deep
breath and nodded. A slow smile made its way over Griffin’s mouth,
stunning her. It was the first time she’d ever seen him truly
smile, and the difference it made was shocking. Griffin had always
been handsome, but this made him mouth-wateringly hot.

“Although I did read your
mind a little,” he added. Selene couldn’t tell if he was teasing or
not, but his eyes twinkled.

“And…?” she prompted when
he didn’t continue.

“The dream didn’t originate
from you, as far as I could tell. It was something you were pulled
into.”

“Pulled
into it?” She frowned. That had been how the dreams had always
felt…as if she wasn’t in control. Her gaze flashed back to his. “If
you’re right—and that’s still a big if—then someone else is
manipulating me and I’ve got a different problem to deal
with.”

“We’ll deal with it,” Griffin
corrected her. “And let’s wait until we know if anything actually
happened tonight or if it was only a dream before we borrow
trouble.”

Selene’s grimaced. “I don’t
have to borrow trouble, Griffin. It finds me just fine on its
own.”

He brushed a damp strand of hair back
from her face. “I know.”

In the quiet moments that
followed, both of them suddenly realized that they were lying in
bed together, his arms still wrapped around her. Selene sucked in a
breath and held it as tension thickened the air between them,
followed quickly by awkwardness.

Clearing his throat, Griffin released
her and inched off the bed. Once he was safely seated in the chair,
he smiled again.

“Get some rest. Tomorrow
we’ll figure out what our next steps are.”

Like I’ll be able to sleep
now. But a hundred and sixty years of
forcing herself to sleep when she was emotionally drained,
surrounded by danger and terrified of her future, kicked in. With a
nod, she turned her back on Griffin. She closed her eyes, emptied
her mind, and hoped for the thousandth time that she wouldn’t see
any new horrors that night.

* * *

Selene woke to the low
tones of a muted conversation. She rolled over to find Griffin
standing in the doorway talking with Ellie. The urgency of their
gestures broke through Selene’s sleep-clouded mind.

“What is it?” she asked in
a groggy voice, propping herself up on her elbows.

Griffin’s lips were pinched
in a tight line as he glanced over at her, and that told Selene all
she needed to know. Her nightmare was real. The girl she’d seen—all
that blood—she was dead.

Ten minutes later, wrapped
in her comfy robe, Selene sat on the living room couch as Griffin
and Ellie and their entire family debated the situation. She barely
heard them as she sat there in numb silence. Her initial suggestion
that she return to the Vyusher was one point of the deliberation, a
point that Griffin had not vetoed but had not agreed to
either.

“What about leaving the
area?” Lucy suggested.

Hugh shook his head. “I
don’t think that would make any difference, honey.”

“What is it that we know?
You’re sure Selene didn’t kill the girl?” Alex asked
Griffin.

Griffin nodded, jaw like
granite. “Positive. She got pulled into the dream; she didn’t
manifest it.”

“The only logical
conclusion, then, is that someone else is killing these people and
trying to make Selene, and maybe us, think she did it,” Alex
said.

“Why do you say that?” Lila
asked. “It could all be a horrible coincidence. Or maybe Selene’s
power is growing into some kind of precognition thing.”

“You’re right,” Griffin
agreed. “Except for the feeling of how she got pulled into that
nightmare. If I had to put money on it, I’d say someone else is
manipulating this situation.”

“So what do we do about
it?” Lila asked.

Ellie snapped her fingers and stared
at Griffin. “I’ve got it!”

They all grew silent, and
Selene could see a subtle glow coming from the twins, although it
was brighter in Griffin. She realized that they were talking to
each other using Griffin’s telepathic power.

After a few minutes of hushed nods,
Alex nudged Ellie with his elbow. “Out loud, wild girl. The rest of
us would like in on your brilliant idea.”

Ellie gave a satisfied
grin. “We do what we did when we defeated the Vyusher.” She glanced
at Selene with an apologetic grimace. “Sorry, but you know what I
mean.”

Selene waved away both the comment and
the apology.

“So you’re going to turn
into a great, hulking dragon?” Nate asked Ellie with a confused
frown.

“No, silly.” Ellie rolled
her eyes. “We combine our powers. At least…the ones that would be
relevant.”

Selene frowned. She’d seen
their wagon-wheel formation in battle, of course, and she’d seen
their coordinated use of their powers through Ellie’s ability to
control powers of any being physically connected to her. But she
didn’t see how that could work in this situation.

“I think you’d better
explain, honey,” Charlotte prodded.

Ellie leaned forward. “The
first thing we need to figure out is who is doing the actual
killing. Agreed?”

Nods all around again.

“Right…so this is the
second death related to her nightmares that we know of for sure. My
guess is the killings have to be occurring in the physical world
somewhere. Lucy, we use your precognition to try to tell when the
next attack is coming.”

“I did feel something off
last night. I thought I’d had too much Mexican food for
dinner.”

“So now you know what to
look for,” Ellie said. “Also we use Griffin’s mind reading during
Selene’s next dream to see if he can figure out where it’s
happening. Selene, you keep an eye out for landmarks and clues
about where you are. Griffin and I can tap in and watch; then we’ll
use Charlotte’s teleportation to take us there.”

“What about Selene’s
powers?” Griffin asked.

Ellie shook her head. “I
thought of that, too, but if someone else is doing all of this, using her
power will alert them that she’s aware that something might be
coming. She needs to act as if nothing is different. It’s the only
way…”

“That could work,” Lila
mused.

Selene hadn’t said anything up to this
point, but now she felt compelled to point out what to her was
obvious. “But you’re assuming that it’s not me who is doing the
killing.”

Adelaide moved to stand in
front of her. “Why are you so determined to blame
yourself?”

She bit down on her bottom
lip and didn’t speak for a moment. “I’ve only shown you a little of
what Gideon was capable of. What if I’m wrong about how much he
controlled me? What if he left behind something evil? And
now I’m killing
those people? It’s just like something Gideon would’ve had me do.
And these nightmares…they’re all from my point of view.”

Eleven sets of eyes trained
on her face, and an eerie hush fell over the group. Selene rose
gracefully from where she was seated, pulling herself up to her
full height, shoulders back, head held high. Decades as a princess
had given her a backbone when she needed one.

“I appreciate your support,
especially given our history.” She glanced briefly at Griffin,
whose expression remained closed. “But what if it is me? I know you
don’t think it is. But shouldn’t we have a plan just in
case?”

“I could use Griffin’s
telepathy to force you to use your power on yourself and
permanently extinguish your own abilities…all of them. You said
that that was possible,” Ellie suggested.

Selene was already shaking
her head. “Maybe. But only Gideon has ever been able to control me,
and he was the strongest tele-manipulator I’ve ever encountered.”
She glanced around and swallowed. “If it is me, you have to promise
to kill me.”

“No!” Griffin
protested.

She recognized the
stubbornness hardening his jaw from all the times she had visited
him in his dreams, trying to convince him to go find the Jenners
and Pierces.

“You of
all people know exactly what I am capable
of,” she thought, knowing he could hear
every word. “Promise me, Griffin.
Please… This
time I have the
choice, and I choose to never knowingly harm another living being
again without cause. Promise.”

Griffin closed his eyes. “It’s not
you,” he answered aloud. “Regardless of your role in previous
attacks or how evil your brother was, none of this is your
fault.”

“Then you have nothing to
lose by making this promise,” Selene whispered.

Griffin opened his eyes and stared at
her with an intensity that took her breath away.

“I promise,” he
said.

 



Chapter 14

“I feel a little funny
lying on the couch with all of you watching me,” Selene commented
later that night.

“What? You don’t usually
sleep with eleven people staring at you? It’s so much fun! Not
awkward at all,” Nate joked.

Selene chuckled. At that
moment, Lucy entered the room with a tray of white mugs, steam
wafting from their tops. “Everything’s always better with hot
chocolate,” she said, as she offered the tray around. Once they had
all taken some, Lucy retreated to the corner where Hugh was
snuggled in a sleeping bag, waiting for her.

“How did
the two of you find each other?” Selene asked. It was something
she’d been wondering for a while. Te’sorthene were always fascinating
to her.

Lucy glanced back at Hugh, and they
exchanged fond smiles.

“It truly was fate,” Hugh
answered, giving Lucy a squeeze. “We knew each other as children in
England. That was…what now…almost six hundred and fifty-some-odd
years ago? I was born in 1355, and Lucy is only two years younger.
We barely missed the Black Death, which had run its course only a
couple of years before I was born.”

Lucy made a face.

“Let’s see…who was the king
then?” Hugh rubbed his chin, lost in thought.

“Edward the Third and
Richard the Second, I think,” Lucy answered with a thoughtful
frown. “But I remember Richard II better.” She turned back to
Selene. “We grew up in the same small village close to York. Hugh’s
father was the local butcher. My family moved there when I was only
five—too young to remember much. We were bakers.”

Selene took a sip of her
hot chocolate, relishing the sweet liquid, and appreciating how it
warmed her from the inside.

Lucy held up her own cup.
“We didn’t have anything as wonderful as this. Chocolate wasn’t
brought to Europe from the Americas until the sixteenth century,
and even then, it was an expensive luxury only for the
rich.”

Lila and Adelaide exchanged smiles.
Their mother’s family’s roots in baking shone through even
centuries later.

“I don’t remember meeting
Lucy,” Hugh continued. “She was always there, a part of the
village, one of the children we all played with on occasions.” He
scratched at the stubble on his chin again. “Actually, it was a bit
of an accident that we discovered we both had powers. I was about
twelve when my abilities first manifested. My father sometimes
acted as a doctor for the village, and one day someone brought him
a baby. It was blue, unable to breath. My father asked for my help
to hold it, and as soon as I touched it, I felt this warmth pass
from my hands, and the baby started breathing.”

“Who did you inherit from?
Your father?” Selene leaned her cheek on her hand. This story was
so different from her own wealthy, royal family where she was
surrounded only with Vyusher. Her college peers were the first
normal humans with whom she’d had any regular contact.

Hugh nodded in answer to
her question. “I believe so. Though his ability was subtle. In
fact, I don’t think he ever realized that he was gifted. Mine was
more…impactful, but I was old enough to know what they would do to
a suspected witch back then, and I kept my secret to myself. I
didn’t even tell my parents.”

“What about you, Lucy?”
Selene asked.

“I knew long before I came
into my abilities that it was possible,” Lucy answered, her green
eyes clouded. “My mother was burned at the stake for witchcraft.
It’s why we moved to Hugh’s village—to get away from that. She
claimed she could see people’s souls. According to my father, it
was very black and white for her. From his descriptions, I think
that she saw evil or good, but nothing more.”

“I’m sorry,” Selene
murmured. Having lost her own mother fairly young, she felt a small
connection with the lovely woman across the room. Or maybe she
wanted it to be there.

Lucy smiled, the corners
around her eyes crinkling. “It was a long time ago, and my father
was kind and supportive. Although I do think that he was relieved
that my ability was a subtler version of hers. Less apt to get me
into trouble.”

“How did you find out about
each other, then, if you were both hiding your gifts from those
around you?”

Hugh gave Lucy’s shoulders
a quick squeeze. “I fell in love with Lucy when she was only twelve
years old. I felt drawn to her warmth. She took care of everyone
around her. I know now, of course, that it was the
te’sorthene bond growing
between us. But we were too isolated to be aware of such things
back then.”

“He basically stalked me.
Everywhere I went, there was Hugh.” Lucy laughed.

“One day, when I was about
eighteen and she was around sixteen, I was making sure she got home
safely—it was mid-winter and storming. She slipped on some ice and
cut her hands up pretty badly on some rocks,” Hugh said.

“He ran right up to me. The
only reason I wasn’t frightened was that I could see that his
intentions were helpful.”

“Without even thinking
about it, I healed her hands. Out in the open, where anyone could
see us.”

“And that’s when I saw into
the heart of who he was. Someone kind and honest and true, and who
loved me entirely. How could a girl resist that? I leaned over and
kissed him right there in the street!”

Hugh smiled. “We were
married a year later.”

“That’s lovely.” Selene
sighed. “What a beautiful story, and you’re still in
love.”

At the wistfulness in her
voice, Griffin cast a curious glance in her direction, but she
ignored him and snuggled deeper into her blankets. “Time to sleep,
I think. Usually I have no problem crashing right out.”

“No kidding,” Ramsey
muttered. Catching a couple of looks, he shrugged. “What? She goes
out like a light. I’m jealous.”

“Well, I’m afraid tonight
I’m too strung up,” Selene admitted ruefully.

“Want me to help speed
things up?” Ellie offered.

“Really? How?”

“I can’t. But Lila will be
able to eventually, by making you relax to the point of sleep.”
Lila waggled her eyebrows at Selene over Ellie’s
shoulder.

“You ever get tired of
finding out what you can’t do yet?” Selene wondered
aloud.

“All the time,” Lila
responded, followed by a round of “Yeah!” and “Seriously!” from
Adelaide, Nate, and Ramsey. Alex wisely kept his own
counsel.

“Hey!” Ellie protested with
a good-natured grin.

“We love you, Ellie!” Lila
teased, reaching over and giving her shoulder an affectionate
squeeze.

“Yeah, yeah,” Ellie
grumbled. She turned back to Selene. “So, you
interested?”

“Yes. The sooner I fall
asleep, hopefully, the sooner we get this over with.”

Ellie knelt down and Selene held out
her hand. Using the full potential of Lila’s power, Ellie created a
sense of such peace and serenity in Selene, lethargy seeped into
her bones and weighed down her eyelids. She quickly fell
asleep.

The nightmare started
almost immediately. Selene knew she was already a wolf since she
could see her pale front legs and paws as she trotted through a
darkened forest. She tried her best to find any landmarks while
also following Ellie’s advice to act the same as always. She really
didn’t have to pretend…she was truly bewildered and
terrified.

Selene was about to give up
on seeing any recognizable landmark when she spotted a sign for a
motor home park. She stared directly at it, knowing Griffin and
Ellie could see it, too. Selene continued on, winding her way past
several homes until she reached one on the far outskirts of the
community. There were two Chinese lion statues on either side of
the front entrance. Selene briefly paused, giving Ellie and Griffin
a chance to memorize their distinctive features.

As Selene trotted around
the back side of the home, she discovered an old man sitting in a
lawn chair and smoking a pipe. A growl ripped from her throat, one
that she didn’t trigger and couldn’t control. Terror filled the
man’s eyes as he dropped his pipe and scrambled away from her. Just
as she was about to lunge for him, her body froze. She couldn’t
move, couldn’t even twitch, couldn’t breathe. Panic sliced through
her at the realization before everything went dark.

“Selene,
can you hear me?” Griffin’s voice
sounded as if it were coming from far away. All she could see was
blackness.

“Fight
your way out of it, Selene. Listen to my voice.”
He seemed to be getting closer, but she still
couldn’t see through the dark. “You enter
and leave dreams. Use that power now and shut him out of your
mind.”

“Shut who out of my
mind?”

“Thank
God you can hear me.” Griffin
gave a relieved sigh. “Someone named
Maddox is manipulating you. Fight whatever he’s doing to you,
Selene. Use your power and push him out of your head.”

At the sound of Maddox’s
name, everything fell into horrible, awful place. Selene
knew exactly what
was going on. She’d been convinced of her guilt until that very
second. With a concerted effort, Selene tried to turn off the power
that Maddox was using on her now but still couldn’t dig her way out
of the dark pit.

“Tell
Ellie that she needs to help me with my power-blocking
ability,” she instructed Griffin.
Concentrating harder, Selene could tell the second that Ellie added
her boost to the power pool. Suddenly, the oppressive dark started
to shift. Selene pushed harder against the walls in her mind and
the pressure relented.

“Keep
going, Selene,” Griffin said. “Almost there.”

She gave one final push,
and, with Ellie’s help, Selene felt a burst, like a popped balloon.
With a gasp, she opened her eyes. She was still on the couch in
Lucy and Hugh’s living room, Griffin beside her, rubbing her
hands.

“Welcome back to the land
of the conscious,” he said with a grin. She could see the concern
behind the smile though. He’d been worried.

She gave him a confused
frown. Was that all a dream?
She certainly felt as though she was waking up
from one—her mind groggy and her body slow to respond. “What
happened?”

“I don’t
usually say I told you
so—”

“Yes, you do,” Ellie
interrupted him.

Griffin ignored her. “But I
have to say that I’m extremely happy to be right in this
instance.”

“I didn’t kill those
people?” Selene held back tears of relief. She shielded her eyes,
pressing her hand to her throbbing head. Kicking Maddox, or whoever
he was using, out of her mind was going to leave a nasty psychic
hangover.

“No.” Griffin’s eyes
hardened as he leaned back to give her some space. “Another Vyusher
did, though.”

“Maddox.” A grim foreboding
settled in the pit of Selene’s stomach.

“So, you know who that
was?” Hugh asked.

Selene dropped her hand and
looked over, spotting an extra person in the room. Someone who
hadn’t been there before. A lanky blonde huddled in the corner,
surrounded by rings of smokeless flame that Ramsey must have placed
about her.

“Zara!” she gasped. “I
should have realized. How the hell did you get here?”

“You know her?” Griffin
asked.

She nodded. “She’s Maddox’s
mate.” Levering up, she swung her legs to the floor and Griffin
moved to sit beside her on the couch. He put a hand on her back as
she swayed, and she sent him a grateful smile.

“And who’s Maddox?” Alex
asked.

“Maddox was one of my
brother’s four lieutenants. After his death, our High Council of
Elders and I decided to allow any Vyusher who wanted to leave the
pack to go. Only a few left, maybe about twenty or so. That group
included all four of Gideon’s lieutenants and their mates,
including Maddox and Zara.”

She’d put it down to their
extra guilt at the time, convincing herself that they hadn’t known
what they’d done, like the rest of the Vyusher. Had she been
wrong?

She nodded toward their captive.
“How’d she get here?” she repeated.

“Charlotte teleported us to
the place in your dream,” Ellie said. “Zara over there was the
white wolf impersonating you. Alex managed to freeze her just as
she started to attack an old man. We brought her back with us so
you could decide what to do next.”

Interesting.
Selene stared at Zara. “Was it you controlling my
dreams?”

The woman sneered, changing her face
from beautiful to ugly in an instant. “Not me.”

Selene frowned. “Who?”

“You thought you were so
clever, keeping your abilities from Gideon,” Zara hissed. “But I
figured you out, Princess. Maddox told me not to say anything years
ago—I was keeping his own secret about dream control after all. He
knew exactly what to do with both of us when the time came.” Zara
gave Selene a smug smile, malice shining from her eyes.

“What’d I ever do to you,
Zara?” Selene asked quietly. The other girl smirked.

“So this Maddox guy, is he
dangerous?” Ramsey asked.

Selene thought about that
for a moment. “He didn’t seem to have any particular skill beyond
an impressive tactical mind. Maddox coordinated our army of
fighters. I’ve shown you before that when Gideon was killed, all
the Vyusher minds were released. Until that moment, none of them
knew what they were doing. I assumed that was true for every wolf
in our pack except me. I thought I was the only one aware of what
was truly happening. We honestly didn’t consider those who decided
to leave to be any kind of threat or danger to others.” She
narrowed her eyes as she glared at their captive.

“You betrayed us, and
she killed Maddox’s
brother.” Zara pointed at Ellie. She almost spat in her fury,
though she was careful not to move an inch given the flames
surrounding her.

“Huh?” Ellie glanced at
Selene with a what-the-heck frown.

“Maddox’s brother was in
the group sent to kill the Jenners and the Pierces. He was one of
the wolves you fought and killed.”

“Oh.” Ellie
grimaced.

“But how did I betray the
Vyusher?” Selene asked.

Zara regarded her with her chin tilted
stubbornly—despite her burning cage—and refused to
answer.

“We need more information.
What’s Maddox’s play here?” Alex said.

“Griffin, are you able to
read Zara’s mind?” Hugh asked.

Griffin trained his gaze on
the girl. He was silent so long that Ellie and Selene exchanged
concerned glances.

“Well?” Ellie
prompted.

Griffin held up one finger.
After another few minutes he blinked and looked away from Zara.
“Sorry that took a little while. Her mind is a bit of a jumble.
From what I could gather, Maddox is trying to discredit Selene in
some way. Take away her right to rule.” He turned to Selene. “Can
that be right? Rule what?”

She bit her lip. “Rule the
Vyusher,” she said quietly. “I’m technically their Queen now that
Gideon is gone.”

“Awesome!” Nate gave a fist
pump and the others groaned. “What? I’m just sayin’…we’ve got
Svatura gypsy royalty over there—” He waved a hand at Ellie and
Griffin. “And now we’ve got the Vyusher wolf Queen over there. It’s
pretty cool, if you ask me.”

“Um, no one is asking you,”
Lila said, as the others stared at him half-incredulous,
half-amused.

Nate shrugged, unfazed.
“Maybe now wasn’t the best time to say that,” he muttered, crossing
his arms over his chest. Adelaide shook her head, but snuggled into
him and ran a hand over his sandy-brown hair, receiving a hug in
return.

“As far as I can tell,
Maddox wants to overthrow you,” Griffin continued.

Selene chewed on her lower
lip as she considered her options. Her people couldn’t afford to be
deceived by yet another homicidal, power-hungry monster.

“You have proof of his
plan, Selene,” Alex reminded her. He was standing beside Ellie with
one arm wrapped around her waist. “Take Zara to your Council.
Charlotte can transport you there. Bring Ellie, Griffin, Lucy, and
Lila, and they can help you convince the Council of the
truth.”

Alex’s suggestion was
perfectly logical, though she still had her doubts. However, the
threat Maddox posed to the Vyusher was enough to convince her to
try. “All right.” She glanced at Griffin and was saddened to see
hesitation in his eyes. “We’ll go first thing tomorrow.”

“Let’s all try and get some
sleep tonight,” Hugh suggested. “Those of us who are able to
contain her can take turns keeping tabs on Zara.”

“She can shift into a wolf,
but no other abilities,” Ellie said. “Shouldn’t be too hard to keep
her locked up.”

 



Chapter 15

Selene couldn’t sleep,
despite the fact that finals were over. She’d studied damn hard and
was more than pleased with her perfect grade point average.
Thankfully, she didn’t have to worry about school right now on top
of everything else. But still, too many thoughts ran around in her
head like a dog chasing its tail. And even though she now felt
confident she’d be able to keep Maddox out of her dreams, she was
still wary.

After an hour of tossing
and turning, Selene slipped out of bed and tiptoed down the
hallway, the cotton of her pj pants rustling softly in the quiet of
the night. She paused outside Griffin’s door, and, after a few
moments’ hesitation, tapped softly. No answer. She knocked
harder.

“Yeah?” Griffin called out
in a sleep-laden voice.

Selene opened the door and
poked her head inside. She took in the heavy furniture and what
appeared to be black sheets in the dark, so typically male and
appropriate for this man. “You awake?” she asked.

“Am now.” He rubbed a hand
over his jaw. Selene tried to ignore how sexy the stubble made him
look.

“Can I talk to you a
moment?”

“What about?”

Selene ignored his lack of
enthusiasm and entered the room. She shut the door behind her and
took a seat on his bed, taking care not to sit too close. He
scooted up to sitting and the sheet fell to his lap, exposing his
bare torso. His heady scent, which clung to the sheets, filled her.
She jerked her gaze up to his face. She wouldn’t run her hands over
his smooth skin, no matter how incredibly tempting the idea was.
Instead, she grabbed a handful of what turned out to be the softest
cotton sheets.

“Something bothered you
tonight about Hugh’s suggestion,” she said.

Griffin frowned. “Says
who?”

“Says me.”

Griffin’s lips compressed, a sure sign
he was holding back.

Selene stared at him with
narrowed eyes. “And now you’re irritated with me for saying that.
You get irritated with me a lot.”

Griffin huffed a laugh. “I don’t know
what you’re talking about.”

Selene tipped her head to the side.
“Was that sarcasm?”

“No, ma’am. I wouldn’t dare
sass a queen.”

Selene couldn’t resist. She
reached out and poked him in the chest with her finger. “Don’t you
dare call me—”

Suddenly, Griffin snaked
out a hand and grabbed hers. She wasn’t sure exactly what he was up
to until he pushed the cuff of her sleeve back and flipped her hand
over. With a distressed sound, she tried to jerk her hand away, but
he tightened his grip and wouldn’t let her go.

With his free hand, Griffin lightly
traced the slightly puckered scar that ran the circumference of her
wrist.

“He did this to you,” he
said gruffly without looking up. “Gideon.”

She took a deep breath.
“Yes.”

“How?”

She closed her eyes, shaking her head,
“I can’t. I-I don’t talk about it.”

“Can you show me?” His deep
voice washed over her, and the hypnotic feel of his finger tracing
her scar was surprisingly soothing, giving her courage.

She nodded and pictured it
in her mind, letting Griffin read her thoughts. It’d happened
during the horrific days following Gideon’s taking the throne. He
hadn’t liked how she’d initially resisted his actions against their
parents, so he’d tested her to make sure he had her under complete
control.

For about a week, he’d hung
her by her wrists to a wall using a thick piece of wire, most of
her weight on her feet. He’d left her with the instructions that
her position was her idea and nothing was wrong. She’d forced
herself to remain there peacefully, knowing he was watching her.
She didn’t so much as twitch at the pain or give the slightest
indication that she knew what was happening. The incident was
branded forever in her mind—and on her body. A permanent reminder
of exactly how dangerous Gideon was.

She opened her eyes and
pushed the painful memory away—Griffin had seen enough. “I’ve
always wondered what would’ve happened if I’d fought him,” Selene
murmured as she fumbled with a corner of his sheet. “But I was
young and weak. I knew that he’d win in a battle of powers. He’d
already proven that.”

Griffin shifted in the bed,
and suddenly his warm lips brushed across the scars on her wrists
in a whisper of a kiss. With a gasp, Selene looked up, only to be
captured by the golden depths of his gaze. Slowly, giving her
plenty of time to move away, he leaned forward and brushed his lips
across hers once, twice, then once more, his touch light, like
butterfly wings. Wanting more, needing more, she tipped forward,
placing her hand on his chest, and pressed her lips against his.
But Griffin didn’t move. Need overwhelmed her. She reached up and
took his face in her hands.

“Griffin…kiss me,” she
moaned.

She’d barely finished
uttering her plea when his arms wrapped around her, pulling her
tightly into his body, and his lips crushed hers in a kiss filled
with need. Selene hungrily opened her mouth, allowing him to slide
his tongue inside. A small whimper escaped her at the taste of him,
the heat of him, the scent of him.

At the sound, Griffin
moved, and Selene found herself flat on her back, pressed into the
bed by the weight of his body as his lips traced a path down her
neck and across her collarbone. Selene hummed deep in her throat
and rubbed her legs on his.

But as quickly as it
started, it was over. Griffin suddenly jerked back and sat up. He
flipped around to lean against the headboard and ran his hands over
his face, his breathing ragged. “I think you should go to your
room, Selene,” he said, looking at the ceiling rather than at
her.

“I—”

“Please. Just
go.”

Embarrassed and rejected
and more than a little bit frustrated, she rolled off the bed and
left the room. As she closed the door, she glanced back over her
shoulder. Griffin was still sitting on the bed. His knees were
drawn up and his head was bowed.

Selene quietly closed the
door behind her, tears trickling silently down her cheeks. She’d
learned long ago how to hold in the sound of her sobs. The skill
came in handy now as she made her way through the darkened house
back to her own room.

* * *

“Explain
yourself!”

Selene stood straight and
proud and refused to flinch at Xavier’s tone and choice of words.
His bark was worse than his bite…most of the time.

“What could you possibly
have been thinking?” he continued.

Selene folded her hands in
front of her and silently wished she’d dressed in her grander
princess garb of flowing robes rather than the casual black slacks
and white button-down shirt she’d chosen, needing the armor of
formality to bolster her nerves as she patiently waited for the
head of the Vyusher High Council to finish everything he wanted to
say. She’d known this was going to happen and should have prepared
accordingly. A jerky movement off to the side caught her attention,
and she flicked a glance in Griffin’s direction. Seeing his hands
clenched at his sides, she gave him a subtle shake of the head—the
anger coming off him at Xavier’s tone was almost
palpable.

That morning, Charlotte had
teleported everyone to the castle, Zara included. As they had
decided the night before, it was time to warn the Vyusher. Selene
had Oren convene the High Council in order to inform them of the
treachery being plotted against them. She’d brought Griffin and
Ellie to help her show the danger they faced. Xavier’s ballistic
tirade came without his having all the facts, which was typical of
him. Predictable, but annoying nonetheless.

She caught Lila’s gaze and
motioned toward Griffin, hoping Lila would catch the hint to calm
him down a bit.

“Are you
going to say something?” Griffin’s
voice sounded in her head.

“Let him
burn himself out first,” she
replied calmly.

Eventually, when Xavier
wound down his argument, Selene held up a hand and he fell silent,
smart enough to realize that the gesture was a command, not a
request. She rarely played the Princess card—too many years of not
making any of the decisions, she supposed.

Selene stepped to the
center of the room and looked at each Council member in turn. When
she was sure she had their undivided attention, she spoke. “I came
in good faith. I bring those responsible for ending my brother’s
terrible reign over our people and our minds. And you berate me for
it?” She looked directly at Xavier, who had the good sense to lower
his gaze.

“These people are our
honored guests and will be treated as such,” she continued. “We’ve
uncovered a plot against me and against the Vyusher.”

A small gasp whispered around the
room.

“What plot?” Xavier
demanded, skepticism evident in the curl of his lips.

“Maddox and other
ex-lieutenants are attempting to discredit me by framing me for the
murder of several innocent humans.”

A low murmuring passed through the
group.

“For what purpose?”
Mireilla, one of the elders and a friend to her mother,
asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,”
Selene answered. Another round of mumbling swirled about
her.

“What proof do you have?”
Xavier demanded.

Selene narrowed her eyes.
At her mental request, Griffin summoned Charlotte and the rest of
the family, who had Zara with them.

“Zara?” Mireilla spoke as
they entered the room. “What are you doing with Selene?”

“We captured her,” Selene
answered. “In the middle of trying to manipulate me. Frame me. You
all know that she and I look a lot alike as wolves. Maddox had her
using that against me.”

“Lies!” Xavier slammed down
his fist.

Selene raised an eyebrow, unimpressed
with his theatrics. “We can show you,” she replied
coolly.

“Show us how?” Mireilla
asked.

“This family has several
powers among them. Used together, they can show us what they’ve
experienced, as well as the truth behind what you’ll see. Will you
allow them to—?”

“You expect us to trust
these people?” Xavier interrupted, pointing to Ellie and Griffin.
“Gideon forced us to destroy their family. You don’t think they
want revenge?”

“I think if they’d wanted
revenge, Ellie would’ve killed us all when she was a dragon. But
instead, they let us leave in peace.”

A few of the Council
members nodded their agreement, but most appeared unconvinced. She
could tell by their frowns, their closed-off body language. She
wasn’t getting through.

“Maddox is trying to frame
me. Will you let Ellie show you—?”

“NO!” Xavier bellowed. “You
are showing your true colors, Selene.”

Selene blinked in
confusion.

“You are
just like your brother, and now you intend to
continue what he started. I, for one, will not allow you to take
this pack down that path again!” He practically spat the words at
her, his face turning purple in his agitation.

“How dare you!” Tension
knotted in her stomach. Something was going on here that she didn’t
understand, but she knew that she was losing control of this
situation. “If I were in any way interested in ruining this pack, I
would’ve removed every power you possess by now.”

Xavier stormed over to her and glared.
“But look at how that turned out for your parents. You wouldn’t
have a pack if you did that.”

Selene blanched. “Gideon
controlled me just like he did all of us,” she murmured in a low
voice.

“We only
have your word. How do we know that for sure? You could’ve been
acting in league with your brother all along. For all we know, you
could’ve been controlling him yourself!” Xavier turned to address
the room. “Council members, I put it to you. Selene was Gideon’s
greatest weapon, and we have no way of knowing for sure that she
was not as responsible for the actions of this pack as he was. At
the earliest opportunity, she left us and joined with the family
that destroyed him. And now she comes to us with lies about former
pack members, ones who left in peace, to incite paranoia and turn
us over to her rule and that of the Svatura.”

Oren rose to his feet. “If
Selene wished to harm the Vyusher, she would have acted before
now.”

Selene shot her beloved
guardian a grateful smile, the simple gesture all she could manage.
Xavier’s accusations had paralyzed her in her own fear and fury.
After all she had sacrificed for her people, this was the way they showed their
appreciation?

“Not if
she wanted these Svatura
to rule with her.” Xavier waved an angry hand at
Griffin and the others. “She would need a catalyst, and so she has
made one.”

“We have absolutely no
interest in ruling your people,” Griffin declared. “We are only
here to protect you from a threat.”

“You expect us to believe
that? After what we did to your family?” Xavier scoffed. Griffin
moved to answer but stopped when Xavier held up his hand. “Council,
I request a vote. Let us determine now that the rule of Selene and
her lineage be ended, and we declare her no longer Vyusher, no
longer a part of this pack.”

“I will NOT participate in
this farce—” Oren began. But Selene laid a hand on his arm, halting
his words.

Her skin felt stretched
tight across her face in her effort to maintain her calm
expression. She faced the Council, head held high, and spoke in a
clear, proud voice. “If my people truly want me evicted from rule,
I will not stop you.”

The vote happened quickly.
Xavier’s words of paranoia had swayed many of the Council members.
Selene closed her eyes for a brief moment and willed herself to
remain strong.

“I will
abide by this Council’s decision,” she said quietly. “But I implore
you to investigate the threat I have brought before you. We’ll
leave Zara in your hands. You decide what to do with her. And
whatever you do, do not
allow Maddox to gain control over the
Vyusher.”

Selene stepped back and allowed Ellie
to slip her hand around her elbow. Keeping her gaze on Oren, she
mouthed, “Goodbye.”

After which, thanks to
Charlotte, they were all instantly transported to Hugh and Lucy’s
living room. Selene sank slowly onto the couch as her whole world
came crashing down around her.

 



Chapter 16

Griffin glanced at Selene
again, but she still hadn’t moved. As soon as they’d arrived home,
she’d crumpled—sitting silently on the couch, pale as a ghost. And
there she had remained. Staring—unseeing—into space. Not moving.
Not speaking. Not reacting. Just sitting.

They got no response from
their initial attempts to talk to her, and she strongly blocked any
attempts Lila made to help her emotions. Eventually, they all
decided what she needed was space and time to process what had
happened, so they left her alone. They’d wait to discuss what to do
next until Selene had pulled herself together.

They ate dinner, and
afterward Ellie, Griffin, and Alex went upstairs to study, while
the others hung out and watched some TV. Soon it was time for bed,
and Selene still had not moved. Thinking she’d respond better to a
woman, Griffin had Ellie try once more to connect with her but
received no response.

Ellie shot Griffin a
concerned frown. “You’ve got to reach
her.”

“Tell me something I don’t
know.”

“Don’t be
snarky.”

Griffin stared at his
sister for a second, not wanting to admit his fear that Selene
would shut him out, then gave a brief nod. He waited until everyone
had left before he sat down on the couch beside the woman who was
more important to him than he wanted to admit.

“Selene.”

No answer.

“Talk to me, please,” he
tried again. He reached to brush a strand of hair from her face,
but she jerked away.

Griffin ignored the painful
emotions that shot through him at her reaction and instead focused
on the fact that she’d showed some kind of response—even if it was
rejecting his touch. Holding up his hands in surrender, he said, “I
won’t touch you. But I’m not moving from this spot until you talk
to me.”

No reaction.

The leather of the couch
squeaked a little as Griffin settled himself more comfortably in
his seat, never moving his gaze from her. It was no hardship to
stare at Selene. When she’d visited him in his dreams, he’d
memorized every line, every curve of her face and body. Of course,
that was before he’d known she was real. He’d thought she was
beautiful in his dreams, but fantasy was nothing compared to seeing
her in the flesh. Her pale skin begged to be touched, and the sweet
scent that clung to her made him ache to bury his face in the crook
of her neck and inhale. But he couldn’t.

They sat there in silence for a good
hour before Selene stirred. “Go away, Griffin.” Her voice was dull,
colorless.

“Not until you talk to
me.”

“About what
exactly?”

“You pick. What happened
with your people? How you’re feeling? Whether you’re
okay?”

“I don’t want to talk to
you. Don’t you understand that?”

“You need to talk to
someone.”

She gave as short, sharp laugh, still
refusing to look at him. “And you’re the best candidate? You pick
then, I guess.”

Griffin thought for a moment. If he
could just get her started talking… “What did Xavier mean about
your parents?”

“I’ve already showed you
what Gideon made me do to them.”

Griffin shook his head. “No, there’s
more to it.”

“You read my
mind.”

“Only up to a point. Then
you blocked us.”

“There’s a reason for
that.” Selene stared down at her hands, which were clenched in her
lap. Griffin thought she was going to leave it at that, but after a
few moments, she let out a deep sigh.

“When I removed their
powers, it apparently drove them insane.” Selene’s voice was cold,
almost robotic. “Gideon didn’t kill them right away and took great
pleasure in sharing that fact with me. To test me, of course. See
if I’d react, which would mean I wasn’t under his full control. I
didn’t.”

“Damn,” Griffin breathed.
This girl had been through more than even he and Ellie had known.
His heart ached for her. He reached out without thinking about it,
wanting to offer her some kind of comfort, but she jerked away from
him again.

“I’ve taken rejection and
isolation and exclusion all my life. So much that I no longer allow
it to affect me.” Finally she looked over at him, her gaze direct.
“And I’m done with it. I won’t give you the chance to reject me
again.”

Selene stood abruptly.
Griffin had no answer to that. He’d thought his reasons to stop
what they’d been doing the night before had been good ones. But
she’d shown who she was today, and he knew with every fiber of his
being that his fears had been unfounded.

“I’d hoped for something
more between us,” she said in a low voice. He quickly masked his
astonishment at her admission. “I never expected you to accept me.
I was part of the worst horror of your life. But I guess I was
holding on to some small amount of…well…it doesn’t matter now.” She
moved toward the doorway.

“Selene—” He had to tell
her. Explain.

“No.” She halted him with
one word, her back rigid, hands in fists at her sides. “Just leave
me alone.” Without looking his way again, she walked away,
disappearing into the darkness of the hallway the same way she used
to fade from his dreams. Only the sound of her footsteps on the
stairs were an indication that this was no dream.

Griffin let her go. He’d
thought that nothing could ever hurt as much as losing his family
in such a terrible way, but he’d been wrong.

This was worse.

* * *

Selene wrapped herself in
numbness like a protective cloak. The devastation buried deep
inside her would bubble its way to the surface eventually, and she
dreaded that moment. Not for the first time, she wished for the
oblivion that Gideon had provided every one of the Vyusher except
her. Since that wasn’t an option, she made her way to her room, in
search of some much needed privacy, where she undressed and got
ready for bed in a zombie-like trance, then climbed between the
cool sheets. She lay there a second, staring up at the white
ceiling, seeing but not really taking in the striped pattern the
moonlight through the blinds made above her, before she turned over
on her side and curled up in a pathetic little ball of frozen
misery.

The first sound came out
almost like a hiccup—a tiny squeak which swiftly turned into a
keening wail. Before she could stop it, crush it back down deep
inside her, she was wracked in heart-wrenching, full-body sobs.
They came hard and fast, until she couldn’t catch her
breath.

As her body squeezed tighter and she
teetered on the brink of becoming hysterical, the bed suddenly
dipped. A strong arm banded around her waist and her body was
hauled up against a solid wall of male muscle.

Selene knew it was Griffin
without looking—she would know the feel of him, the musky scent of
his skin, anywhere. Despite how furious she was with him, the
comfort she received in his arms overrode her need to stay angry
right now. His warm scent surrounded her. He said nothing, just
held her tightly as emotions washed through her in waves.
Gradually, his heat seeped into her, spreading through her and over
her. Her sobs slowed until she relaxed the tiniest amount, then
further still, until the only sounds she made were stuttering
indrawn breaths.

“I…I’m all right. You can
go now,” she eventually sputtered between sniffles.

“Are you sure?”

“Uh-huh. Yeah.”

His arms tightened around her briefly,
then slipped away, leaving her chilled where his skin had warmed
hers. The bedroom door opened and she glanced over her shoulder at
him.

“Griffin.” Her whisper of
his name stopped him and he turned to face her. “Why?” She couldn’t
read his expression in the half-light of the hallway, but she
caught his movement as he hunched one shoulder.

“I…care for you,” he
replied softly. Then he closed the door behind him.

Selene didn’t know how
long she lay there, not crying, not moving, not seeing…just
being. She heard no
sound, felt no familiar pulse of power, felt no stirring in the
room to warn her.

By the time a large hand clamped
mercilessly over her mouth, and another squeezed her throat, it was
already too late.

“Scream, and I’ll snap your
neck.” A male voice growled the warning in her ear. A voice she
knew well.

Maddox. Oh
hell!

Selene desperately reached
for her power to disable his, but it wasn’t there. She couldn’t
feel her powers at all. Not a single one of them, even the ability
to shift into her wolf. Her entire body tensed in terror. Suddenly
and silently, they were transported somewhere else. Her panic
spiked only a second before a sickly-sweet-smelling rag was placed
over her mouth and nose and oblivion claimed her.

 



Chapter 17

“Something’s wrong!” Lucy
rushed into the kitchen, Hugh close behind. “I feel it!”

Griffin paused mid-bite of
cereal and quickly searched the minds of everyone in the house. All
were present and healthy. He couldn’t sense Selene, but that was
nothing unusual. She was often a black hole as far as his mind
reading was concerned.

“You’re positive?” he asked
Lucy.

“Absolutely.”

Using his telepathy,
Griffin roused the still-sleeping household and summoned them to
him, while simultaneously contacting Charlotte and Dexter and the
rest of the family members who were in the house across the field.
Everyone gathered in the kitchen within minutes, all in various
forms of dress.

“What’s going on?” Ellie
asked, alarmed. Charlotte had interrupted their morning run in
order to teleport her and Alex home immediately.

“Something is happening or
has already happened. Something bad. I can feel it.” Lucy sat at
the dining room table, shredding a napkin into tiny pieces in her
anxiety. Hugh stood behind her, resting a hand on her shoulder in a
show of support.

“It woke her from a dead
sleep,” he added grimly.

“Where’s Selene?” Adelaide
asked, glancing around the room to make sure she hadn’t missed her
somehow.

Ellie glanced at Griffin. “I can’t
hear her,” he said, “but that’s pretty typical. And if she’s
blocking me, she can’t hear me either.”

Charlotte teleported out of
the room, only to reappear moments later. “She’s not anywhere in
the house,” she said with a worried frown. “I looked in
every…”

She trailed off as a form
manifested in their midst. It started almost like a mirage—a wavy,
misty figure. Gradually, it took on the appearance of a man, though
he was transparent in a ghostly sort of way. Then it became
apparent that the image was that of Oren, one of the High Council
members of the Vyusher. Griffin recognized him from their
disastrous experience the day before. Oren had been the only
Council member to try to speak on Selene’s behalf, and now that
Griffin thought about it, he was the same apparition with whom
Selene had been talking in her apartment that night a few months
ago.

“I will not waste time on
formalities,” Oren’s shimmering form spoke. “Our tracker, who has
been watching over Selene since she left to attend college, can’t
see her anymore. Please tell me she is there with you.”

Griffin’s chest constricted with
panic. Only Ellie’s hand on his arm kept him from tearing
upstairs.

“No. Oren, do you have any
idea where she might’ve gone?” Alex asked.

“None.” Oren let out a deep
sigh. “But she’s never cut off contact with me completely like this
before.”

“She’s never been disowned
by her people before, either.” Griffin countered, slamming a hand
on the counter. “She was distraught.”

Lucy shook her head. “She
had no intention of leaving us.”

“She was sad,” Lila agreed.
“But I’m with Mom. I don’t think she was going to leave. Especially
without saying anything. That’s not like her.”

“You’re getting better at
healing emotions, Lilliput,” Ramsey said. “But you’re still working
on recognizing them, and she was blocking your healing. Are you
sure she wasn’t blocking you?”

Lila pressed her lips in a tight line.
“I could see her emotions,” she insisted.

“If she didn’t leave…then
we have to assume she was taken,” Ellie said.

Griffin closed his eyes. He
shouldn’t have left her alone last night. He should have forced her
to accept his presence, but he hadn’t wanted to push her, or, if he
was being honest, face her continued rejection. She’d been so
broken, so fragile.

With a deep breath, he squared his
shoulders. No way in hell was he going to fail her again. “The
question is, what are we going to do about it?”

* * *

Selene woke slowly, the
drug-induced haze lifting one breath at a time. At first, she had
no memory of what had happened before she was unconscious, then
pictures started popping into her mind like watching a still-motion
movie. Slowly at first, then faster.

With a gasp, she shot
straight up and immediately lay back down, putting a weary hand to
her aching head as the room spun woozily around her. Nausea bubbled
up inside her and she choked it back with effort. She waited for
the sickening feeling to pass, then, with much more care, eased
herself to a sitting position, doing her best to ignore the roiling
in her stomach.

Eventually she opened her
eyes and took in her surroundings. She was in a small room with
cement floors and walls, as basic as any prison cell. Only one
door, no windows, and no furniture beyond the sink and toilet in
the corner and the simple bed she was lying on. She shivered at the
slight chill in the air, or perhaps it was shock. She was still
dressed in the black slacks and white button-down top that she’d
gone to the Vyusher in. There were no surveillance cameras, but
that didn’t mean she wasn’t being watched. Dread flooded through
her, though she refused to let it rule her. Her years with Gideon
had provided her with many tools for coping with situations like
this.

Focusing on deep, calming breaths,
Selene mentally ran through what she knew for sure.

She’d been kidnapped by Maddox…but
how?

Another memory kicked in,
and Selene groaned. Maddox had a teleporter. That meant she could
be anywhere in the world right now.

Okay. Think!
What can I do? I have my wolf shift...

She quickly discarded that
option. Her captors could also turn into wolves and many would
likely be much larger and stronger than she was. Attacking them in
that form would be suicide. Maybe she could use her wolf’s sense to
try to figure out the answers she needed or tap into the link to
the pack.

Selene reached for her wolf and
attempted to shift.

Oh my
God…I can’t
shift!

She tried again, but she
still remained in human form. Her hands curled into the rough
sheets on the bed on either side of her. Closing her eyes, she
forced her emotions back under her control. Panic never served any
good purpose; all it would do was debilitate and get in her
way.

Okay. Her wolf shift was
apparently not working. What about her other powers? Those would be
more difficult to determine. Still, it was worth a try.

Keeping her eyes closed,
she reached out with her mind and searched for a glowing light,
indicating a power was being used nearby. Nothing but pitch black
surrounded her. But that didn’t
necessarily mean anything. The Vyusher who
took her might not be close by at the moment.

Selene pushed that idea
aside, although she devoted a small part of her concentration to
keeping watch in case a light flared up. She considered trying her
dream control, the most difficult of her powers to access when she
wasn’t completely calm. Also one of two abilities she possessed
that Gideon hadn’t known about, but Maddox apparently had. If he
had someone like her, someone who was flipping the off-switch on
her powers, they might not know about that one yet. She didn’t want
to reveal to them her secret ability. Keeping what she could do off
the radar might just save her life.

Okay. My powers are out of
the equation for now. What else? What else?

Selene opened her eyes and
looked around again. There was literally nothing in the room that
was in any way useful for an escape. The bed she sat on, which was
a basic metal frame with a single mattress, sheet and blanket. Not
even a pillow. The toilet and sink weren’t any help either. Selene
tapped her fingers. What else?

Oren! He had the ability to astral-project. He’d been contacting
her daily in this way since she’d left for college. She needed to
be patient and he would find her. She’d have to wait on that one.
But just in case…

“Griffin!” she mentally called
out. If he was close enough, maybe he’d pick up her cries with his
telepathy. She also continued to keep a lookout for powers being
used near her. If she could find one, she could control it. Maybe
she’d get lucky.

Because if she couldn’t, Selene didn’t
want to think of the alternatives.

* * *

“Your tracker can’t feel
her anywhere?” Hugh addressed the misty image of Selene’s
kinsman.

Oren spread his hands
before him. “Sheila’s searching, but no…she can’t find her
anywhere. Of course, the entire planet is a lot to search,” he
added wryly.

“I think we all know who
took her,” Ellie murmured, tapping her fingernail on her teeth.
“Maddox. Oren, is Sheila able to track him?”

Oren’s figure shifted
around and appeared to be addressing someone out of sight. Turning
back to the room, he shook his head. “She says she hasn’t been able
to find Maddox or the other Vyusher who left with him since they
quit the pack.”

“They’re not part of the
hive mind link?” Griffin asked, desperate to find something,
anything, which could lead him to Selene.

“No. That link severed when
they separated from us.”

“Is someone with them able
to block her powers?” Ramsey asked. He popped the knuckles in his
hands, the sound annoying. Griffin knew Ramsey and Selene had
become friends of a sort. The proprietorial side of him didn’t like
the other man’s concern.

“Not that we are aware of.”
Oren answered Ramsey’s question. “But that particular group was
made up of Gideon’s key lieutenants and advisors. What they kept
secret from the rest of us is still unknown.” He left unsaid that
those secrets were also unexpected, at least by the
Vyusher.

“Hang on…” Ellie sat up in
her seat. “Wouldn’t Selene be able to turn their powers
off?”

“Possibly,” Oren
mused.

Griffin leaned his hands on the table
and glared at the specter before them. “Possibly? What exactly does
that mean?”

“A couple of scenarios
might be in play here. Maybe she’s unconscious, or she turned off
their powers but is trapped somewhere, or they’re blocking her
powers.”

“Shit.” Griffin scrubbed a
hand over his face. “Please tell me someone has an idea on how to
deal with this.” He searched the room in desperation. “We have to
find her. We have to!”

 



Chapter 18

The sound of the lock
turning alerted Selene, and she quickly sat down on the bed. She
assumed her most regal posture—her back straight, ankles crossed
daintily to the side, hands folded in her lap, and her face
arranged into a cold, blank mask. She took a deep breath and braced
herself for whoever was about to enter.

A man appeared and closed the door
behind him with a soft click.

“Maddox,” Selene greeted
coolly.

He stared at her in silence for
several long moments. Selene refused to betray her unease by even a
single bat of an eyelash. Decades of practice hiding her true
thoughts and feelings from Gideon were certainly coming in handy
now.

He tipped his head. “Ever the ice
princess, huh, Selene?”

She ignored his comment. “Why have you
brought me here?”

“To marry you.”

She struggled to keep a
straight face, struck by the conflicting urges to laugh
hysterically and to snort in derision. “Why? You have
Zara.”

“Zara is willing to step
aside for our cause.” He crossed his arms over his
chest.

“And what does marrying me
have to do with your cause?”

“If we are to continue with
Gideon’s reign…” Maddox left the thought open.

“You must marry into the
ruling family, or the Vyusher will never accept you as ruler.”
Selene finished for him. She looked at her hands in her lap but
didn’t really see them. “That makes no sense. You made a strategic
mistake by getting me kicked out of the pack. And by trying to
discredit me with those murders.”

Maddox gave her a sinister smile so
reminiscent of Gideon that her skin crawled. “You let me worry
about that.”

Selene rose to her feet,
drawing herself up to her full height, chin tipped high. “I
will never marry
you.”

“We’ll see about
that.”

He turned his back on her
for a moment to open the door, and Selene wished with all her might
for her wolf so she could claw him to pieces. But her power was
still off. As she watched, Maddox accepted a tray of food from
someone standing outside. He turned, placed it on the floor at his
feet, and without so much as a backward glance, left the
room.

Selene waited until the
clicks of multiple locks being engaged sounded before she sank back
on the bed. She had no doubt that Maddox had a specific plan and
could do exactly what he’d said. Despair hung over her like a
looming storm, one she was trying to hold at bay with sheer will.
Without her powers, how was she supposed to get out of this
mess?

* * *

As far as Selene could
tell, she’d been held captive for a few days, which meant that
she’d missed Christmas with the family, but it wasn’t quite New
Year’s Eve yet. The only gauge she had to help her assess the
passing of time was her meals. She’d been served six so far. That
and the fact that the lights would go off for roughly four hours
after long stretches of being on. Although, with nothing to do but
sit and wait, she wouldn’t have minded more sleep than her people
usually needed. She assumed the lights off meant it was
nighttime.

Unfortunately, Selene had
nothing to occupy her time during the day and was ready to go mad
from sheer boredom. Maddox had not returned; in fact, no one had
been to see her other than the faceless, speechless meal deliverer
who only cracked the door open and slid in the tray before
hurriedly locking her back inside as though she was a dangerous
animal. She’d spent many hours scouring every single inch of the
room. But there was absolutely no way in or out that didn’t involve
the heavily locked door.

The faint turn of one of
the locks signaled that breakfast was being served. Selene remained
on the bed and propped herself up on one elbow as the tray was
pushed into the room.

“Hey, you. Whoever you
are…” she called.

She listened for a
response. She hadn’t tried talking to her jailer yet, figuring it
was useless. She didn’t get an answer, but she also didn’t hear
them walk away.

“If it’s at all possible, I
would very much appreciate a book or magazine. Something to pass
the time in here,” she called, feeling a bit like an idiot talking
to a door. “And maybe a jacket?”

As all the locks slid back
into place, Selene let out a deep sigh. At
least the food isn’t half bad, she thought
as she sniffed appreciatively. Scrambled eggs and ham today. She
fetched her tray and huddled back into the sheets on her
bed.

She’d resigned herself to
another day of staring at the ceiling and going stir crazy from
boredom when the locks started sounding again. She watched the door
curiously as it opened wider than normal. Suddenly, a body was
roughly shoved inside, and slid along the floor in a limp heap.
Selene gasped, jumped off the bed, and hurried over to kneel beside
the young, unconscious girl. She had matted brown hair, cracked
lips, and was so pale she almost appeared translucent.

“Poor thing,” Selene
muttered.

She gingerly lifted the
fragile girl in her arms and half-carried, half-dragged her across
the room. The tiny thing was skin and bones. Selene worried she
might break her. She laid her gently down on the bed headfirst,
then swung the girl’s feet up onto it. Then she removed her shoes
and tucked her feet under the covers. She brushed the mass of hair
out of the girl’s face. Exhaustion was written on her features in
the form of shadows under her eyes that almost appeared bruised.
The girl appeared young, maybe a hundred years younger than Selene
if she had to take a guess, but, of course, it was difficult to
tell age with their race.

Selene pulled the blanket
over the girl before she sat down on the cold, cement floor and
wrapped her arms around her knees. She sat there and waited, her
eyes never leaving the face of her visitor, who appeared to be in a
dead sleep. She hoped her new roommate wasn’t seriously
injured.

* * *

Griffin paced back and
forth in Hugh and Lucy’s living room, where all of the family was
gathered. The place reminded him of a dorm room with sleeping bags
and blankets everywhere. With absolutely no lead to where Selene
might be, Hugh and Dexter had suggested they stay together
constantly. There was the need to protect themselves from possible
kidnapping, as Selene had been taken from the heart of their home
without anyone having an inkling of it happening. Also, if somehow
Selene managed to contact them, they’d need to act fast.

But it had been five days now. Five
excruciatingly long days.

“Griffin, you’re giving me
whiplash,” Nate complained, rubbing the back of his
neck.

“Then don’t watch me,”
Griffin snapped.

Nate settled back against the couch
and propped his legs up on the coffee table. “Hey, man, I know
you’re worried, but don’t take it out on me.”

Griffin paused and raked a
hand through his hair. “Sorry, Nate. I just hate feeling as though
we’re being kept in a prison. Reminds me too much of when Ellie and
I were on the run.”

“Is that
what you’re most worried about?” Ellie thought to him. She was out on patrol in her falcon
form. She and Griffin had been trading on and off since Selene had
disappeared.

“Now’s
not the time,” he thought back with
a scowl.

“Now’s
the best time,” his stubborn sister
insisted. “Why can’t you admit that it’s
Selene you’re most concerned about?”

“I’m not
really in the mood to analyze and catalog all my concerns right
now,” he retorted, more harshly
than he’d intended.

“Ellie,” Alex’s voice cut into
their mental conversation. “Sorry darlin’.
I don’t know what you’re saying to him, but Griffin looks as if
he’s ready to choke someone. And since you’re not here to give him
a handy target, I highly suggest you give him a break.”

Griffin heard Ellie’s
sigh. “Fine,” she
muttered. “But don’t think that I’m done
with this topic.”

Griffin shot Alex a
grateful look and was about to thank him when Oren’s form shimmered
into the room.

“Ellie!”

“On my
way,” she called.

Oren got right to the point. “Sheila
caught a flash.”

“Of Selene?” Lucy asked as
she entered the room. She and Adelaide joined Nate on the
couch.

“Yes,” Oren confirmed. “It
was too fast. Not enough time for Sheila to get a solid location on
her, though she’s narrowed it down to the United
States.”

“Is she sure?” Alex
pressed.

“That it was Selene?
Absolutely. Once Sheila has located someone once, she says they
have a unique signature that allows her to easily identify them
after that. It was definitely Selene.”

“So what
now?” Griffin pressed, anxious to be able to finally
do something.

Oren bowed his head. “Unfortunately,
now we wait.”

Before Griffin could come
completely unglued, Lila reached over and laid her hand over his
forearm, gripping tightly. A sense of calm oozed through him. It
wasn’t peace—he was far too keyed up for her to affect him that
much—but he was definitely less agitated.

“This is good news,” Lila
reminded him. “It means Selene is alive. It means that whatever
she’s doing on her end to try to escape might be
working.”

“You’re assuming she’s not
the one blocking Sheila,” he reminded her.

Lila nodded, her resolve clear. “Yes,
I am.”

Griffin gazed into Lila’s green eyes,
took one more deep breath, and relaxed the slightest
bit.

“Okay then. We
wait.”

 



Chapter 19

Selene awoke from what had
been a fitful sleep. Pushing her hair out of her eyes, she sat up
in bed, careful not to disturb the girl now sharing it with her. It
had been close to two days since her roommate had joined her, but
the girl was still out. Selene concluded that she must be in some
sort of coma. People just didn’t sleep like that. She was starting
to worry a bit about the girl’s physical needs given that she
hadn’t had anything to eat or drink in two days. That couldn’t be
good. In an attempt to help, Selene had even tried to drip some of
the water she got from the sink into the girl’s mouth, but it had
dribbled back out again.

Selene strained her ears,
listening for the noise that had woken her up, but heard nothing.
There weren’t any windows in the small room, only an overhead light
that her captors controlled, and that was presently turned off,
leaving them in pitch blackness, so it wasn’t as if she could
really see anything.

Instinctively, she stretched out with
her powers. And that’s when she felt it.

Selene gasped. A hint of a spark, but
it was definitely there. She couldn’t see the color yet, could
barely glimpse the shimmer of light, but someone close by was using
their power.

She held onto that spark.
It wasn’t enough to do anything with—yet. But it was her only hope.
It was almost as if the invisible wall that had been blocking her
powers, unseen but definitely felt, had started to crumble under
her constant attempt to use her abilities, and she now was starting
to break through.

To test her theory, she
pushed harder at that spark, trying to see more of it in the
darkness. It grew slightly, glowing warmly, then shrank back as the
wielder amped up their own pressure on her. But she could still see
that miniscule flicker.

Now she had a shred of
hope, a possible avenue open to her. Selene increased the strength
behind her constant push to use her power. Only enough to add
pressure, but not so much that the blocker—because there had to be
a blocker—might suspect that she had any access to her powers at
all. She needed them to think they still had her completely shut
down. With a small smile, she settled back into bed, cramped as it
was with the two of them sharing it, and went back to
sleep.

A few hours later, the
lights flickered on, casting their sickly fluorescent glow over the
room and waking Selene from the first relatively peaceful slumber
she’d had in several nights. She stretched and glanced over at her
companion, who had yet to show any signs of life. Selene checked
her pulse again, still worried about her. She couldn’t go on like
this much longer, could she?

With a sigh, she swung her
legs over the side of the bed. Curiosity had her checking on that
pinpoint of power she’d been able to see last night. Immediately,
Selene knew that her increased efforts to put pressure on the
blocker were working. The small light of the blocker was definitely
getting larger and she could see a tiny bit more. She
frowned.

I’ll need to be careful
and time this well. The blocker will know
that I’m fighting this and know I’m making headway here.

Breakfast was delivered not
long after the lights turned on, as usual. She spent the rest of
the day focused almost entirely on her task, pausing only to check
on the girl sleeping beside her. By dinnertime, Selene could tell
that her edge over her opponent was growing stronger. Selene felt
like a rock climber reaching for a cliff above her head and barely
touching it with her fingertips. The blocker was just out of her
reach, but with a little patience, she would win this battle of
wills.

“Sel—ne!”

The sound of Oren’s voice
cutting in and out had Selene jumping up off the bed with a gasp
and spinning in a circle, expecting to see her old friend standing
beside her. But other than her unconscious companion, she was still
alone in her hole of a room.

“Oren?”
she called out tentatively. Maybe
I’m finally losing it. Selene moved into a
corner so she could see the entire room and waited.

“—lene. Can y…hear
m…?”

The ghostly form of Oren
flickered in and out before her eyes, the sound of his voice
skipping like a track on a scratched vinyl record.

“I’m here,” she called,
careful to keep her voice quiet, not wanting her captors to hear.
She reached out to the fading image. “Oren. Oren. I’m
here.”

Selene fell silent and
waited, but Oren didn’t appear. “I’m here,” she whispered,
desperation clawing at her. A sudden thought broke through her
fear.

That blocker must be
holding back Oren, too. I have to be opening up holes in his
ability to contain me.

With a deep breath, Selene
sat down in the middle of the floor and crossed her legs. She
stayed motionless, with her eyes closed, and concentrated on
battling for supremacy over the person who held her captive. They
were both exhausted after days of deliberate and constant effort to
undermine each other, but Selene had endured years of constant
effort. She knew she could win this battle of wills.

A few hours later the
lights clicked off, but Selene didn’t move. She hadn’t wavered for
even a second from the silent clash in which she was engaged. Her
hair was plastered to her head. She was soaked in sweat with the
effort of her struggle.

Suddenly, Selene could make out a
faint sound.

“Selene!”

Ellie’s voice sounded as though it was
coming through on an old telephone. But it was
something.

Selene slowly opened her
eyes, careful not to break her concentration, but the lights were
still off, and she couldn’t see a thing through the pitch black.
She didn’t dare to try to talk back to Ellie for fear she’d lose
the ground she’d gained, but she could feel her in her mind, as
though she stood on the other side of the wall. Selene gave a last
desperate push against her jailor.

“Selene!”

Just as Selene was about to
collapse from her effort, Ellie’s and Charlotte’s voices told her
they were in the room, right beside her. Their presence gave her
the much needed strength to hold on a little while
longer.

“I’m here. Help me,” she
pleaded, still frozen in place.

“I can’t see a thing. Where
are you?” Charlotte stage-whispered.

“In the middle of the
floor,” Selene replied. “And there’s a girl on the bed, too. To my
left. Make sure you grab her when we go.”

Without hesitation or
question, she could hear Charlotte as she started feeling around
for the bed. Ellie dropped to the floor beside Selene and took her
hands. Nothing happened.

“I can’t feel my powers,”
Ellie gasped.

Selene was shaking with the
effort she was now expending. Inspiration struck. She backed off on
her attack and instead pushed a small amount of her power into
Ellie, shielding them both.

Power pulsed between them in electric
waves. Pins and needles rushed through her.

“Push against the blocker
with me,” Selene instructed, feeling stronger by the
second.

Together they forced back
the light surrounding them until it reached the source and
dimmed.

“Keep going.” Selene
gritted through her teeth. This was about survival.

Ellie gave her hands a
squeeze.

The blocker was becoming
weaker. She couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but Selene
could see their growing feebleness by the flickering of the glow
inside them, like a light bulb as it blinks though its last moments
before finally burning out. Suddenly the power extinguished, the
pressure giving way completely. By Ellie’s small grunt, Selene knew
she’d felt it, too.

“Did it work? Are we free?”
Ellie asked, gasping for air.

“I can’t be positive.
Please, try to get us out of here!” Selene begged.

If it hadn’t been dark in
the room, she’d be seeing spots in her vision about now. As
exhaustion overtook her, her environment shifted.

Ellie had listened to her. They were
finally free.

 



Chapter 20

“Oh, thank goodness!”
Lucy’s exclamation had Griffin sprinting for the family
room.

He rounded the corner to find Ellie
and Charlotte returned. Competing emotions of relief and worry
slammed through him at the sight of Selene slumped over on the
couch and a young girl on the floor, who was also out like a
light.

Ellie dropped to her knees
beside Selene’s unconscious form. “Hugh!”

Hugh was by her side instantly and
quickly started moving his hands over Selene’s body. Meanwhile,
Adelaide and Charlotte hovered over the other girl, checking her
pulse for any signs of life.

“What happened? I couldn’t
hear you! Are you okay?” Griffin asked. Helpless was the worst damn
feeling in the world, but there was nothing he could do to help
right now.

“I’ve never felt anything
like that!” Ellie pushed a trembling hand through her hair. “They
had some kind of…blocker. Someone who could keep you from using
your powers.”

“Like Selene?” Griffin
asked, staring at the motionless girl on the couch, willing her to
open her eyes.

Ellie shook her head as she
accepted a glass of water from Alex. “No…Selene turns things off,
like a switch. This was more like the second we appeared, our
abilities, all of them, were gone. Kind of a blanket power remover.
And Selene…” She shuddered. “She was fighting them. Fighting
against that force, I mean. Hell…she must have been pushing against
that for days. I helped her at the end…”

Ellie paused, and the color leached
from her face. She held a hand to her mouth as though she was about
to heave.

“You all right?” Alex
asked, concerned.

“Here.” Adelaide handed him
a cool, damp washcloth, and he gingerly patted Ellie’s forehead.
She gave him a grateful smile.

“Thanks…I’ll be okay.” She
took another sip of water and continued. “Selene had absolutely no
strength left. Only enough to create a little bubble to shield me,
let me tap back into my gifts. Then together we pushed against the
blocker until we turned off their power. It felt like lifting a
ten-ton boulder off us.”

“Wow…crazy,” someone
breathed.

Tears trickled down Ellie’s
cheeks. “We were only there maybe five or ten minutes. I have no
idea how she held on as long as she did without help. Is she going
to be okay, Hugh?”

“I don’t know,” Hugh
replied quietly.

“What do you mean?”
Griffin’s voice reflected his grim fear, his feet rooted to the
spot where he stood. She had to be okay.

Hugh wiped one hand over
his face and shook his head. “Physically, she’s fine. Not a scratch
on her, as far as I can tell.”

“Then what’s wrong with
her?” Lucy laid a hand on her husband’s shoulder.

“She’s got to be
exhausted,” Ellie murmured. “I battled for only a few minutes and
with her help, and I’m a wreck. Maybe she just needs some
rest.”

“But if she were merely
asleep, I should still be able to hear her thoughts,” Griffin
insisted.

“She might be shielding
them from you without trying,” Nate suggested. “You’ve said you
have trouble hearing her anyway, right?”

Griffin shrugged, his expression
closed.

“Is there anything you can
do, Dad?” Adelaide pleaded.

Hugh glanced at Ellie, who
shook her head. “I think she’ll just have to rest,” she
answered.

“Who’s this?” Hugh asked as
he started to examine the young stranger.

“No idea,” Charlotte said.
“She was in the room with Selene, and she insisted we bring her
with us.”

“Is she okay?” Ellie
asked.

Hugh let out a deep sigh.
“I can’t tell with her, either. Like Selene, she’s physically fine.
But there appears to be something more than exhaustion keeping her
out. Not quite sure what. It’s more as if she’s in a state of
hibernation or stasis. I think someone’s tampered with her
somehow.” He shook his head. “Let’s get them both up into a bed.
You too, Ellie. You look dead on your feet.”

While Nate picked up the
young girl, Griffin scooped Selene’s limp form up into his arms.
They headed upstairs, and Lila hurried ahead to turn down the
covers of both beds in Selene’s room. Gently, Griffin laid her down
in her own bed, then retreated as the girls went about getting her
changed into pj’s.

After Selene and her young
companion were settled, the entire family gathered in the living
room, except for Griffin, who remained upstairs, watching over
Selene and the unknown girl. He couldn’t walk away from her. What
if they took her all over again? The pain that squeezed his heart
at the thought kept him at her side.

Instead, he listened in from upstairs,
watching from his sister’s eyes as Ellie curled into Alex’s arms as
they sat on the couch.

Hugh shook his head at Ellie. “I
thought I said you should be in bed, young lady.”

“I will, just as soon as we
finish talking,” she answered around a yawn.

“I’ll make sure of it,”
Alex added, running a tender hand over Ellie’s hair.

“What do we do now?” Dexter
asked.

“I think we should wait for
Selene to wake up.” Adelaide plopped down on the loveseat with
Nate. “We need to see what she knows before we do anything
else.”

“I think we need to have
someone watching over her at all times,” Lucy said. “What if they
try to kidnap her again?”

Heads nodded around the
room.

“And who knows what
condition she’ll be in when she wakes up?” Adelaide added. “She
might need a friendly face.”

“We can take it in shifts
like last time,” Ramsey said. “I’ll go first.”

Ellie watched as Lila squirmed in her
seat and shot him an irritated frown before she glanced up at the
ceiling above and cringed.

“What’s
up, Lila?” she mentally asked her,
tapping into Griffin’s telepathy.

Lila’s shoulders slumped
slightly. “Was I that obvious?”

“No. I just know that your
emotion sensing has been on high alert lately.”

“Ugh! We need to work more
on my control or Griffin is going to send me ’round the
bend.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. He’s all over the
place when it comes to Selene. And Ramsey’s not making it any
easier.”

Ellie released a mental
sigh. She suspected Ramsey’s behavior might be bothering Lila even
more than Griffin’s swinging emotions, if that were
possible.

“Okay.
We’ll work on your control this week,” Ellie promised.

Alex leaned forward and
whispered in Ellie’s ear, “You going to explain to me what that was
about?”

She nuzzled into him and nodded.
“Tonight.”

Griffin ignored Lila’s irritation and
clamped down on his irrational jealousy. Ramsey and Selene had
become friendly lately. Of course he’d noticed.

And why should I let that
bother me? I’m glad that she has a friend.

“This one’s practically
falling asleep on me,” Alex announced, interrupting Griffin’s
internal monologue. “Time for bed, I think.”

“Ellie,” Griffin
telepathically called his twin.

“You’re going to leave,
right?”

Griffin held back a
grimace. “That obvious?”

“Not
really. I know you, that’s all.” She paused. “She’s going to think
you hate her, you know,” she
warned.

“I’m going to have to take
that chance. I think it’s more likely that she’s not going to want
me anywhere near her. And I can’t just sit here and wait while we
still have no idea who took her and how.”

“I would argue that first
point if I thought it would get me anywhere. But it sounds like you
have a plan?”

“Maybe. When you found
Selene, did you know where you were?”

“I caught a few flashes
when Charlotte teleported us in, before that blocker kicked in.
Enough, I think, to get you there.”

“Far?”

“I don’t
think so, because I could still hear you until the last
minute.” That was good. Their
shared telepathy had a distance limit. “Here’s what I saw,” Ellie said.
Griffin watched as Ellie showed him what she’d caught.

He let his gaze trail over
Selene’s delicate features. He’d seen her face hundreds of times in
his dreams, memorized every curve, every line. He reached out and
brushed a tendril of hair off her forehead.

“Send Ramsey on
up.”

 



Chapter 21

Consciousness did not return to Selene
gradually.

“Wake up, Selene. Your
people need you!” Oren’s voice was like a blast of thunder jolting
her out of sleep, and her eyes flew open. Soon she was assailed by
memories, and she gasped. Panicked, she searched the room and took
in her surroundings.

I’m at Hugh and Lucy’s.
I’m safe now.

She let out a relieved
sigh and relaxed slightly as realization of where she was sank in.
Then she realized someone was dozing in the chair beside her bed.
For a brief moment, she thought…hoped…it was Griffin. But she
quickly realized it was Ramsey.

“You must be sick of having
to watch me sleep,” Selene murmured.

Immediately, Ramsey’s eyes
opened. “Hey, there. Huh, we do seem to spend a lot of time
watching people sleep. Ellie last year, now you twice.” He sat
forward and leaned his elbows on his knees. “Welcome back to the
land of the living. How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve been run over by
a truck.” She groaned and propped herself upright in the bed. “Ugh!
How long was I out?”

“It’s been about a day or
so.”

“You’ve got to be kidding
me!”

He chuckled at her astonished
expression. “You must’ve been pretty tired.”

“I guess so.”

“What do you
remember?”

She shook her head. “Everything…I
think.” She sat up straighter. “Did they save the girl that was in
my room?”

He reached out and squeezed
her hand. “Yeah. She’s still out cold, but Hugh says there’s
nothing physically wrong with her.” He shrugged. “We moved her to a
room at Dex and Charlotte’s house, and they’re watching
her.”

“Good.” Then the memory of
what had woken her filtered back into her consciousness, and her
shoulders tensed more.

“Oren called for me. Was he
in here?”

He frowned. “No.”

“Something’s wrong. Gather
the others. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

He must’ve caught her
urgency because Ramsey jumped up and left the room. She flipped
back the covers and dressed as fast as her still-weak limbs would
allow. She threw on whatever came to hand first, which ended up
being jeans and a comfy red sweater. Then she rushed
downstairs—well, technically, she leaned on the banister and
wobbled downstairs, but she made it. As she entered the living
room, she was immediately engulfed in a warm hug from Lucy,
followed by everyone else.

Selene was taken aback.
Hugs were not the norm in her life. But the family’s affection was
contagious, and she found herself returning their
embraces.

“We were worried about
you,” Hugh said, his hands on her shoulders.

“Let me get you something
to eat,” Lucy said, bustling around to put action to
words.

Their concern warmed her heart, like
lying under a soft blanket in the winter. Other than Oren, it’d
been a long time since anyone had cared about her
welfare.

“Thank you,” she whispered.
Only her desperate need to speak with Oren immediately kept
Selene’s emotions in check.

She could feel Griffin’s absence. In
vain, she glanced around for him, though she knew, even without
asking, that he wasn’t there. But she couldn’t dwell on that
now.

“Oren, we’re ready,” she
called out.

Immediately, his ghost-like
figure appeared before her. He bowed deeply. “It warms my heart to
see you safe, my lady.”

Selene allowed herself a tiny smile
for her old friend. “Thank you, Oren.”

“Unfortunately, the news I
bear is not the—” He abruptly stopped speaking as Griffin walked
into the room.

“Please go ahead, Oren,”
Griffin said after several moments of awkward silence.

“I was saying that the news
I bring is not pleasant.”

Selene’s eyes widened. “What has
happened?”

“Maddox
has been approaching other Svatura clans and families,” Oren
explained.

“To take them over?” Nate
asked.

“Not quite…possibly worse.
He’s turning them against us. These are people that the Vyusher
attacked while under Gideon’s control. They have every reason and
every right to hate us and to wish for revenge.”

Selene’s expression remained neutral,
but inside she was a raging storm of conflicted emotions. The room
erupted with frantic outbursts.

“Wasn’t Maddox one of
Gideon’s lieutenants? Why wouldn’t they turn on him, too?” Dexter
asked.

“But they need to know that
Gideon was responsible for all of that, not the rest of the pack!”
Adelaide declared.

“If we could forgive the Vyusher, anyone could,” Ellie
said.

“We can’t fight them,
though,” Hugh insisted. “These are good people who’ve
suffered.”

Selene waited patiently.
Eventually, the din died down, fading to silence, and all eyes
turned to her.

“Oren?” With the one word,
she was asking for guidance from her trusted friend.

“You should come home,” he
advised. “Bring your new friends with you. They could, perhaps,
convince the other clans of the truth.”

“But I can’t—” Selene
started.

“The Council has instructed
me to extend an invitation to you all,” Oren cut her off. He
glanced around her at the others in the room. “They prefer to offer
an apology to you in person, if you accept.”

Shoulders back, head held high, Selene
turned to face her new friends. “I will not ask you to put your
lives in danger for us. Not after what we’ve already put you
through.”

They all stared at her in
silence. Then Ellie reached for her hand. “If you think we’re
letting you go through this on your own, especially when we have a
real chance to help save lives on both sides, then you’ve got
another think coming.”

Selene took a shuddering
breath and shook her head. “I can’t let you do that,” she
whispered.

“You
should know by now that no one lets Ellie do anything,” Alex said.
“She just does it.”

“And this time we agree
with her. We’re coming with you. We can help,” Lucy
insisted.

“You understand this
situation could easily degrade into outright war?” Selene looked at
each one of them directly, gauging the strength of their
convictions. She couldn’t allow herself to rely on people who might
abandon her in the end.

“We won’t walk away from
this, or from you,” Griffin said. He’d been silent up till now,
watching from the wall he seemed to be propping up. Her shields
were up, but it was as if he’d just read her mind.

Indecision hung over Selene
like a cloud. She turned to face Oren, who gave her a small nod.
“All right.”

“What’ll we do about
classes?” Adelaide asked. “Spring semester starts next
week.”

“Maybe Charlotte could take
us back and forth?” Selene finally suggested. “I want to at least
try to finish my first year.” Who knew how long they’d be dealing
with this. Could be weeks, could be years.

She glanced around and was relieved to
see nods of agreement. The fact that these people trusted her gave
her a much needed morale boost. “I need to keep my office going as
well,” Hugh added.

“Gather what you need for a
long stay. We leave tonight,” she said.

Oren’s form disappeared,
and the Jenners and Pierces scattered to prepare for their travel.
Selene needed a shower. She could smell the stench on her body
after days of not washing more than her face, and her hair was a
tangled, disgusting mass. She moved toward the stairs, passing
Ellie and Griffin, who appeared engaged in a mental
conversation.

As she passed Griffin, he
snaked his hand out and grabbed her wrist. She turned to him with
wide eyes to find his expression unreadable. She glanced down at
his hand when he didn’t let go, but he only tightened his grip. “I
have something I have to do,” he said.

“I understand.”

“I’m not leaving you. I’m
trying to help.”

She searched his eyes for
some clue to his thoughts, but both of them were wary and neither
was giving the other anything to go on. “But you can’t tell
me?”

He shifted his grip to lift
her hand so that he could take it in both of his, then pinned her
with a look that made her heart stutter. “I need you to trust
me.”

She stared up at him. “Like you trust
me?”

“Yes.”

That was it. Just one word
with a wealth of meaning behind it. She had no idea what to think.
Putting her trust in his hands would go one of two ways: he’d leave
her again, or he wouldn’t.

“Do what you feel is best.”
It was the most she could give him.

He stared at her for a long minute,
even opened his mouth like he wanted to argue, but he shut it
again. With a curt nod and a squeeze of her hand, he turned and
headed out the door. Her confusion grew with every step he took
away from her.

 



Chapter 22

“They still at it?” Lila
asked Ellie as she sauntered up. Ellie and Alex were camped outside
the massive doors that led to the main chamber where Selene was
sequestered with the Vyusher High Council.

Ellie couldn’t break her
concentration to answer. Without Griffin close by, she wasn’t able
to read any minds, so she had to rely on the good old-fashioned
strategy of listening through the keyhole.

“Twenty-seven hours and
counting,” Alex muttered and flipped a page of the book he was
reading for school.

Lila grinned. “You still
here, too, Alex? This place is like a mausoleum. I feel like the
clock stopped in the eighteen hundreds and hasn’t started back up.
You can practically smell the old on it.” She sniffed theatrically.
“Smells like stale air and dust.”

Without turning around,
Ellie put her finger to her lips. “Shhhh. I can barely hear as it
is.”

Alex just shrugged and
whispered, “I’m here to make sure she behaves.” He reached across the
hall with a booted foot and tapped Ellie’s behind.

Ellie did turn this time
to wrinkle her nose at her te’sorthene. She suddenly did a bit
of a double take as it registered who was standing
there.

She waved her over. “Lila, come
here.”

Lila leaned down and stage-whispered,
“What?”

“Can you feel any part of
what’s going on in there?”

“Are you asking me to use
my powers in nefarious ways?” Lila pretended to twirl an imaginary
mustache like a villain in a cheesy old movie. She received a stony
glare from Ellie in return.

“You might not want to
tease her right now,” Alex warned, only half-joking.

“Oh, all right. Sheesh!”
Lila was silent for some time as she tuned in her abilities on the
debate happening in the next room.

Finally, she relaxed from her intense
stance and shook her head. “No one is lying. That’s the only
obvious thing I can feel. They all believe their words with
conviction. Emotions are all over the place—fear and frustration
the most prevalent.”

“Do you think you could
help Selene out?” Ellie asked. Then she slashed her hand through
the air. “Never mind. We can’t have them claiming that we
interfered. She has to do this on her own.”

“Now your frustration is practically overwhelming me.” Lila clutched
her chest dramatically.

Ellie gave her a playful swat. “Ha
ha.”

“Someone’s coming,” Alex
coughed.

“Hearing anything
interesting?” a deep voice asked.

Ellie and Lila turned to
see a tall, blond, green-eyed hunk of a man staring down at them.
He flashed his perfectly white, straight teeth in a charming
smile.

“And you are?” Lila
inquired.

“Desmond O’Moore. But you
can call me Dez.” He leaned against the wall, crossing one ankle
over the other and casually stuffing his hands in his back pockets,
the muscles in his arms flexing at the small movement.

“Ah.” Lila looked up him up
and down. “Selene mentioned you.”

His full lips tilted up in a lopsided
grin. “She did, did she? All good, I hope.”

Lila gave a noncommittal
shrug. “I’m Lila. Ellie. Alex.” She waved a hand in their
directions.

Ellie gave him a quick wave. Alex
stood to shake hands, then sat back down.

“How’s it going in there?”
Dez tipped his head toward the double doors.

“It doesn’t appear to be
wrapping up anytime soon. That Xavier guy won’t lay off,” Ellie
grumbled, as she pressed her face back to the tiny
keyhole.

Dez gave a dry chuckle.
“Yeah. He can be a major pain. Well, gotta run. Nice to meet you.
Oh, and when she’s finally let out, tell Selene I said welcome back
and I’ll see her later.” With a wink, he wandered back down the
hall.

“Are you staring at his
butt?” Ellie accused.

“It’s worth staring at,”
Lila replied unrepentantly. “I never could resist a surfer’s
build.”

* * *

Selene ignored the urge to
run her hands over her face, fighting her mental and physical
exhaustion. Despite the fact that she was still recovering from her
abduction and fight to get free, as soon as Charlotte had
teleported them to the castle, Selene had called a gathering of the
High Council. She’d met with immediate resistance.

“While we have permitted
you to come here, that does not, by any means, give you permission
to rule,” Xavier stated before all the members Council had even
finished gathering.

Selene looked him directly
in the eyes. “Let’s wait for all of the Council to be assembled,
Xavier.”

The man’s mouth tightened, but he took
his seat and waited in sullen silence. Once all the members had
gathered, Selene stood and faced them.

“Just to
make sure I understand. After essentially being disowned as
untrustworthy and abandoned by my family, I am
allowed to come here. I
am allowed to
bring my very powerful friends who defeated our entire pack,
including my brother, whom not one of the Vyusher—myself
included—could defeat. I assume that we are also
allowed to fight for
you? Defend you? Die for you? But leading you is out. Is that
correct?”

For a good minute, no one in the room
spoke. They were not used to their princess being anything but
polite.

“I am sure that Xavier
meant no offense,” Mireilla said in an attempt to smooth over the
situation.

“Then perhaps he should
consider his words more carefully in the future,” Selene snapped.
She paused to regain her composure. “I am here for the Vyusher, for
my pack. I will never turn my back on them. I will never walk away
from them. But I am no longer subject to the rulings of this
Council.”

No one had responded to
that statement. After another moment, Selene had gracefully resumed
her seat and folded her hands neatly on the table in front of her.
“Now what, if anything, has been discussed so far?”

That had been twenty-seven hours ago,
and still they sat there, debating. Selene, for the most part, had
remained relatively silent, preferring instead to see what
arguments were put forth.

Xavier and Mireilla were
determined that Maddox had no intention of hurting the Vyusher, but
that, in trying to apologize to the other tribes, he’d unwittingly
stirred up the current conflict. Selene had covered her snort of
disbelief with a discreet cough.

Others were still debating
their options. They’d apparently already sent envoys to the tribes
in an attempt to negotiate a truce. Not a single one had returned
successful. Some had not returned at all. At least two of the
tribes were considering declaring war.

Every time Selene had
offered an opinion, she was shut down. The fire of her original
outburst, stoked by impotent anger at everything in her life that
had led to this moment, had burnt itself out. Her history of
submission, with Gideon and with these Elders, all worked against
her, despite her short bout of confidence, and the immensity of
saving her people while dealing with these bureaucrats weighed
heavily on her.

Even when Gideon had ruled
over her life, she’d never felt as small and alone as she did at
that moment.

“Council,” Oren spoke up.
“I suggest that we adjourn this meeting temporarily. We all need
rest, and perhaps a little distance will shed some light on our
path.”

Rising gratefully, Selene
smoothed the crumpled skirt she’d changed into—was it yesterday?
—and hid her fatigue behind her practiced expression of chilly
imperturbability as she wound her way through the circular set-up
of seats and desks.

Oren took her elbow and
held her back so that they were the last to leave. “I have placed
the unconscious young lady in a comfortable room near yours. While
your friend Hugh says she’s somehow surviving without the normal
use of any bodily functions such as the need to eat or relieve
herself, we went ahead and set up some basic medical care, like an
IV. We think her condition is magically induced—she seems to be
frozen in some sort of stasis. Angelica is staying with
her.”

Selene raised her eyebrows.
“I hadn’t thought of that. Angelica’s gift of soothing whomever she
comes into contact with might help the girl to wake up.”

They exited the chamber. She was
unsurprised to find Ellie and Alex lingering in the hallway, and
she led them toward her chambers.

“We need to talk. Can you
gather the others without anyone noticing?” she asked once they
were safely inside her room.

“Should be easy enough,”
Ellie said.

“There’s a clearing about
two miles southwest of here. I’ll show Charlotte. Then we can all
meet there tonight. Let’s say midnight?”

They both nodded, and
Selene ushered them out. She quickly found Charlotte and showed her
where to bring everyone later that night. She returned to her room
alone and gratefully collapsed onto the vast four-poster bed. When
Gideon had been killed, the Council had suggested she take over the
ruler’s chambers. She’d been reluctant. This had been her parents’
bed. For months, she’d felt their souls looming over her, like the
mahogany wood and thick, tapestry-like curtains. At the moment, all
she cared about was rest as the bed wrapped her in blessed
darkness.

Selene closed her eyes,
slowed her breathing, and concentrated on her gift. Sinking into a
trance-like state, she opened her eyes to find that she was
standing in a gloomy, misty nothingness. She knew exactly where she
was—on the edge of dreams where she could pick and choose whom she
visited. Selene willed herself into Griffin’s head.

“Griffin?” she
called.

Before she could enter the dream,
Griffin shocked her as he came walking toward her in the mist. He’d
never found her there before.

“I’d hoped you would
contact me,” he spoke without preamble. “But I can’t talk right
now. Where I am, I need to keep half my mind aware while I sleep in
case I need to wake fast. I can’t do that when I talk to you in our
dreams.”

“I understand. Can you just
tell me—?”

Griffin jerked his head to the side,
as though he was listening to something.

“I have to go. You have to
let me wake up.”

The urgency in his voice spurred
Selene to act quickly. “Go. Be safe,” she called and let Griffin’s
mind drift away from her.

She opened her eyes and
stared at the canopy above her bed. With a long breath, she flipped
onto her side, determined to get some sleep before she met her
friends in the clearing. As she drifted back to unconsciousness,
she had one final thought…

Please let him be
okay…

 



Chapter 23

“Hey, watch it!” Lila
dodged a fireball that flew past her and crashed into a tree which
went up like a torch, the pinecones bursting and sending a strong
smell, like a campfire, drifting on the breeze. Trees, not quite as
thick as the field where they practiced in Colorado, surrounded
them in false safety. They had about a football field-sized area to
use for the practices.

“Sorry!” Ramsey called from
across the clearing. He turned to Selene with a sheepish grin and
shrugged.

“You do realize the goal is
to try to herd our opponents, not to actually light them on fire,
don’t you?” she asked, her tone dry.

He held up his hands in surrender. “I
know, I know!”

Charlotte silently
teleported in, appearing beside them as though she’d been standing
there all along. She had Lucy in tow. “I still don’t understand why
you can’t just turn off all their powers,” Charlotte said as she
pushed back her dark hair that the wind had blown into her
face.

This had been a constant
debate among the family members for the last two months. Two
agonizingly long months
with Griffin nowhere to be found. “These are not our enemies,
Charlotte,” Selene said patiently. “No matter how much Maddox tries
to make them so. They’ve suffered enough at Vyusher hands, and I
won’t perpetuate that situation.”

“Besides,” Ramsey chimed
in, “do we really want to be responsible for significantly
decreasing the numbers of our own race?”

Lila rolled her eyes, and
Ramsey frowned. Selene’s lips twitched in amusement as she cleared
her throat. Those two really needed to figure out whatever was
going on between them.

“Is everyone here?” she
called out to the group. After receiving a round of nods and yeses.
she signaled for Ellie to go ahead.

“Defenders, you know the
drill,” Ellie reminded everyone. They’d been secretly practicing
battle techniques since arriving at the Vyusher castle. The
defenders’ role was to direct, guide, or manipulate the offenders
in such a way that no one got hurt.

“Remember, the objective is
to keep a full-on battle from breaking out and gain enough time to
convince them of our relative innocence and future good
intentions.” She could see the group was set. “Ready?
Go!”

Ramsey, Selene, Lila, Nate,
and Charlotte stood shoulder to shoulder. Ellie, Alex, Lucy,
Adelaide, Hugh, and Dexter charged, running straight at them, only
to be stopped short by a wall of flame that slammed up, blocking
them from their intended targets. Just as swiftly, the fire was
doused. Selene nodded at Ramsey. They’d discussed the use of his
powers specifically, finally deciding that any action he took
should cause no harm and be removed as soon as any immediate threat
was reduced.

Adelaide and Hugh bent to
the ground, grabbing anything they could find—rocks and sticks
mostly—and threw it in the air, directed at the defenders. Dexter
instantly turned those items into lead, and Alex used his power to
thrust them into a greater speed. The result was a steady barrage
of small but heavy missiles.

Nate caught every single
object launched at them. His inhuman strength and speed allowed him
to easily deal with all their projectiles. Rather than tossing them
back, though, he dropped each one to the ground with a
ploof of dirt and dust
that sprayed up under each.

Ellie shifted into the form of a
massive, midnight-black jaguar. She gave a terrible scream and
charged at them, fangs bared.

“Hands!” Charlotte yelled.
As soon as they were all connected, she teleported them behind the
offensive line and out of harm’s way. As soon as they reappeared,
however, Alex froze them completely in place. Held immobile, they
watched with apparent helplessness as the offensive team charged
yet again.

Selene reached out with her
mind. She found Alex’s bright golden light and turned it off, like
flipping a switch—or more appropriately, like cutting the
power.

Free of the force that had
been holding them, the defensive team backed up. Seeing their
movement, the offenders slowed their attack before they stopped
altogether. Ellie’s eyes ignited, becoming twin flames of blue.
Selene knew what was coming next.

The dragon.

Selene reached for Ellie’s
powers, and found the violet-blue glow inside her. Flipping this
switch, however, would prove to be much more difficult. The two
women locked in on each other in a silent battle of
wills.

Suddenly, Ellie stopped
fighting and turned off the dragon shift herself. The offenders’
expressions became peaceful, almost zen-like. Selene glanced at
Lila, who grinned back, confirming that she was using her ability
to heal emotions on them, only she was making them all feel
content.

“That’s enough I think,
Lila.” Selene laid a gentle hand on her friend’s shoulder. “We
don’t want the other tribes saying that they only agreed to peace
because their emotions were manipulated.”

Oren’s image shimmered into
appearance next to a nearby tree, catching her attention. She held
up her hands in a T-shape, which she’d seen Nate do a couple of
times when he was teaching the younger Vyusher wolves how to play
football or basketball.

“That’s it for now. I have
to return to the castle,” she said. She walked over to Oren’s
transparent form. “Is it time already?”

He grimaced.
“Unfortunately, yes.” With a nod she started to turn away to go to
Charlotte, when Oren’s voice stopped her. “My lady?”

She turned back. “Something else,
Oren?”

“One of the Svatura can
turn items to metal?”

“Yes. Did you see
that?”

He frowned. “I vaguely
remember that your brother had access to someone who could
manipulate metal like that. I believe it’s one of the reasons we
have so much gold in our stores. I’ve only ever known of one person
with that ability in all my years.”

“Ah,” Selene said,
comprehension dawning. “Dexter would’ve told me if he’d been
associated with Gideon. I doubt it was he, but I admit it’s a
little odd that we’d meet another one. Worth checking into further.
Thank you, Oren.”

Oren gave a formal half-bow before his
image faded away. Selene made her way over to Charlotte to teleport
back to the castle.

“Um, Selene?” Nate cleared
his throat. “Do you know your eyes started glowing a minute ago?
Like Ellie’s do just before she goes all dragon? Only yours were
hot pink and a little creepy.”

Selene blinked. “Maybe that happens
when I’m trying to turn off a particularly strong
power?”

“We should test that theory
out,” Ellie suggested.

“Worth a try. But we must
get back now. Charlotte?” She held out her arm, and the others
reached toward her. A moment later they were standing inside the
library, the familiar scent of parchment, old paper, and leather
filling her nostrils.

Selene didn’t betray by
even a twitch exactly how much she dreaded returning to the castle.
She’d lost count of the times she’d gone head-to-head with the
Council these last two months, and they were still no closer to
making any progress or decisions. Selene’s feelings of ineptitude
in regard to her ability to influence the Council also continued to
plague her.

“You’ll be fine,” Lila
murmured for her ears alone, as they walked through the corridors.
Selene raised her eyebrows, but Lila merely shrugged and tapped her
chest right over her heart. “I can practically feel your anxiety,
like physical waves beating against me. Despite the fact that you
shield me from most of what you feel. Won’t you please
let—?”

“No.” Selene shook her
head. “I need to face them alone. It’s the right thing to do. I’ll
figure it out.”

“You could at least let me
work with you outside of Council hours on controlling your fear.
Maybe while we’re at school…away from here?”

Selene did a bit of a
double take. “What do you mean? I’ve been controlling my fear all
of my life. I had to with Gideon as a brother.”

Lila grimaced. “From what I
can tell, it’s not that you control your fear. It’s more that you
push it so far down inside you that it doesn’t show. But you’ve
been doing that so long it has built up in your system, like a
toxin. That’s what’s holding you back. We need to find some way to
purge that poison from your soul.”

Selene stopped walking and turned to
face her. “You think my soul is poisoned?”

Lila frowned and rolled her
eyes. “Me and my big mouth. That’s not really what I meant,
exactly. You’re a good person, inside and out. My mother, my
sister, and I—we all have gifts that allow us to see this about
you. But what your brother put you through—and I know you haven’t
shared even a fraction of the reality with us—has left a wound
inside you that continues to fester. Maybe poisoned isn’t the right
word, but you’re definitely hurting, whether you realize it or not.
I only want to help.”

“You think you can fix me?”
Selene whispered.

“Not on my own yet, not
completely. I’m still developing my skills. But with Ellie’s help,
yes, I think we can heal you.”

Selene took a deep breath,
shocked at how much these words affected her. She’d always assumed
that she was damaged goods, but having it confirmed was as if an
icy-cold hand had reached inside her chest and squeezed. She could
taste the bitterness of it like a copper penny in her mouth. But
she could do something about it now.

“Thank you.” She reached
out and laid a hand on Lila’s arm. “Tonight? After the Council
meeting?”

“I’ll meet you in your
chamber and bring Ellie. Adelaide, too,” Lila replied.

Selene smiled briefly before heading
off to argue with the Council yet again. But this time with a
lighter heart.

 



Chapter 24

“To do nothing would be the
equivalent of signing this pack’s death warrant,” Xavier snapped,
glowering at Selene.

Selene remained composed
despite the antagonism directed at her. She crossed her legs under
the table and adjusted the gray silk of her skirt to cover her
knees. “I don’t believe that do
nothing were the words I used,” she
declared. “I said—”

“We all heard what you
said, Princess,” Xavier cut her off. “We’ve been listening to you
and getting nowhere for months now.”

“You cannot, in all
fairness, put the state of this Council’s indecision on my
shoulders alone, Xavier,” she countered. Her voice remained soft, a
stark contrast to Xavier’s harsh tones. She gleaned a small amount
of satisfaction from the fact that the calmer she remained, the
louder and more agitated Xavier became.

“You said it. I didn’t. I
only said we’ve been listening to you speak a great
deal.”

“I’d say we’ve been
listening to you shout a great deal more,” Oren said, stepping in
to defend her yet again. His posture mirrored his sardonic tone,
elbow thrown casually over the back of the chair, eyebrows raised
mockingly.

Xavier narrowed his eyes, as the other
Council members chuckled.

Selene took advantage of
the momentary break in tension and pressed the point she’d been
trying to make. “I think we should send an envoy to the clans
Maddox has turned on us. Try to negotiate a truce with
them.”

“After what we did to them,
peace is not an option now, and you know it. Besides, we already
tried that and got nowhere,” Xavier growled. His eyes glowed with
an eerie sort of light as he gave a small demonstration of his
wolf. Xavier was an alpha by nature and had only deferred to
Selene’s father, followed by her brother, because they’d been more
powerful alphas.

Selene averted her gaze.
She forced herself to keep from ducking her head as well, though
that was her first instinct. Technically, she was an alpha, too,
but she’d never felt powerful enough to directly confront Xavier.
She hated this aspect of being part of a shift wolf pack—all the
hierarchy drama.

“I agree with Selene on
this point. Sending envoys to seek peace with these tribes is the
appropriate step,” Sara, one of the other members, spoke
up.

“I can’t agree,” Thomas’s
gruff voice sounded before Xavier could turn on Sara.

Selene hid her
disappointment behind her calm façade. Thomas rarely spoke up in
Council meetings, though when he did, the others tended to listen.
He and Ida were the oldest members of the group and possibly the
oldest people in the pack. The two of them were true elders in
every sense of the word. Selene had hoped that Thomas might be
counted on to be reasonable, at least.

Thomas continued, “What we
did to those clans, despite it being against our will, was
horrendous. Sending our people to negotiate anything will likely
only result in their deaths.” He left unsaid the numbers of Vyusher
who hadn’t returned from just such a mission already.

Selene contained a deep
sigh and barely restrained herself from drumming her fingers on the
table. “Are you suggesting that we sit back and wait to be
attacked?”

“Obviously, there are no
easy answers here,” Thomas conceded. “I think that first we need to
have a clear leader.”

Selene paled, feeling as if Thomas had
slapped her across the face.

“Exactly!” Xavier slapped
his hand down on the table.

“Let me guess. You nominate
yourself?” Charles, another Council member, spoke up, eyebrows
raised.

“No,” Xavier replied, but
Selene knew he was lying. Smugness settled over him as he saw that
he had the full attention of the Council. “I suggest a union of our
two strongest families, which, at the same time, will provide us
with a true alpha to lead us.”

“What, exactly, are you
suggesting, Xavier?” Oren asked impatiently.

“I’m suggesting that Selene
marry my son, Desmond.”

* * *

Selene couldn’t breathe. Her chest
constricted, crushing her lungs, and she couldn’t get any air in.
Sheer, unadulterated panic consumed her—and she couldn’t stop
it.

I knew the Council had
little faith in me, but this?

As much as she liked
Desmond personally, Selene wouldn’t be tied to someone who wasn’t
her te’sorthene.
She ran a hand through her thick hair and pulled it back from her
face as she weighed her options.

Silently gliding through
the hallways of the castle, the thick stone walls closed in on her
with menacing intent. She tried to appear her normal serene self as
she made her way to the chamber where Angelica was sitting vigil
with their still-unconscious visitor. She let herself into the room
and closed the door before she made her way over to the bed and
gazed at the girl’s sweet face.

Angelica, sitting in a comfy recliner
close by, closed her book and looked up.

“Any change?” Selene
asked.

Angelica shook her head.
“No. She continues to sleep peacefully and without any movement. No
worse. No better.” Tilting her head to the side, she continued,
“But you didn’t come here for her this time.”

Selene blinked her aching
eyes as she smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle out of the navy
comforter on the bed. “No,” she agreed.

“You’re upset about
something and need calming.”

“Yes.”

Angelica pursed her lips. Then she
shrugged and returned to her reading. “Okay.”

Twenty minutes later,
feeling marginally better, Selene made her way back to her own
room. Lila and Ellie wouldn’t be there for another half hour or so,
and she was extremely grateful for the privacy as she closed the
heavy doors behind her. She slumped down on the bed and buried her
face in her shaking hands.

What the hell should I
do?

“They gave you a rough
time, huh?” Griffin’s deep voice caused Selene to spring to her
feet with a shocked gasp.

The one person she’d been
desperate to see the last few months was now lurking in a dark
corner of her room. All of the hurt and frustration of the day, of
the last many weeks, welled up and exploded at the person who had
abandoned her.

“What
are you doing here?” she spat at him.

Griffin ignored her question as he
stalked toward her. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Do
about what?”

“The Council? The pressure
for you to marry? The danger your people face?”

The weight of her responsibilities
threatened to crush her, stealing the breath from her lungs once
again.

“I don’t know,” she stated
in a lifeless voice.

“You do know,” Griffin
countered. He stepped right into her space.

Selene lost it. “Don’t tell
me what I do and don’t know, Griffin Aubrey. You haven’t been here.
I…don’t…know…what…to…do!” She stabbed her index finger against his
chest to punctuate each word. Not that it had any effect. He didn’t
move an inch.

She stopped her assault and
took a deep breath, doing her best not to savor the spicy male
scent of him, something she hadn’t realized she’d missed until this
moment. To give herself some breathing space, she stepped back, her
face regaining its serene expression, even though her hands
clenched at her side.

“I can’t.”

Griffin gently cradled her
face between his palms, centering her attention on him. “Yes, you
can. You know what to do, Selene. Lead your people. Help them survive
this. Help them find their way. Be the alpha that they need. I know
you have it in you.”

“They don’t want me.” She
allowed all the bitterness and helplessness she felt drip through
her words.

“They need you,” Griffin insisted. His steady strength reached through
to her, filling her. “And I…we…will be here with you, every step of
the way.”

Selene gulped. She
desperately wanted to believe him. She needed to believe him. She
needed him. And
he’d left her.

She lowered her gaze. “Where have you
been?”

Ellie’s voice sounded from
across the room. “That’s a very good question. Any
luck?”

Griffin shook his head and turned to
give his sister a hug.

Selene felt the absence of
his touch and shivered but pushed that aside and keyed into the
conversation. “Any luck with what?” She glanced back and forth
between the twins.

“Griffin!” Lila squealed,
rushing to greet him. Adelaide offered him a shy smile as she
followed her sister through the door, closing it behind
her.

“Where have you been?”
Adelaide repeated Selene’s question.

Griffin offered a slightly
crooked smile to the girls. “It’d probably be best if we gathered
the entire family.”

A knock sounded at
Selene’s door, and she opened it to find Desmond standing there. A
lock of his golden hair fell into his eyes. He pushed it back with
a casual hand. He was the last
person she wanted to see at the moment, given
what his father had just suggested. Her face hardened with
irritation, and she moved to slam the door in his face, only to
have him stick out his foot and block it.

In an uncharacteristically
serious voice he said, “I had nothing to do with that suggestion,
Selene. You have to believe me.”

“Do I?” She tilted her chin
and met his gaze with steely resolve. “I’d like you to
leave.”

“Can we talk for a—?” He
broke off and glanced over her shoulder where Griffin now stood
beside her, his hand on the door, arm around her back.

“Can we help you?” he
asked.

She crossed her arms over her chest,
starting to fume. She wasn’t sure which of these two men she was
angrier with at the moment.

“Desmond, Griffin. Griffin,
Desmond.” She waved an irritated hand between the two
men.

“Desmond.” Griffin gave a
quick nod. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too, Gary,” Desmond
replied.

“Griffin,” Selene corrected him with
a frown.

Desmond’s eyes cut back to Selene.
“Can we talk? Please?”

Her lips tightened. “Maybe later,
Desmond.”

Ignoring Griffin, he leaned
in closer. “It’s Dez. And I’ll hold you to that.” He turned and
walked back down the corridor. She watched him go with a thoughtful
frown on her face before she softly closed the door behind him.
She’d thought he was her friend. Had she been wrong? With a small
sigh and a shake of her head, she turned back to the
others.

“All right. Let’s get the
rest of the family in here. Apparently, Griffin needs to tell us
what he’s been up to.”

As she finished speaking,
Charlotte appeared, accompanied by Dexter, Hugh, and Nate.
“Griffin, you scared me half to death popping into my head like
that,” Charlotte gently chastised him while giving him a hug. “I
didn’t even know you were back.” She then disappeared to gather
Ramsey, Lucy, and Alex. Once everyone had been collected and seated
in the sitting area off the side of her room, all eyes turned to
Griffin.

A grim solemnity settled
over him. He stood behind where Ellie was seated and grasped the
back of her chair with his hands. “No good,” he said
simply.

“What was no good? Can
someone please tell me what is going on?” Selene demanded, her
patience wearing thin.

“Griffin has been out
trying to negotiate with the clans that Maddox has infiltrated,”
Ellie answered.

Selene’s shocked gaze
darted to Griffin, who merely shrugged. “I thought I might be able
to show them the truth and defuse this situation before it
escalated.”

“Were you able to find any
of them?” Alex asked.

“Yes, a few. I found one
clan in Brazil, one in Egypt, a couple across Europe, and one in
Louisiana.”

“Wait.” Selene held up a
hand, “How did you find them?”

“Oren and Sheila have been
helping me locate them,” Griffin admitted.

Selene absorbed that piece of
information in silence. Repressing her annoyance at being kept in
the dark, she motioned for him to continue.

“Most of the tribes refused
to speak with me. The Louisiana clan, who are holed up in a swamp,
by the way, sicced a shifter on me. So I would say they were rather
hostile.”

“What kind of shifter?”
Ramsey wondered.

“An alligator.”

“Awesome!” Nate crowed.
“Ellie, you gotta touch that guy so you can be an alligator, too.
Add it to your list.”

Griffin wasn’t amused. “Yeah, well, it
wasn’t so awesome when I didn’t have the option to fly out of
there. Ellie was too far away for me to use her falcon.”

“Still think it’s pretty
cool,” Nate muttered. Adelaide gave him a gentle nudge.

“Something I don’t
understand, though,” Griffin continued, “is that all three clans
appeared to be fairly large. I’m talking fifty to even a hundred in
number. How is that possible? I thought Gideon would’ve found them
for sure.”

Selene cleared her throat.
“I hid them from him,” she admitted. “Or more accurately, I hid
them from Sheila.”

“But Sheila found us,” Hugh
pointed out.

“And I thought you could
only hide small numbers of Svatura,” Alex added.

Selene folded her hands
neatly in her lap and sat up straight. “I knew about those clans
because we’d attacked them before,” she explained. “When I started
hiding the survivors from Sheila’s watch, as I did with you—” Her
eyes flicked to Ellie and Griffin. “They were in small numbers, but
they banded together with others over the years. I found that my
powers to keep them off Sheila’s radar grew with their numbers. As
long as I knew about them first, I could hide them.”

She let that sink in for a
moment. “And to respond to your comment, Hugh, if I wasn’t aware of
someone to hide, Sheila usually found them before I did. That’s how
she found you first. I would’ve protected you if I could have. I
hope you all know that.”

“Of course we do, sweetie.”
Lucy crossed the room to sit beside Selene and hug her. “We trust
you. It’s just that there are things we’re all still learning about
each other.”

Selene managed a small
smile.

“My lady.” Oren’s ghostly
projection appeared in the center of the room. He glanced around at
the faces in the room, pausing a moment at Griffin to offer him a
brief nod. To Selene, he said, “Urgent news. Samuel believes an
attack is imminent. He believes they are either trying to acclimate
to our colder temperatures or waiting for warmer
weather.”

“Who’s Samuel?” Dexter
asked.

“He has the gift of
prophecy,” Selene explained. She glanced back at Oren. “Gather the
Council. I’ll be there directly.”

Oren gave a small bow and
disappeared.

Selene turned to the
others. “Hugh, please fill Griffin in on the plan we’ve been
practicing. Lila, Ellie, let’s get started. We only have twenty
minutes or so.”

“Get started on what?”
Griffin asked.

Adelaide nudged him toward the door.
“It’s between us girls.”

Selene followed. “Hey, wait
a second,” she said to Griffin.

He turned and propped his hands up in
the doorway, crowding her, but she refused to step back.
“Yeah?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”
The question had been bugging her since she found out where he
was.

“If any of the people I
visited had a telepath, I wanted them to be able to see that I was
there by choice, that you had no part of it. Like me, they’re going
to have to learn to trust you.”

She considered that for a moment. It
made sense, even if his silence had hurt. “Oh.”

In a sudden move, he
reached out and pulled her into his arms, wrapping her in a big
hug. “I missed you,” he murmured into her hair.

Selene allowed herself to
sink into his embrace, inhaling the spicy scent of him and soaking
up his warmth. She wanted more, but she had something important to
do, so she stepped back instead.

He let her go.

“We’ll talk
later?”

He nodded.

 



Chapter 25

“So…you and
Selene?”

Griffin tensed before he
slowly turned around to face the guy he’d just met. The one who
apparently was the best candidate for Selene’s King. Which meant he
already didn’t like him. Didn’t help that Dez had grown up with
Selene and probably knew her better than Griffin did. At least at
the moment.

All he’d been able to do
the last few months was think of her. No matter how many
rejections, how many crazy situations, he’d kept going, hoping he
could help her in some little way. Partly to make up for being such
an ass, and partly because he was compelled to protect
her.

Looks like he’d arrived
just in time, though, if marriage was in the talks. He sure as hell
wasn’t going to let her marry anyone else.

Now he regarded the tall,
blond man, who was casually propped on a window ledge in the dark
hall. “Can I help you with something?”

Dez hopped down. “Walk with me.” He
took off down the hallway with a loping gait.

Griffin raised his
eyebrows, but, curious, followed. Dez led him through a series of
corridors, down some stairs, and into a musty old room stacked
floor-to-ceiling with books. With no windows and only a few small
lamps, the dark room should have been gloomy, but wasn’t. Maybe it
was the thick tomes, or the smell he associated with libraries and
books, but the room seemed more homey than off-putting.

“You got me here,” he said.
“Now what?”

Dez leaned against the wall,
annoyingly comfortable. “This is one of Selene’s favorite rooms.
When she wants to think, she comes here.”

Griffin glanced around
again, then smiled to himself. History major. No wonder. He could
easily picture her in this space, devouring the stories. He turned
his attention back to Dez with a frown. “Why are you telling me
this?” Was the guy trying to show off how much better he knew
Selene?

“These books are our
archives. They are a record, a history, of our people dating back
thousands of years. Some were translated from original stone
tablets.”

Griffin still wasn’t sure where this
was going.

Dez walked over to a
massive book that held a place of honor on a pedestal. The tome was
bound in what had once probably been brown leather, but now it
appeared faded, and the edges tattered. Desmond flipped it to a
page near the end and waved Griffin over.

Looking down, he discovered
a family tree. “These”—Dez pointed at two names near the top— “are
the original King and Queen of the Vyusher.”

Griffin was just about to
tell Dez to get to the point when his gaze wandered down the page
to land on Selene’s name. He flicked a glance at the other man.
“You’re trying to tell me Selene’s family has ruled this tribe from
the beginning.”

“Bingo. Give the man a
prize. The Vyusher are Svatura, just like you. We go by another
name because of our shared gift.”

“You all shift into
wolves.”

A nod.

“Okay. So, why are you
telling me this?”

“Two reasons. First, I
think you need to understand how important Selene is to us. Our
Council knows it even if they fight her. I doubt she realizes it
herself. But she is the reason we stay, and she provides the
stability we need to continue as a pack. Together.”

Still lost, Griffin leaned his hip
against a thick wood table and crossed his arms. “I get
it.”

But Dez shook his head. “I don’t think
you do.”

Griffin lifted a single eyebrow. “So
explain it to me.”

“I can do better than that.
You’re the telepath, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Listen to this, then.” Dez
suddenly shifted. The air wavered around him, blurring and
distorting his image until suddenly there stood a tan timber wolf
with a darker streak running down its back. Green eyes stared
intently at Griffin, compelling him to do as Dez had
asked.

He shook his head, but
tuned his telepathy into the beast before him. Instantly, he was
drawn into the hive mind. He could hear the whispers of those in
wolf form, like the low-toned murmurs at a polite party. If he
tried, he could pick out individual wolves, not their thoughts
precisely, more like their presence, their intentions.

“What, exactly, am I
listening for?”

“Find Selene.”

Griffin frowned. He was pretty sure
she wasn’t in wolf form.

“Just do it.”

He extended his power and
found the hold of silence that was always there when he searched
for her. Ellie, Adelaide, and Lila were all beside her. “What
next?”

“Find the wolves closest
to her.”

“What is this,
Dez?”

“Find them. You’ll
see.”

“Right.” But he did as Dez
suggested. Several Vyusher in wolf form were in areas near to
her.

Griffin frowned. Something
about their connection was different. Stronger. Warmer. To be
certain of the difference, his mind searched out wolves farther
away. Sure enough, the feel of them was more chaotic.

“Do you feel
it?”

Griffin glanced down to find Dez
watching him. “Yes.”

In a glimmer, Dez stood before him in
human form once more.

“What does it mean?”
Griffin asked.

“She’s truly our center. I
don’t know if it’s some kind of magic bond, something about her
blood, maybe. I honestly never noticed until she left us to go to
Colorado. Things here degraded, but in really subtle ways. Then,
when she came home, people seemed to settle. We need
her.”

Griffin considered that and
the implications that came with it. “If she chooses to stay, I
support her in that, if that’s what you’re worried
about.”

Dez rocked back on his heels, arching
a brow. “You love her.”

Griffin’s walls slammed up.
He stared back, careful to keep his poker face in place.

“Then you should know that
the Vyusher will never accept you as a couple.”

Not what he’d been expecting. Griffin
frowned. “Why not?”

“Because you’re not a wolf,
so you’ll never be part of the link we have. They won’t trust you
enough. And I think I’ve shown how important she is.”

Griffin ran a hand around the back of
his neck and let out a long breath. “To what extent?”

Dez seemed to understand
the question. “They won’t let her rule. They may even kick her out
if she pushes it too hard.”

Damn.

“We
are te’sorthene.” It had taken him a long time to admit that even to
himself.

Dez nodded, but didn’t appear
surprised. “Part of that is doing what’s best for your bonded half,
isn’t it?”

Griffin leaned forward,
grasping the back of a chair. He had a sinking feeling he knew
where this was headed. “Spell it out for me as if I’m an
idiot.”

“I’m not saying you should
pursue her or you shouldn’t. I’m saying, know that if you decide to
do something about your relationship, then it’s going to make her
life a helluva lot harder. Maybe even untenable. You need to decide
what’s best for her.”

Griffin white-knuckled the chair. “I
understand.”

“Good.” Dez turned to the
door, but paused before leaving. “You should also know that if you
choose to do nothing, I intend to marry her.”

“I thought you didn’t want
to be King. Not your idea, right?”

“I don’t give a damn about
ruling. But I care about Selene, and I can help her.”

There was more Dez wasn’t
saying, but Griffin didn’t bother asking. He had a feeling it
wouldn’t do him any good. “You’d separate te’sorthene?”

“No.” Dez shrugged. “But
I’d be happy to step in if you separate yourselves.”

 



Chapter 26

Once the room was cleared,
Selene, Ellie, Lila, and Adelaide sat on the floor in a circle and
held hands. Selene tucked her legs primly to the side, aware of her
skirt. Closing their eyes, Ellie and Lila started immediately.
Selene used her powers to watch as Ellie pulled some of Lila’s
ice-blue light into herself. Rather than either of them having
control, they both worked together, giving the power a strengthened
effect.

“You see it?” Lila
asked.

“Whoa!” Ellie exclaimed.
“You’re right.” She opened her eyes. “A deep black scar slashing
across you and through you. I am so sorry for whatever put this
here. Whatever it was must have been terrible.”

“Yeah…” Selene murmured, a
blush heating her cheeks. She disliked sharing anything about
herself. “Can you fix it?”

“In the short amount of
time we have, probably not. I think this will take a lot of
sessions to work through.”

Selene deflated. She’d
hoped…

“But we can do something
tonight to help you with the Council,” Ellie continued. “I suspect
that your personality is naturally strong-willed, given all you’ve
survived. Even if we can heal even a smidge of that wound, I think
that would give you the boost you’re looking for.”

Selene smiled, surprised at
the relief that whooshed through her. Even hope of help made her
feel lighter. “I’d appreciate anything you can do.”

“All right,” Ellie agreed.
“Hold on because this is going to hurt.”

Selene held still and
watched the play of powers. First Ellie worked on enhancing Lila’s
ice-blue glow of power, making it glow white-hot. Together Lila and
Ellie pushed that intense light into Selene. Right into the heart
of that scar. Selene grunted at the sensation of heat that lodged
behind her breastbone, but otherwise remained still and silent. At
first the light was consumed inside her—the black hole inside her
swallowed it up—but Lila and Ellie worked together and waited
patiently.

The heat grew worse inside her,
burning up her throat. A small whimper escaped her lips. “It
burns.”

“If I take away that
emotional pain, it’ll keep me from fixing anything,” Lila
said.

Ellie gasped. “You feel that, Lila?
Right there?”

“Yup. Delia, we’re going to
need you on this. Part of the issue is that something’s broken
inside her when it comes to relationships,” Lila said.

A sunny-yellow light
appeared inside Adelaide, and Ellie helped her push that inside
Selene, as well. It, too, vanished inside the darkness. The four
women sat in tense silence, each concentrating on their different
roles.

Selene was afraid to open
her mouth. The pain was so intense—a combination of burning and
piercing agony—that she wanted to scream, but she was afraid to
open her mouth, terrified if she did, a stream of fire would burst
from her.

“Do you smell that?”
Adelaide whispered.

“Burning,” Ellie
said.

Selene started rocking as she fought
the pain searing through her.

“Ellie!” A note of panic
entered Lila’s voice. “It feels as if we’re getting sucked inside
her.”

Adelaide hissed through her teeth.
“Why am I starting to feel the burning?”

“Hold on!” Ellie took her
own violet-blue glow and pushed it into Selene as well. “Selene?
Can you break through the pain and use your ability to enhance
powers?” she asked.

Selene gritted her teeth.
With Ellie’s guidance the fuchsia-red glow inside her lit, and
together they pushed that inside the blackness, too.

Abruptly a small crack
appeared within the ebony scar, Lila’s ice-blue light shining out
of it. A moment later the black streak inside Selene splintered,
and the blue, violet, yellow, and red glows from all four girls
pierced the darkness shining through the cracks.

Without warning, there was
an explosion of light as the black gave way. Selene almost expected
the sound of breaking glass, but the silence held. The brightness
inside her became blindingly intense. All four girls screamed as
the force of it burned into all of them, physically slamming them
back. They barely managed to hold their contact with each
other.

Selene opened her eyes,
shocked that there was no trace of smoke, no gaping black hole in
her chest. She raised her gaze to find the other three staring back
at her.

“Holy crap. Your eyes,”
Lila muttered.

“Yours, too,” Selene said.
Lila’s eyes, instead of their usual clear green, were a
kaleidoscope of their four combined colors—bright-yellow, ice-blue,
violet-blue, and fuchsia-red—swirling and mixing together in an
endless combination of hues. Looking around, she discovered that
Ellie’s and Adelaide’s eyes were the same.

“Let’s keep going,”
Adelaide said.

They closed their eyes
again and focused on Selene. The brilliance of the lights inside
her gradually died down, allowing her to see that all four of their
glows were intertwined, shining inside Selene in rays and ribbons
of intense color.

With great care, Ellie
helped Lila and Adelaide pull their powers out of Selene, like
pulling apart strings of hopelessly tangled Christmas lights. The
colored strands didn’t want to separate. But they managed to
unravel them gradually. Once Lila and Adelaide were out, Ellie
pulled her own light out of Selene, leaving only Selene’s own glow
of power behind. A few streaks of black remained where the deep
scar had been, but only small remnants, as if her soul was toasted
around the edges.

As soon as Ellie pulled the
last piece of her power away, all four girls audibly
gasped.

“What the hell just
happened?” Adelaide asked.

Ellie ran a hand over the back of her
neck. “I’m not quite sure.”

“Well, one thing’s for
certain,” Selene said. “Whatever happened…it worked.”

* * *

Selene glided into the
chamber where all of the Council members were already gathered. She
had deliberately changed into her most regal gown, an ice-blue silk
dress that gathered at the waist, then flared into a wide skirt.
Her bearing was even more stately, with her head held high and
shoulders back, confidence oozing from her. She commanded respect
the moment she walked into the room. The Council members ceased
their discussions in midsentence and afforded her their full
attention.

“Samuel has had a
premonition that an attack on the Vyusher is imminent. Apparently,
they are only waiting for warmer weather. The time for discussion
is over,” she announced.

“What do you suggest we do
about it?” Xavier asked.

“I am done with
suggesting,” Selene declared.

“Is that so?”

Selene ignored him and directed her
gaze at the others around the chamber.

“I have lost faith in the
ability of this Council to rule our people with any certainty or
direction. I am taking, by right of blood, my place as your Queen
and ruler. I will, of course, consider your viewpoints before I
make decisions.”

Xavier leaned forward with
a scowl, his face reddening, a vein visibly pulsing at his temple.
“Exactly how do you think you will rule us? You can’t even lead
this Council!”

Selene watched with impersonal disdain
as he puffed out his chest, his eyes glowing golden as he
threatened her with his wolf. Without removing her gaze from him,
she brought her own wolf out, her gray eyes taking on an eerie,
reddish-pink glow.

He sat back an inch, eyes
widening, a brow arching.

“I am
the only one here who knows exactly what Gideon made us do. While the
rest of you escaped happily into oblivion, I had to live through
every single second of his rule. That alone should earn me your
respect. The fact that I tried to deter him every step of the way,
tried to save other people, and protect all of us from him should
earn me your trust, even your loyalty.”

“But you couldn’t defeat
him because you are weak,” Xavier argued, still unwilling to cede
control.

Selene graced him with a cold smile.
The rest of the members shifted uncomfortably in their seats, but
Xavier didn’t budge.

“I
couldn’t defeat him because I had no help. But my powers are
stronger now. And we have the aid of Ellie Aubrey, possibly one of
the most powerful Svatura in history, as well as her family. But
what is most important is that I am ready now to lead
my people.”

“We will decide who is fit
to lead the Vyusher.” Xavier threw his arms out wide. He shimmered
and transformed fully into his wolf form.

But before he could lunge
at her, Selene reached into him and flipped off the copper-colored
glow that represented his power. Immediately, he shifted back to
human and stood before her trembling as she let him feel, for a
moment, that she could take things a step further and strip him of
his powers completely if she desired.

Instead, she let him go
and turned to the rest of the Council. “I will not rule as my
brother did, by forcing you do something you would not have done
otherwise. But I will rule the Vyusher. You can either help me, or you can get out
of my way.”

No one objected. No one even spoke. A
certain amount of respect that hadn’t been there before began to
show in the eyes and expressions of various members in the
room.

“Very well.” Selene folded
her hands before her. “Gather your tribes. We’ll meet in an hour in
the main courtyard where I’ll provide instructions on how we will
handle the pending attack.”

“My lady,” Thomas called
out. “Will you still consider marriage with Dez? As we argued
earlier, the match would be a good one, helping to unite our
people.”

“Now is not the time. But I
will consider the suggestion.”

Thomas gave her a small, respectful
bow of his head in acknowledgement.

Receiving no other
objections, Selene swept out of the room. She paused momentarily
outside the chamber doors where Griffin, Ellie, and the rest of the
family had gathered.

She knew they’d listened to
everything, as she’d deliberately left her mental barriers down so
that Griffin and Ellie could follow the discussion. Selene cast a
guarded glance in Griffin’s direction and resignation settled
inside her at the grim set to his jaw.

Whatever it was that Lila,
Adelaide, and Ellie had healed in that horribly painful, crazy way
had certainly had an effect, Selene acknowledged, giddy with the
results. In the past, a similar confrontation would’ve left her
stuttering and shaking. But she felt none of that now. While she
still wasn’t sure what the best decision might be for her people,
she was absolutely confident that she was the best person to lead
them through it.

“Can we talk?” she asked
him.

 



Chapter 27

Firelight flickered and
danced in the shadows, casting a warm glow over the otherwise dark
room and filling it with a scent Selene usually associated with
crisp winter days, but, instead, the smoky haze seemed to match the
ominous feel of the moment. Although it was June, it was still
chilly at night. Selene thanked the powers that be that had brought
on several late-season snowstorms, delaying the attack and giving
her time to plan and to train the Vyusher.

She’d had to put college on
hold, after all, pulling out of her spring semester classes to
concentrate on her people and prepare for this moment. But their
time was up. She prayed that the last months of effort and planning
with the Vyusher and Griffin’s family would help this end
well.

Selene stood at the window
of her bedroom, the heavy velvet curtains drawn back, allowing her
unhindered access to the view. She crossed her arms over her chest
and gazed out to the field beyond the castle’s walls.

“How many?” she asked Oren.
He hadn’t made a sound as he’d entered her chamber, but she knew he
was there just the same.

“We’ve counted around
fifty.” Oren moved to stand beside her, taking in the scene of
organized chaos.

The Svatura amassing
outside the castle walls appeared to be in the process of setting
up a camp of sorts. Tents were popping up everywhere, and Selene
hoped they’d brought gear for cold weather. The area of Canada
where the castle was located could be frigid at night, even in
summer. Small campfires dotted the landscape, and it was obvious
the Svatura weren’t trying to hide themselves, but she assumed
anyone who got close to their camp would die a gruesome
death.

“Have they made any moves
toward the castle?” she asked.

“None.”

Selene gave a terse nod.
“Good. Griffin can conserve his energy and wait to put up the
shield.”

“Exactly what he
said.”

Selene winced at Griffin’s
name. She still cringed about their conversation the day she’d
claimed leadership of her people. He’d followed her to her room and
fed her some line about her needing to lead right now and how he’d
help any way he could. The man who’d held her, who’d gazed at her
with such…longing. He was gone. In his place was someone she didn’t
recognize. Griffin was usually serious, but these days it was like
talking to a brick wall. She’d noticed the concerned little glances
Ellie shot her brother, too. Heartbroken, Selene refused to
acknowledge any of it. After a few attempts, Ellie, Adelaide, and
Lila all stopped trying to get her to talk about it. They ignored
that issue and focused instead on preparing.

“Have they asked for anyone
yet? Sent someone to speak with us?”

Oren frowned. “No. But Samuel believes
they will enter the castle within the hour.”

Selene mulled over her
options, drumming her fingers on the windowsill, not feeling the
rough texture of the rock beneath her skin as she thought. “Gather
the others, then. I’ll be out in a minute.”

She turned away and Oren
left the room as silently as he’d entered it. Ten minutes later,
Selene strode out of her bedroom to find Ellie, Griffin, and their
family all waiting for her with Oren. A small movement caught her
eyes as Desmond stepped up and joined them, his sea-green eyes
serious for once. She gave him a small smile, and he winked in
return.

He turned to the rest of the group and
paused to nod at Griffin. “Gabe.”

Griffin glared at him silently, and
Selene rolled her eyes. She wasn’t sure why Dez insisted on trying
to get under Griffin’s skin.

Dez smirked. “Time to go,
folks.”

They moved down the
corridors and toward the High Council’s hall. No one spoke. Selene
reached out to take Ellie’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. Then
she opened the door, glanced over her shoulder, and gave her
friends a final smile. “If something happens to me, you know what
to do.”

Before she could turn away, Griffin
stepped in close. “You don’t have to do this alone,” he
urged.

She presented her coldest expression.
“I’m not. I have Desmond with me.”

A muscle ticked at the
corner of his jaw. “I could protect you better than he could with
my shields. And I can make myself invisible to them the same
way.”

She shook her head. “We’ve been
through this. I need you elsewhere.”

He looked into her eyes for a long
second. “You stay safe. Do you hear me?”

For a split second, she was
tempted to smile. There had been other miniscule moments like this
when she thought maybe he did care. But they didn’t last long. She
pulled her shoulders back. “I’ll be fine.”

She turned and walked
calmly to stand inside the empty chamber. Only Desmond joined her.
Selene could almost feel Griffin’s gaze burning a hole in her as
the door fell closed behind her. The look in his eyes had been one
of desperation, feeding the kernel of hope inside her that refused
to die. At the last second, she opened her mind to him, preparing
herself to be disappointed, but he didn’t speak immediately. Then,
as she settled herself in the throne-like chair in the center of
the room, she heard him.

“Selene…”

“What?”

A long silence greeted her.
Until she almost thought she’d imagined his call in the first
place.

“I mean
it. Please be careful,” he finally
said.

Selene allowed herself a
small smile. His words were so much a part of who Griffin was,
cautious and deliberate. She loved that part of him. She loved
every part of him and had for years. From afar. With no hope of her
love being requited. They’d spent the last few months dancing
around each other. Not really interacting unless it was
necessary.

And suddenly it struck
her…if ever there was a time to make sure the love of her life was
aware of her feelings, it was now. The timing couldn’t be more
horrible. Or awkward, for that matter. But sometimes you didn’t get
to pick your moments—the moments just sort of happened.

“I love
you.” She put every ounce of her
feeling behind the words.

Silence again. The only sound Selene
was the erratic thumping of her heart.

“You
love me?” The incredulity in his
voice came through loud and clear.

“For a long time now. I
remember the first time I saw you. You grabbed for Ellie and she
turned back from wolf to human, before you both turned into falcons
and flew away from my brother. About a year later, I approached you
in a dream. You held my hand. Do you remember?”

“I
remember,” his low voice rumbled
through her mind. “You visited me often in
my sleep.”

“How could I stay away?
Those visits were the only moments of light, of happiness, in my
world. I will always be grateful to you for that. You saved my life
by giving me hope.”

“And you thought now would
be the best time to tell me this?”

Selene allowed him to hear
her mental chuckle. “It seemed like the
perfect moment. Don’t say it back though, okay? I’ll only think
you’re saying it because I might be sitting here awaiting my own
death.”

“Don’t even think that! If
I believed that, you sure as hell wouldn’t be in there without me
right now.”

Oren appeared before her in
a shimmering projection, preventing her reply. “Thomas says they’ve
entered the castle. It should only be a few minutes,” he
said.

“Thank you,
Oren.”

“You
hear that? Wish me luck,” she
thought at Griffin.

“Don’t
forget to leave your mind open so that Ellie and I can
listen,” he reminded
her.

“Right.” She certainly wasn’t
going to forget that part of her own plan.

Selene straightened her
back and placed her hands over the arms of the throne. She didn’t
bother trying to find Desmond, as he was currently invisible. He’d
insisted on being in there with her as protection.

The waiting and listening
for any sign of the intruders on the other side of the door was
torture. It gave her time to imagine all sorts of horrible things.
As her tension reached screaming level, the massive doors opened
and three men entered the chamber. Selene sat perfectly still, only
her eyes moving as she watched them come to stand before
her.

“Hello, gentlemen,” she
greeted them once they came to a halt. “Welcome to my
home.”

They glanced at each other,
and a tall man with dark eyes stepped forward. “My name is Marcus,”
he said, a strange accent coloring his words. “I lead this clan.
We’re from Louisiana. These are my lieutenants, James and Stephen.”
He paused and gave her a hard look. “I believe you already know why
we’re here.”

“Vengeance is such an ugly word,” Selene acknowledged. She
watched closely for their reactions. “I’m Selene. I am
the new ruler of the Vyusher. Our old ruler, my brother Gideon,
controlled us against our will. But he is dead now, thanks to
another family of Svatura. I would like to negotiate peace with
you. As a part of that goal, will you allow us to show you the
truth behind my words?”

“So that you can control
our minds?” Stephen spat. “One of your clansmen already tried that
with us. No! We will not subject ourselves to that!”

“The people who will do the
showing are not Vyusher, but the Svatura who defeated my brother.
They, too, had many claims against us, and yet they side with us
now. Surely, that means something to you.”

“Do you really think we
will listen to you?” Marcus asked. He crossed his arms over a broad
chest, unimpressed, if his hard jaw and thin lips meant
anything.

“Truthfully? No, I didn’t
expect you to listen. In my experience, actions speak louder than
words,” Selene replied. A small flash of something in Marcus’s
expression caught her attention. Though quickly masked, she thought
maybe she’d seen a tiny bit of respect there.

“So you insist on this
then? On fighting us?” she asked.

Griffin’s voice sounded in
her mind. “All of their clan is now
inside. They are moving deeper into the castle.”

“We are owed our
vengeance!” Stephen yelled. His hands clenched and unclenched into
fists of rage.

Marcus said nothing but nodded his
agreement with Stephen. James remained quiet, his eyes never
leaving her. If he was using a power on her, she couldn’t see any
flicker of a light.

“Are we
in position?” Selene asked Griffin.
Upon receiving his affirmative response, she decided it was time to
wrap up this conversation with the Louisiana faction. She’d tried
to negotiate with them, at least.

“Very well. I can’t say
that I blame you. I will tell you now that I can’t allow you to
harm my people. However, we will only defend ourselves. You won’t
see a single move from us that is offensive, and we’ll do
everything we can to avoid hurting any of you. If any in your clan
sustain injury, it will be through no fault of ours.”

The three men glanced at
each other as though they weren’t sure what to make of her. Then
Marcus’s expression hardened. In a move that Selene barely saw
coming, steel bands wrapped around her, holding her arms and legs
firmly in place.

“Tell the others we have
captured their Queen,” Stephen instructed James, who closed his
eyes in concentration.

Selene glanced to the corner where she
knew Desmond had positioned himself and gave a slight shake of her
head.

“They say they’ve found no
one inside the castle,” James said.

Marcus’s eyes narrowed. He shifted his
glare to Selene. “There’s no way they left you here on your own.
Where are they hiding?”

Selene tilted her head. “I
told you. I will not allow you to harm my people.”

A terrible boom shook the castle so
violently it caused the large chandelier above their heads to
rattle.

“We’re
all fine,” Griffin’s voice assured
her. “But they blew a pretty big hole in a
wall. With a single thought. Pretty impressive. How long are you
planning on keeping this up?”

“A
little longer. So far, these are all powers we can defend
against,” she answered
him.

“Please tell me your people
didn’t blow up part of my home,” she said aloud to the three men,
her tone of calm exasperation deliberate. “That would really upset
me.”

Marcus glanced at James. “What is she
thinking?”

James shook his head. “I can’t get a
read on her. She’s blank.”

Stephen slashed his hand
through the air. “This is some sort of trap. What are you playing
at?”

The steel bands around her
tightened.

“This is
not a trap,” Selene replied. “We will not harm you if we can avoid
it. But as I said, I won’t allow you to harm
my people either.” She
grunted as the bands dug into her arms.

She glanced at Marcus, who
had yet to reveal his ability. She’d been hoping to at least find
out the three leaders’ powers before making her move. She winced
again as the steel cut deeper. She glanced at Desmond’s corner and
sighed. “I was hoping you might see reason, but clearly that was in
vain.”

“I don’t know if you’ve
noticed, sweetheart, but we have you bound in steel,” Stephen
jibed.

Selene ignored him.
“Griffin, Ellie…on my signal…”
She felt Desmond’s hand on her arm and fixed her
gaze on Marcus. “If you change your mind about my offer, just think
my name. I will find you.”

He frowned.

Another explosion rocked the castle,
and Selene smiled. “Now.”

 



Chapter 28

Selene barely blinked when
suddenly she was sitting in a large field, still bound. In front of
her stood the three leaders of the attacking clan, and surrounding
them were the other fifty members of their tribe. Desmond was still
grasping her arm, though now he was visible. And behind her were
about twenty of her Vyusher brethren and her Svatura
allies.

The castle now was about two hundred
yards away. Hopefully, Charlotte had moved the rest of the Vyusher
back inside the safety of its walls by now.

I’ll have to remember to
thank Xavier, Selene thought. The Council
leader had agreed to lend his ability. She had to give it to him,
as much of a pain as he was in the Council, he did love the Vyusher
and would fight to protect them. He’d been moving their castle to
new locations for centuries. Handy skill that. Though she suspected
Desmond had had a strong influence over Xavier’s agreement to
help.

“What the—? She tricked
us!” Stephen yelled.

Selene turned her own power
on Stephen, weakening him until the steel bands loosened and slid
off of her.

“Remember what I said,” she
said to Marcus.

Selene rose to her feet,
resisting the urge to rub the spots that were raw from her
constraints. Her fair skin would show those bruises within the
hour, she knew, but that was unimportant. She signaled Charlotte,
who appeared instantly beside her. Another blink later and Selene
was standing in the midst of her friends and family, facing the
other tribe.

“All right, Ellie,” she
said as she clasped hands with Ellie and Oren, connecting her by
touch to the network of powers now under her friend’s control.
“We’re all yours.”

The Louisiana clan stood
fifty strong across the field. The start of the attack came in the
form of balls of lava. They were launched over the waving grass
like cannonballs, headed directly at the castle walls. But before
they reached the Vyusher, the flames were suddenly
doused.

Selene glanced at Ellie.

“Ramsey,” Ellie explained
in one word.

Selene smiled. Ramsey was
watching from inside the castle walls. They’d decided his power
could be perceived as too confrontational to have him in active
battle. He hadn’t liked it but was happy he could still use his
power when needed.

The Louisiana tribe didn’t
wait. A terrible sound arose from behind them. Birds flew out of
the surrounding woods. Suddenly trees and rocks were hurtling
through the air, launched by a telekinetic if she had to guess. The
projectiles weren’t even halfway across the field when Ellie
thought, “Jason, you’re up.”

Jason, a young Vyusher whom
Selene had known since he was a cub, crushed them into dust with a
flick of his thoughts. She paused, impressed with the young man’s
power and control.

She was returning her
attention back to the fight when her body was wracked by a horrible
itching, as though thousands of bugs were crawling beneath her
skin, leaving a burning, tingling sensation in their wake. It took
every ounce of her self-control to keep from picking at her
skin.

At the same time, she was
vaguely aware of a large mass of something large and gooey-looking
heading their way. The mass, which resembled a huge bubble of pink
chewing gum, was almost upon them when it slammed into something.
Selene could barely focus, but it appeared as though the blob had
hit an invisible wall. It smeared out and upward, oozing along
whatever unseen force it had encountered.

Griffin’s
shield. Relief rushed through her as the
mass halted in its tracks, but her satisfaction was short lived.
The urge to claw at her skin was becoming unbearable. She could see
others around her scratching madly, drawing blood even, and wrapped
her arms around her stomach to keep from doing the same. Somewhere
in the recesses of her consciousness, a sound like yelling echoed,
but the sensations consuming her body had her full
attention.

Selene was about to reach
out with her power to turn it off at the source when Ellie’s voice
sounded in her head.

“Resume your formations.
Help is here.”

A cooling sensation pulsed
through her, leaping from nerve ending to nerve ending and calming
her twitching skin, leaving only blessed relief in its wake. A
collective groan whipped through their ranks.

“What
happened?” she thought to Ellie. At
the same time, she lifted her gaze to the sky to search for the
mysterious blob, but it was gone.

“Hugh and Lila. I had to
send Charlotte for them first. Someone over there has nerve
control. I needed their combined healing and calming to squash
it.”

As the Svatura and Vyusher
collectively calmed, steadied themselves and regrouped, they turned
their attention back to their attackers, only to realize that they
were coming in a full-on sprint straight at them. The sight of
fifty screaming warriors with murder in their eyes bearing down on
her family reminded Selene of all the horrible battles she’d been
part of over the years.

“Desmond,” Selene
instructed Ellie.

“On it,” Ellie
replied.

A cloak of invisibility
settled over her group. There was no sound, no warning. Not even
the shimmering that happened when a shifter made the change. Just
immediate nothingness.

“This feels so weird,”
Ellie muttered beside her. “I can feel that I’m here, but I can’t
see anything.”

“It is a little creepy,”
Selene agreed. The sensation was almost claustrophobic in an odd
way. She almost wanted to rip her body out of whatever was hiding
it from her. No wonder Dez didn’t do this often.

The Louisianans pulled up
in surprise, but then must have received an order from their
commander, because they continued their charge.

“Damn. Thought that would
work,” Ellie muttered.

She tapped into Charlotte’s
power and, an instant later, they stood on the other side of the
attacking hoard, still invisible. Ellie had Dez lift the cloak he
held over them all. A small sigh of relief at their liberation
whispered through their group as visibility returned and they could
see their own bodies once more. Apparently, Selene and Ellie
weren’t the only ones uncomfortable with that feeling.

Their attackers kept
running until they reached the spot where the Vyusher had been a
moment before. Finding nothing, some started to turn around, still
searching. However, instead of everyone turning, another silent
command had them running directly at the castle’s wall.

A terrible groan rose from
the earth as Darius, another of Selene’s Vyusher, responded to
Ellie’s command and wielded his gift. The very ground the
Louisianans stood on began to shake and tremble, knocking some off
their feet. A seam ripped through the land between them and the
castle. Dirt and grass and rocks flew in all directions, covering
their attackers in a fine layer of filth and opening a gaping chasm
before them, halting their assault. The edge of the crevice closest
to the Louisianans curled upward, guaranteeing no one fell into the
void.

“Good
thinking, Darius,” Selene thought,
knowing Ellie would pass it on.

The southern tribe wheeled
around and focused their charge back on the twenty. The shifters
heading the pack shifted into their animal forms, and Selene
spotted two tigers, a bear, and an alligator.

All of the Vyusher instantly shifted
to wolf form, a growl rumbling through their ranks, but the Cajun
shifters continued their advance unimpeded.

“Stay in
your forms. I’ll back you up. This one has me written all over
it,” Ellie mentally
relayed.

Ellie tapped into Maggie, a young
Vyusher with the ability to project thoughts as a voice for all to
hear. “I wouldn’t recommend that,” she called.

Ellie moved out in front of
her allies and shifted in rapid succession, showing the shifters
exactly what she could do. Her form blurred and where Ellie had
once stood, first there was a falcon, then a wolf followed by a
jaguar, then Ellie in human form again, hands on her hips and head
tilted to the side. While the fighters descending on them slowed
slightly at this display, they still didn’t stop. With a shake of
her head, Ellie flashed a grin before she revealed her most
terrifying form.

Her body appeared to
shimmer in mirage-like waves, wavering as if the air around her was
distorting. In a rapid motion that was almost unrecognizable, flesh
became shining obsidian-colored scales. Her massive form shot up
through the air to tower over the puny humans below. Flashes of her
whip-like tail, razor-sharp claws, and powerful jaws would
intimidate the bravest of any warriors. Her awesome wings folded
neatly behind her, and violet-blue fire burned in her
eyes.

The dragon lowered her head
to ground level, turning it to the side to watch the Louisiana
tribe with an unblinking, violet-blue eye. Tapping into Maggie’s
power again, Ellie projected her thoughts, which came out sounding
like Ellie’s voice but with deep, smoky edges.

“Do you seriously want to
take me on?” she asked.

The Louisianans stopped in
their tracks. Only fools with a death wish would be willing to take
on a dragon.

With a satisfied snort, smoke trailing
out of her nostrils and curling into the air, Ellie shifted back to
human and rejoined her friends.

“I really hate it when
people make me do that. None of this would be necessary if they’d
just give us a chance to explain some things.” Ellie spoke to
Selene in a conversational voice as she returned to her side,
smelling of wood smoke. She continued using Maggie’s projection so
everyone could still hear her.

Alex chuckled. Even Selene had to
contain a smile.

As no further action came from the
Louisianans, Selene started to feel a little edgy. She couldn’t see
any particular power being used, but their stillness made her
nervous. Just as she caught the blink of a small glow, she heard
Griffin’s voice.

“Toxins,” he said. Ellie was
projecting his thoughts throughout their ranks, and she felt them
all shift at the word.

“What do
you mean?” Dez’s thoughts came
through loud and clear.

“There’s an invisible cloud
of toxic gas headed right for you.”

Meagan, another Vyusher,
reacted without Ellie or Selene even having to tell her. The air
around them stirred. With a gusting whoosh followed by a boom of
thunder, she pushed all of the molecules of air up high into the
stratosphere. She didn’t create a total vacuum where she’d sucked
out the air, although she did have that ability and knew better
than anyone the awful consequences that could bring. Selene’s hair
and clothes whipped around her body and she did feel light-headed
for a moment, as if she couldn’t suck enough oxygen into her lungs.
Dark spots danced in her vision, but the moment swiftly passed as
clean air rushed to fill in the void.

But the whooshing sound
didn’t stop. Clouds gathered, dark and ferocious. With a sound like
a freight train, a funnel of a tornado appeared, swirling and
extending down like a snake. The second it hit the ground, dirt and
debris were sucked up into it, turning the white cloud black and
ugly in an instant. It turned and tracked straight for Selene’s
band of defenders. A ripple of tension ran through the group as
they watched the monstrosity of nature bear down on them—the blast
of sound so loud she could hardly hear herself think.

Alex stepped forward. He
reached out his hands and froze the tornado in its path. It hovered
where it was, still churning and deafening, but no longer moving
forward. Slowly, as if he were freezing one particle at a time, the
twister ceased its spinning and broke up as it lost its momentum.
Impressive. He turned and gave Ellie a cheeky wink and resumed his
place beside her.

In the dead silence of the tornado’s
demise, a loud murmur arose from the Louisiana clan. Marcus stepped
forward.

“Robichaux!” he called
out.

Selene frowned. “That seems an
odd—”

She paused mid-sentence as
Alex broke ranks and walked out to the middle of the field, meeting
Marcus halfway. She glanced at Ellie, who shrugged back, a smug
smile starting to form on her face. Ellie considerately allowed
everyone to listen in on the conversation through their link and
Griffin’s mind reading ability.

“I was once called
Robichaux. Who’s asking?” Alex said as he approached.

“You’re not Rene Robichaux.
He’s the only man I’ve ever seen with that power.”

“He was my grandfather,”
Alex replied.

“You’re
Alex?” The man stepped back, obviously
surprised.

Alex nodded.

“Rene was a good friend at
one time. How did you end up fighting with the Vyusher?” Marcus
mused.

“That’s a long story. But
if you take Selene up on her original offer, you will see. My
soon-to-be wife and her brother, who are not Vyusher but Svatura,
would be the ones to show you.”

A lengthy pause greeted his offer.
Rather than watching their adversaries, Selene watched Ellie, who
was concentrating intently.

“We have a telepath with a
specific skill in our group,” Marcus said. “Would you be willing to
let her check and make sure that you are not brainwashed or
otherwise mentally compromised?”

“Absolutely. If it stops
this conflict and saves lives, she can check anyone in our group
that she wishes.”

 



Chapter 29

Selene stood beside the
rest of the Vyusher, desperately trying to hold her anxiety in
check as she watched Ellie, Griffin, and Lila. The Louisiana clan
had only allowed Svatura near them. No Vyusher. The group across
the field stood connected through an interlocking network of hands
in hands or on shoulders and backs. Heads were bowed, and eyes were
closed, as they watched what Ellie had to show them, using Lila’s
gift so they would know what they were seeing was the truth. They’d
been standing there a good thirty minutes.

“Is she showing them the
entire history of the Svatura over there?” Desmond muttered in her
ear.

Selene grinned. “It
is a really long story,”
she reminded him.

“Yeah,” he grunted. “So are
you finally talking to me now?”

She cast him a sideways
glance. “I guess so.”

“You know nothing my father
suggested was my idea, right?” he pressed.

She sighed. “Yes, Desmond. I believe
you.”

Selene almost jumped at
the sound of Griffin’s voice. “Selene, we
need you. They’re ready to let you tell your side of the
story.”

“Are you
sure? Is that a good idea?” She
remained where she was.

“Hey. Stop canoodling with
Dez and trust me.”

Selene squared her
shoulders and started across the field. A smile played at her
lips. “Did you really just say
canoodle?”

A deep chuckle sounded
through their mental link, sending shivers skittering across her
skin. “Technically, I thought it,”
he replied.

Ellie released Griffin’s
hand to allow Selene to join their circle. His larger hand engulfed
hers, sending warmth and strength through to her soul. It was the
first time he’d touched her in ages. She flicked a glance at him in
time to catch his smile. He squeezed her hand as if to acknowledge
the physical connection, but said nothing.

“Show them exactly what
you’ve showed us.” Ellie pulled her concentration back to the task
at hand. Determination a force within her, Selene did exactly
that.

As she moved through the
memories and the images and feelings, Selene suddenly felt, just
for a split second, as though she was the one controlling all the
powers, rather than Ellie. A starburst of colors—purple, blue, red,
and yellow—flashed before her. Cracking open one eye, she looked
over at Ellie, who was watching her closely with a
frown.

“Keep
going,” Ellie instructed
telepathically.

Selene closed her eyes again and
wrapped up the last of the memories she felt were important to
share. When she was finally done, she opened her eyes and focused
on Marcus.

“Did that help? Do they understand?”
she thought at Ellie and Griffin.

“I’d like a moment to
confer with my people,” Marcus said before they had a chance to
respond.

“Of course,” Ellie and
Selene both murmured. They backed away, giving the Louisiana clan
some space.

Ellie took Selene’s hand
in hers. “Your eyes look like mine when
I’m going dragon, all blue flames.” She
tapped into Griffin’s telepathy and kept her comments between
them.

“Wow! Yours are a freaky
hot-pink. Is that how my eyes look when I use my
powers?”

“Only when you’re doing
something big, I think. But did you feel that odd moment back
there? I can’t even describe it.”

“Yes. I saw something
strange, but it was too fast―”

“Yeah. I
wonder…”

“Either way, we need to
get it under control before someone sees.”

“Right.” Both girls closed
their eyes and worked in tandem to calm their powers.

“What’re you two doing?”
Griffin interrupted.

They stared at each other.
Selene was relieved to see Ellie’s eyes had returned to normal and
received a nod from Ellie to say the same was true of hers. In
mutual, silent agreement they decided to keep it between themselves
until they figured it out.

She returned to watching the
Louisianans debate their options. “What do you think?” she asked,
tipping her chin toward them.

Griffin stuffed his hands
in his pockets. “It’s hard to tell. I deliberately stayed out of
their minds. I didn’t want to be accused of interfering with their
opinions.” He sent her a brief, curious glance before turning his
attention back to the group. “It’s a compelling story, Selene. And
they seem to be reasonable people. Have some faith.”

Selene’s lips twisted. “Faith is not a
strength of mine,” she muttered to herself.

She didn’t think anyone had heard her
until Griffin edged a little closer behind her. “Are you so sure?”
he whispered in her ear.

Resisting the urge to lean
back slightly, she whispered back, “What do you mean?”

“Only someone with a great
deal of faith would’ve relocated herself close to the people who
had a right to hold a grudge, but you decided to move to Estes
Park.”

Selene wasn’t sure how to
take that but decided to go with a positive spin. “I think that was
more desperation than faith,” she responded dryly.

She straightened as Marcus turned and
walked toward them. Selene went to meet him, flanked by Ellie and
Griffin.

“You’ve given us a lot to
think about,” he acknowledged. “But we are—”

WHAM!

The blast of an explosion coming from
the direction of the castle ripped through their ranks.

In an instinctual move of
self-preservation, Selene and all the other Vyusher instantly
shifted into their wolf forms. As soon as their link to the pack
mind kicked in, they could all hear what was happening in the
castle where the rest of their pack was under attack.

A horrible growl arose from the
wolves, the fur on their withers standing to attention. Marcus and
his team stumbled back from them.

Selene ignored them and
looked right at Desmond. “Go!”

All of the wolves took off for the
castle at a full sprint.

Selene turned her stormy
gaze back to Marcus and his clan. A snarl ripped from her throat as
she bared her teeth.

Marcus held up his hands. “We had
nothing to do with whatever is happening,” he insisted.

Reining in her wolf, Selene
shifted back to human. “We are under attack in there. If you have
nothing to do with it, then prove it. Help us.” Her voice was a low
growl, her wolf still fighting for control.

Marcus glanced behind her to where
Griffin and his family still stood.

“Decide,” Selene
commanded.

Marcus’s face hardened with
resolve. “We’ll help you,” he said. “Only about ten of us have any
kind of power that’s worth a damn in a fight. But those ten are
with you.”

“Link up.” She turned
toward her friends and placed her hand in Griffin’s.

“Charlotte, the Council’s
chamber, please,” she directed.

As soon as Marcus and his clan joined
their hands, Charlotte wasted no time. Selene barely blinked, and
suddenly they were all standing in the large meeting hall inside
the castle.

Selene shifted into her
wolf form to be able to hear the pack. Screaming and growling
bombarded her mind from the link, and she swiftly picked out the
most important information.

“Griffin—” she
thought.

“I saw it. So did Ellie.
We’re on it.”

“Charlotte,” Griffin
directed aloud. “Get people out of here, starting with anyone you
know can’t fight.”

With that, Ellie and Griffin rushed
out of the room, followed by everyone else. Only Charlotte and
Selene remained.

Charlotte initially turned
to Selene, a question in her eyes. Selene just shook her head.
Charlotte only briefly hesitated before vanishing from the room.
Still in wolf form, Selene lay down on the floor and closed her
eyes. Listening to her pack through their link, she started picking
out who was in the most trouble and intervening where she
could.

* * *

Griffin ran through the castle,
following Selene’s mental directions on where the worst of the
fighting was taking place. Ellie, Alex, Nate, and several of the
Louisiana clan followed behind him.

When he reached one of the
common areas off the corridor, Griffin ducked as a wolf lunged at
him, only to be frozen in mid-air. In fact, the entire room,
overflowing with battling wolves and men, had frozen in
place.

“I’ve got these. Keep
going,” Alex called.

Griffin didn’t have to be
told twice, and he picked his way around the frozen
bodies.

“Any
mental powers in here I need to be worried about?”
he asked Selene.

“No.
Keep going,” was her curt
reply.

Once he made it to the
corridor off the other side of the room, Griffin stopped suddenly
and searched through Selene’s thoughts for directions. He saw the
door she was picturing and pulled it open, only to be confronted by
a wall of solid ice.

He used his telepathy to
search for Ramsey but found his friend’s mind completely occupied
with guarding the people Charlotte had teleported out of the
castle. She’d taken them to the same field where they’d been
confronting the Louisianans and he had a wall of flame around them.
Griffin’s next idea was Ellie’s dragon, but it was too large to
unleash inside the castle corridors. Before he could come up with
another option, Nate moved up behind him.

“Whoa! I’ve totally got
this one, Griff. Move outta the way.”

Griffin turned to face Nate
as he stepped back from the doorway. He didn’t see the younger man
but felt the breeze of his passing. Suddenly the frozen mass
exploded, showering him with shards of ice. Griffin threw his hands
up to cover his face, and when he lowered them again, he found Nate
swinging from the frame of the door, a pleased grin splashed across
his face.

“Ouch, Nate. Warn me next
time.”

Nate’s smile widened.

“Watch
out!” Selene yelled in Griffin’s
mind a split second before a blur of fur tackled Nate from
behind.

Griffin went to use his
shield to physically push the wolf off Nate. Before he could form
it, one of the Louisiana clan—an intimidating grizzly bear—pounced
first. He ripped the wolf off Nate, who quickly hopped up,
unscathed and unfazed.

“Go, dude. We’ll hold them
off here!” Nate waved him on.

“Ellie!” Griffin called his
sister to his side. Together, they raced down the spiral staircase
located behind the door.

As they turned a corner,
once again the terrible sounds of a struggle—wolves growling and
snarling, men yelling, explosions, and blasts—reached them. The
metal-tinged odor of blood hung over everything like a pervasive
cloud.

“We’re getting close,” he
called over his shoulder to Ellie. They pushed their way through a
pair of double doors, then stopped dead in their tracks. They’d
entered a massive room which teemed with battling men and
beasts.

Griffin turned to Ellie. “I know you
can’t go dragon. You’ll have to go—”

The scream of a jaguar
interrupted him, and Ellie, in the form of her massive black cat,
bounded past him and hurled into the fray. She sank her steel-trap
jaws into the haunches of the closest wolf who was attacking
another wolf Griffin recognized as friendly Vyusher. Throwing her
body back to stand on her back haunches, Ellie yanked the huge
timber wolf off its feet. The animal yowled in pain and thrashed
back and forth trying to escape. Ellie flung it away and into a
wooden door which splintered under the force.

Confident his sister could handle
herself, Griffin scanned the room and found three large wolves
advancing on a small brown one.

Oh, shit,
he thought to himself as realization
struck. “Ellie, make sure you’re attacking
the right wolves. These must be Maddox’s forces.”

“Got it!”

Griffin slammed his shield into place
between the smaller wolf and her attackers and waited for them to
make a move.

“Griffin!”

Ellie’s warning came just
in time. Griffin turned his head as a huge, pewter-colored wolf
lunged for him, teeth bared. Holding his one shield where it was
already raised, Griffin threw up another shield and rammed it into
his attacker mid-air with such force he knocked the creature out
cold. He returned his attention to the little brown wolf he was
protecting and rammed his invisible shield across the room, bashing
the three attacking wolves into the wall behind them. Two got up,
limping slightly, then suddenly disappeared.

“What the—?” Griffin
exclaimed, searching for them with his telepathy, but to no
avail.

He sought for Ellie and found her as
she swiped her massive claws across the snout of another wolf. The
animal fell back with a loud yelp of pain, then disappeared as
well. Ellie, now on all fours, stood and sniffed at where it had
been lying.

Griffin tapped into her
thoughts. “They’re being pulled out once
they can’t fight. Why would they…?”

With a shake of her
massive head, Ellie turned her gaze toward her brother.
“They’re here as a distraction.”

Griffin nodded in grim
agreement.

“Selene!” he
called.

“Hold on…”

He watched telepathically
as Selene turned off someone’s power. The assailant she stopped had
been fighting several levels up from where Griffin now stood.
They’d been using a fearful ability to physically crush people on a
group of Selene’s more helpless Vyusher.

Griffin almost felt
Selene’s small mental relief like his own. “Okay,” she said.

“The attackers are a
distraction. Where are they pushing us away from?”

Selene left her mental
shields down to let Griffin watch as she searched through the
pattern of attacks based on the level of fighting. She was
picturing the glows of each power in use.

“Farther
down from where you are. About two levels. The original
dungeons.” She gave him a mental
picture of where to go. Griffin took off at a sprint, Ellie hard on
his heels.

 



Chapter 30

“Tell me what to
do.”

Selene opened her eyes. She turned her
head to find both Lila and Charlotte standing behind her. Charlotte
gave her an apologetic shrug before disappearing again.

Selene returned to human,
appearing to shimmer with the shift. “I’ll have to stay in wolf
form to maintain the link with the pack,” she told Lila. “Stay with
me. Keep anyone or anything from distracting me. And if you’re able
to apply some of that calming ability to me or anyone else, do
it.”

She didn’t wait for Lila’s
acknowledgement before returning to wolf form and concentrating.
She did, however, immediately notice when Lila’s hand came down on
her back, and a sense of composed empowerment pulsed through her.
With the resulting clarity, she swiftly determined the order in
which she needed to intervene in various fights happening
throughout the castle.

“I’m in
the dungeons. I can’t hear anyone’s thoughts down here. Are you
sure?” Griffin’s question filtered
through the chaos of the sounds of combat in her mind.

“It’s the farthest point
from the fighting, and the attackers are driving us away from
there. Keep looking.”

A horrendous boom sounded
outside the large double doors to the Council chamber where she and
Lila were ensconced. The only thing that kept Selene focused at
that moment was Lila’s soothing influence.

BOOM!

The sound was getting
closer.

“Remember
that scene in Lord of the
Rings? The one with the cave troll? Why do
I suddenly feel like a hobbit?” Lila muttered under her breath.
Selene would’ve laughed if she weren’t concentrating so
hard.

BOOM!

“Why don’t they just open
the doors?” Lila asked no one in particular.

BOOM!

Selene turned her focus on
what was trying to get in. Based on the sound alone, they should’ve
destroyed the doorway with that first round.

Then she caught it. The pale-green
glow of a power was hovering in front of the doors, on the inside
where she and Lila were located.

“Desmond? Is that
you?”

“Can’t
talk, Queenie. Hiding this entire room from whatever is out
there,” his voice growled back at
her. The strain on him was obvious.

CRACK!

The door finally splintered
under the relentless onslaught. Desmond appeared instantly as his
body flew across the room and smashed with a sickening thud into
the opposite wall. Unconscious, his limp body dropped to the
floor.

Selene held herself in wolf form, half
her mind watching the doorway and the other half still
concentrating on turning off powers where she could.

Lila’s hand tensed in her
fur as a figure entered the room. But instead of the colossus she
was expecting, it was a gray wolf with silver markings around his
snout and ears.

“Maddox.” She let out a
disgusted growl.

“You
should have joined me when I gave you the
opportunity,” he growled back at
her. “Now I’m afraid I’ll just have to
kill you.”

“That
would be a shame,” she replied.
Something was niggling in the back of her mind. Something to do
with where Griffin was.

Maddox prowled farther into
the room, his head low, his beady eyes trained on his
quarry.

“Uh, Selene,” Lila mumbled
out of the side of her mouth, her grip tightening in Selene’s
fur.

But Selene wasn’t paying attention to
her. Her mind was with Griffin. Something was off.

Maddox stalked closer.

The cacophony of sounds
inside her head from the battles still being waged was distracting
her. She needed silence to concentrate. Selene quickly shifted to
human, and Lila came up with her, placing her hand on Selene’s
arm.

Maddox also shifted to
human—an intimidating man, tall, his dark hair streaked with silver
at the temples—and drew closer, within arm’s length now. Lila’s
grip on her arm had tightened to near painful. Selene ignored them
both. Instead, she desperately searched for a sign of a power in
use anywhere around where Griffin should be.

Something was wrong…and Griffin wasn’t
talking to her anymore.

Realization smacked into
her almost like a physical blow. Her gaze flew to Maddox. “Your
blocker still has his power.”

He crowded in closer, and Selene
realized her mistake at the last minute—letting him get too close.
He leaned in and whispered in her ear, “Yes, though barely. And I
really can’t have you around ruining my best people,
love.”

Pain, sharp and ragged,
sliced through Selene’s abdomen. As Maddox stepped back, she
watched in horror as the blade of his knife slid out of her belly
with a sickening slurp. Bile filled her throat with its sour taste,
and Lila gasped. Selene looked up in time to catch Maddox’s smug
smile before he disappeared from sight.

Her shaking legs wouldn’t hold her any
longer and she sank to her knees, her strength seeping out of her
body along with too much blood. Lila knelt beside her.

“Block the pain,” Selene
told her as she pressed her hand to the oozing wound.

“What? We have to get my
dad!”

“Block…the…pain.” Selene
gritted through her teeth.

“Fine,” Lila grunted,
clearly unhappy with the order. A numb feeling washed through
Selene’s body.

The relief gave her a small
amount of strength and she focused. She’d fought this blocker
before. She concentrated on creating a small bubble of space in the
dungeons, then she moved that bubble…searching…calling for
Griffin.

“Selene,” Griffin
called. “Where’d you go?”

“Get out
of there now. The blocker. He’s there somewhere.”
Griffin’s voice sounded in her mind, but it was
as though he were a long way away, down a tunnel maybe. She could
barely make out his words.

Despite the pain control
from Lila, Selene could feel herself growing weaker, as her life
essence was seeping from her body. She could feel the sticky-wet
blood pumping through her fingers and pooling around her, smell the
sickly sweet odor of death.

“Lila, you’ve got to get
them out of there,” Selene whispered.

She sank back against the
wall. Suddenly a surge of power moved through her and out of her.
Selene opened heavy-lidded eyes to glance at Lila.

“Your eyes are glowing,”
Selene slurred. Her lips felt glued to her teeth.

* * *

As soon as he’d entered the
dungeons, Griffin could feel something was wrong. He reached out
with his telepathy, only to be greeted by silence. He couldn’t even
hear Ellie, who stood beside him.

“Stay close,” he murmured
in a low voice.

“I feel it, too,” she said.
“What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure.” Griffin’s
gaze swiveled from side to side as they moved deeper into the long,
prison-like hallway lined with doors. Cautiously, they glanced in
each cell as they went, but found them empty.

“Try bolstering my power,”
Griffin suggested.

His sister’s smaller hand
slipped into his. Then…nothing.

“Not good. Can you hear
anyone?” Ellie asked.

“Griffin!” The sound of
Selene’s voice blasted into his mind.

Griffin winced.
“Selene? Where’d you go?”

“Get out of there now. The
blocker. He’s there somewhere.”

“Get
Charlotte,” he called back, but her
presence was already fading.

Griffin tugged on Ellie’s hand.
“Move!”

Together they ran back
toward the door they’d entered through. As they were nearing the
exit, a mammoth, misshapen thing stepped into their path. They
couldn’t tell if it was a man or some sort of shifter. Ellie and
Griffin skidded to a halt and started to back up
carefully.

“Any bright ideas?” Griffin
whispered to Ellie.

Suddenly a wave of power,
almost like a jolt of electricity, pulsed through the entire
castle. Griffin and Ellie were knocked to the ground. By the time
they regained their feet, the giant was gone, and Griffin could
hear Lila calling him.

“Selene’s hurt. Come
quick.”

Griffin and Ellie moved
toward the door again when a small sound caught his attention.
Ellie must’ve heard it, too, because she stopped and
turned.

“I think someone’s down
here,” she whispered.

They hurried as quickly as
they could, searching each cell again. Griffin’s focus stayed with
Selene the entire time. Finally, they opened the last door, one
they hadn’t gotten to before, and found a woman huddled in a
corner, filthy and shivering from the cold.

Griffin gently picked her
up in his arms. “Charlotte, we need
you,” he called.

“Just a
second. I’m getting Hugh to Selene,” she replied. If she needed Hugh, that wasn’t good. But he
could still feel her presence, even if he couldn’t hear her
thoughts.

A few seconds later, Charlotte
silently appeared beside them.

“Where to?”

“Get us to Hugh. I think
this woman needs help,” Ellie directed.

Charlotte placed her hands
on them, and instantly they were standing in the middle of the
Council’s chambers. Hugh was bent over someone on the floor, and
the second Griffin realized who it was, he passed the woman he was
holding off to Alex. Then he was kneeling beside Selene before he’d
even made the conscious decision to move. At the feel of something
wet beneath his knees, he glanced down and realized he’d slid
through a pool of blood. Her blood. “What happened? Is she all
right?”

“Maddox stabbed her,” a
distraught Lila told him.

“It’s all right.” Hugh’s
calm authority kept Griffin from becoming unhinged. “Nothing I
can’t handle. Give me a few minutes.”

The room remained shrouded
in a tense silence as everyone watched Hugh work. After ten
miserable minutes, Selene opened her eyes. With a little help, she
sat up.

She rubbed at where the knife had slid
into her stomach. “I can still feel a ghost of the pain, but
otherwise, just…warmth.” She grinned at Hugh. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure.”

Selene looked around the room. “Have
they gone?”

“Vanished,” Hugh
said.

She said nothing, only held out a hand
to be helped to her feet. “Desmond is against the wall over there.
Please help him,” she said to Hugh.

“Do we know how many we
lost? Who’s hurt?”

“Still tallying,” Alex
said.

Selene frowned before glancing over at
where Hugh was now working on Desmond. “Hugh, please do what you
can for the injured. Ellie, can you—?”

Ellie nodded. “I can help him move
through everyone more quickly.”

“Who’s this?” Selene went
to the injured woman Griffin had carried in earlier, crouched down
beside her, and took her wrist to feel for her pulse.

“We found her in the
dungeons,” Ellie explained. “Do you know her?”

Selene shook her head.
“No.”

“I do.” Dexter had just
arrived with Charlotte. The uncharacteristic quaver in his voice
suggested something had severely shaken him. She glanced over her
shoulder to find that he was as white as a sheet.

“Who is she?”

Dexter sank down on the floor beside
them.

“My mother.”

 



Chapter
31

Selene sat on her
throne—back straight, hands draped elegantly along the arms of the
chair. Her father had once received dignitaries from other tribes
in this room. Now it was her turn. Although where the doors had
previously been, now there was a giant gaping hole from the day’s
attacks. Dust and debris covered everything in a fine layer and
hung in the air, making each breath dry and rough. Still, this was
the best space to hold this many people.

Before her stood Marcus,
Stephen, and James. Surrounding them throughout the chamber were
the rest of the Louisiana tribe, Griffin and his entire family, the
Vyusher High Council, and many other Vyusher who had fought that
day.

Marcus swept Selene an
old-fashioned bow. “Having witnessed your past, we are now in
agreement that those who were truly responsible for the attacks
against us have paid with their lives. Having fought side by side
with you against the one named Maddox and his assailants, we hope
we’ve proven our own trustworthiness. We will withdraw, of course.
But first we would prefer to negotiate a treaty of peace between
our tribes.”

Lucy says their intentions
are true, Griffin’s voice sounded in her
head. She glanced at where he stood off to the side and gave him a
tiny nod. She turned her attention back to Marcus.

“Thank you,” Selene
accepted simply. “Peace is what we wish for as well. I couldn’t ask
you to join us as allies, but would you consider speaking on our
behalf should other tribes attack?”

“My lady,” Xavier
interrupted, but stopped when she held up an imperious
hand.

Marcus glanced at the
Council member, then turned his attention back to her. “Of course.
It’s the least we could do. However, I also believe that we are
already in danger. I’m guessing that if Maddox doesn’t know that we
helped you today, he’ll find out eventually. We would like to call
on the Vyusher powers and numbers for protection when, or if, we
ever need support.”

Selene considered the
request, a bigger step toward peace than any treaty would ever be.
“I appreciate your honesty. And our protection is something we will
absolutely offer. Why don’t you all stay so that we can take the
time needed to form a treaty that will, hopefully, benefit us
all?”

Marcus rubbed the stubble on his jaw.
“We wouldn’t want to impose.”

“I have
an idea,” Ellie said.

Selene’s eyes moved to
where her friend stood a few feet off to the right. “Ellie? You
have a suggestion?”

“My te’sorthene
and I planned to be married in the near future
and this castle would be such a lovely setting, we’ve decided to
have the wedding here. With Selene’s permission, of course. We
would consider it an honor if you and your clan would join us as
our guests.” She flicked a glance at Selene, who gave her a mental
thumbs-up. “You can also spend that time negotiating the
treaty.”

Selene peeked over at where
Alex stood. The huge grin spread across his face told her he had no
issues with his fiancée’s suggestion. She turned back to Marcus and
was pleased to see him smiling as well.

“We would be happy to stay
and help Rene’s grandson celebrate such a momentous occasion,”
Marcus said. “Although I do have to say that attending a wedding
was definitely not what we had in mind when we came
here.”

Laughter—part amused, part
relieved—echoed through the hall, a welcome sound after the noises
of screaming and death.

“Come…” Selene gracefully
stood and offered him her arm. “Let’s find you places to
stay.”

“Do you have enough room
for all of us?” he asked, as he walked with her into the
hallway.

Selene chuckled. “It’s a large
castle,” she assured him.

* * *

“Selene?” Lila’s voice
sounded from behind her.

Selene was seated at the
large oak desk in her bedroom. This room had been ransacked during
the fighting, but nothing of great value had been taken, and it had
easily been put back to rights. Looking at it now, one would never
guess at the battles that had raged inside these walls.

“Come in,” she
called.

Lila poked her head around the door.
“Hi.”

“Hey, Lila. How are you?”
Selene waved her farther into the room. She watched her closely.
Something was off with her friend, but she couldn’t quite put her
finger on what.

“I’m fine.” Lila closed the
door behind her and walked over. Peeking at Selene’s computer
screen, she wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. I thought you’d finally
wrapped that treaty up?”

“We have. I’m just reading
through the final draft.” Selene passed a weary hand over her
eyes.

On top of helping Ellie
plan the wedding on short notice, Selene had been occupied with
sorting through the aftermath of the fighting. Funerals had to be
arranged and many hours spent negotiating not only peace, but a
coalition, with their new allies. Thank goodness she’d decided
against summer school—one less thing to deal with right now. And,
of course, there was—

“Still no luck finding
Maddox?” Lila asked.

“When did you start reading
minds?” Selene sat back and shook her head. “No luck yet. Sheila’s
having trouble tracking them down, but they’re familiar with her
gift and can probably evade her for a while.”

“What does the Council
say?”

“They have no idea where he
would’ve gone or what his next move will be. We can’t even figure
out what they took. Finding Dexter’s mother in those cells implies
there were others with her and they took them. But no one here knew
anything about any prisoners down there. I have no idea how they
even survived. It’s a waiting game now. At least we’re gathering
allies.” She waved a hand at her computer screen.

“Speaking of Dexter’s mom,”
Selene continued. “How is she doing?”

“Fine. Considering she’s
lost decades of memory.”

Not even Griffin and Ellie
together had been able to unlock her mind. She had no recollection
of her life after her capture—at least they assumed she was
captured—by the Vyusher. She definitely had no idea how she’d ended
up in those dungeons, only of a thick gray mist swirling about her,
a mystery Selene feared they’d never solve.

“How about we talk about
something happier? Why did you come visit me?”

Lila grimaced. “I’m afraid I’m here
about one of our other mysteries. Can you come with me?”

Selene laughed. “Well, I
needed a break from all this legalese anyway.” She stood and
followed Lila out of the room. “What’s this about?”

“Dad thinks your
unconscious little friend might be waking up.”

“Oh, well, that’s good
news.”

They walked the few doors
down the passageway to the room where they’d placed the girl. Lila
stood aside and let Selene precede her. The girl still slept, tubes
and contraptions attached to her. Hugh stood beside the bed, his
hands extended over the girl’s prone form, palms down. He glanced
up.

“How’s it look?” Selene
asked him.

“She seems to have at least
come out of that stasis, or hibernation, or whatever it was. She’s
still in a coma, but the nature of her sleep has changed, so I
think she might be close to waking.”

“When?”

Hugh shrugged. “Days.
Weeks. Months even. It’s hard to tell.”

Selene reached out and gave the girl’s
hand a squeeze. She wondered if yet another mystery would never be
solved. She patted Hugh on the shoulder.

“Thank you. Keep doing what
you can for her.”

Hugh nodded and continued
his work. Selene and Lila headed out.

“Let’s go find Ellie,”
Selene suggested. “I could use some wedding planning time after the
day I’ve had.”

Lila grinned. “Now you’re
talking.”

 



Chapter 32

Two weeks later, Selene
stood outside the castle’s chapel doors. The ancient bells chimed,
calling the congregants to assemble. She smiled as she watched her
friends. Lila and Adelaide stood beside her, also dressed in
violet-blue gowns designed to mimic the style of the bride’s, only
without the train. The color of their dresses had been chosen
specifically for the way it mirrored Ellie’s stunning eyes. The
three girls carried bouquets of pure white flowers decorated with
sparkling crystals.

Griffin stood off to the
side, but Selene did her best not to acknowledge that fact, even
though she could feel his gaze on her like a physical touch. They
hadn’t talked or been alone together since the battles. He seemed
to almost be avoiding her. She shoved the pain of his rejection
down deep to concentrate on Ellie’s happy day.

Ellie stood next to them in
the wedding dress that Lucy had sewn for her. Diamond white, it was
a strapless satin sheath decorated with velvet embroidery in an
elegant, flowery design. It hugged her body and accentuated her
delicate curves. A tulle train with matching embroidery flowed out
from her hips. The dress was pure Ellie. It was complemented by her
bouquet, which was a tumbling mass of deep-blue and purple flowers.
Radiant happiness glowed from her as though she were lit from
within. The sun itself couldn’t compete with the stunning young
bride today.

The organ music started to play
inside.

“Ready?” Selene asked
Ellie.

A smile of pure joy lit
Ellie’s face. “Absolutely.” She leaned forward and kissed Selene’s
cheek, then did the same to Lila and Adelaide.

The girls lined up in front
of the door. Griffin moved to stand beside his sister, offering her
his arm. One of the Vyusher opened the heavy doors, and Adelaide
and Lila went first. Then it was Selene’s turn to walk, as
gracefully as her mother had taught her so long ago, down the long
aisle that led to the front of the chapel, one larger than most.
When Ellie had asked her to be her maid of honor, Selene had been
so touched that she’d actually cried.

As she walked down the
aisle, Selene took a mental picture of the faces gazing back at
her, pleased by how far her people had come in such a short time.
Vyusher stood peacefully side by side with Svatura from two clans
now, a sight she never thought she’d see, despite their unnaturally
long lives. Out there, somewhere, Maddox continued to be a threat,
but today was a day to celebrate.

Desmond gave her a wink as
she passed, and she held back a small grin. He really was
incorrigible. Selene reached the altar and sent a sweet smile to
Alex, who stood waiting, Nate and Ramsey at his side.

Now it was Ellie’s turn.

Rather than watching the
bride, Selene kept her eyes on Alex. As soon as the first strains
of Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March” began, he took a deep breath. His
face lit up, like Ellie’s had, as he saw his bride for the first
time. Tears blurred Selene’s vision at the look he gave his
te’sorthene—love,
devotion, adoration, partnership, respect, wonder—she’d never seen
a man look at a woman like that before. As if she were perfect. As
if she were the center of his entire world.

The Vyusher had
te’sorthene, of course.
Maybe these past years had hidden the happiness from her sight, or
from everyone. Selene moved her gaze to Ellie, on Griffin’s arm,
and found the same expression in her eyes reflected back at
Alex.

The bride glided down the
aisle as if on air, and maybe she was. Griffin handed his sister
over to her soon-to-be husband, then took his place as best man.
Selene focused on Alex and Ellie throughout the service, never once
giving in to the almost overwhelming temptation to glance at
Griffin, no matter how handsome he looked as he stood across from
her. She had declared her love to him, but in the weeks following
the battles, he still had not said one word to her about
it.

She’d often caught his gaze
on her, but he didn’t approach.

Oren performed the
ceremony, and it was beautiful in its simplicity. Ellie and Alex
both said their vows in clear, confident voices, their eyes never
wavering from one another. Many guests wept silent tears of joy
when the groom escorted the bride back down the aisle.

The reception was held in
the Great Hall, where thousands of bright, white candles cast an
otherworldly glow over flowers of white, purple, and blue. Wine
flowed, music played, and laughter filled the air as all celebrated
the union. In honor of Ellie’s gypsy heritage, the bride and groom
exchanged and ate salted bread, representing taking each other into
themselves.

To honor Alex’s history,
they also incorporated a beautiful Cajun tradition of a wedding
march. The dance floor was cleared. Alex offered Ellie his arm.
“Ready, Wife?”

Ellie grinned at
her te’sorthene.
“Lead away, Husband.”

Alex and Ellie held hands
and walked slowly around the room while the band played a special
song just for the occasion. After a few laps, Griffin approached
Selene.

“May I?” He offered her a
hand.

Selene merely nodded,
placing her hand lightly in his. They joined Ellie and Alex in the
dance. Gradually, everyone else in the room partnered off and
joined in, following the bride and groom around the room until the
song ended.

After it was over, the
floor cleared again, and Griffin guided Selene to where Adelaide
and Nate were standing. Without a word, he disappeared into the
crowd. Selene’s shoulders stiffened, but, otherwise, she kept a
smile on her face and watched as Alex led Ellie through a floating
waltz across the floor. Afterward, the dance floor was opened to
everyone, the band alternating between lively tunes and sweet love
songs, keeping the party going most of the night.

Several hours into it,
exhaustion started to set in. Selene was happy for Ellie and Alex,
but her broken heart threatened to swallow her in a haze of misery.
She kept a smile on her face through sheer force of will. Aware of
her duties as the maid of honor, Selene stayed close to Ellie
through the night, making sure the bride’s needs were taken care
of. She didn’t pay much attention to anyone or anything else.
Consequently, she was slightly surprised when a strong male hand
wrapped gently around her arm and tugged her out of the room via a
side door. Desmond—healed completely from his injuries in the
battle and back to his smiling self—led her to the conservatory,
which sparkled with strung-up twinkle lights.

“Desmond? What’s this
about?” she asked as he turned to face her.

He shook his head. “When
will you call me Dez, I wonder?” She said nothing, so he continued.
“I wanted to talk to you alone. Tonight felt like the best night to
ask you something. Fitting somehow.” He flashed that charming smile
of his and confidence shone from his eyes.

“What are you doing?”
Selene whispered to him, as he took her left hand in his and knelt
to one knee before her. She gasped and covered her mouth in shock
as she realized what was happening.

“Selene, my Queen and my
friend…. A union of our two powerful families would unite the
Vyusher people in such a way as to bring prosperity for centuries
to come. I know in my heart that love will follow in time for both
of us if you give this union a chance. Would you do me the honor of
accepting my hand in marriage?”

Selene gazed deep into his
sea-green eyes and saw his sincerity. Despite how her heart
protested against anyone who wasn’t Griffin, a future with Dez
flashed though her mind. A future of happiness because he did make
her smile and laugh. A future of grace and peace because he was one
of the finest and most honorable men she knew. A future of
prosperity for herself and for her people, because the Vyusher
would, indeed, band together behind them.

Selene lowered a shaky hand
from her lips. Just as she was about to speak, a guttural cry
sounded from the back of the room.

“No!” Griffin rushed toward Selene.
He fixed his intense gaze on her. “You can’t marry him,” he
insisted in a low undertone.

“Why not?” Selene
demanded.

Dez rose to his feet and moved behind
her. “Maybe I should leave,” he murmured.

Selene glanced over her shoulder.
“Dez, wait—”

He stepped forward and
placed a hand on her cheek and gave her a lopsided smile. “Now she
calls me Dez,” he muttered. “He wasn’t claiming you. Not until this
moment.” He glanced over her shoulder at Griffin with a hard stare
before leaning forward and whispering to her, “I won’t come
between te’sorthene. Not when there’s a chance for you. Be happy.”

He kissed her cheek and
turned to walk away, only to pause and glance back. “As your
friend, I should warn you…the Council will never accept him. And
likely neither will the Vyusher.”

“I know,” she said
quietly.

Dez regarded her solemnly
for a second before leaving. “Gunther,” he said as he passed
Griffin. With a grin, he walked out of the room.

Slowly, Selene turned back
to Griffin. “You stopped something that could’ve been beneficial
for my people…and for me. Why? Why can’t I marry him?” She poked
him in the middle of the chest with her finger.

Griffin’s mouth tightened and he
stared at her, a battle still raging in his eyes. She placed her
hand over his heart.

“Please. Tell me,” she
whispered.

Griffin covered her hand
with this own, and his heart thundered away beneath her fingers.
“You can’t marry him…because you are my bonded heart, my
te’sorthene.”

Selene’s eyes narrowed.
“But I told you I loved you weeks ago. And you’ve said nothing
since then. You walked away from me. Again.” Her eyes stung and she
turned away to hide the tear sliding down her cheek.

“I was waiting for the
right moment to talk to you,” he said, a wealth of sorrow in his
voice. “Somehow, with all this going on, there never seemed to be a
good time. And I needed to be sure.” He placed his hands on her
shoulders and pulled her back around so that he could look her in
her eyes.

“Of what?”

“That our being together
was worth what it could cost you with your people. When I first
arrived here, Dez showed me the strength of the link between you
and the Vyusher. And told me what he just reminded you about. They
won’t accept me.”

Realization dawned and she gave him a
fierce frown. “So you decided, without consulting me, that the best
thing to do was stay apart?”

He winced at the fury in
her voice, but he didn’t let her go. “Not exactly. I…waited. I was
giving you time to establish your leadership…”

She narrowed her eyes.
“And?”

“And to be sure about what
you really wanted.”

That was so like Griffin.
Duty before personal needs. She could easily picture him as a
gallant knight in the Middle Ages. “You should have asked me.
Talked to me.”

“I didn’t want to confuse
you with my own feelings.”

Selene rolled her eyes. “All you’ve
done is confuse me from day one.”

His lips quirked. “I’m
sorry.” Despite the amusement in his eyes, she could tell he was
sincere.

“Why walk away after I told
you I loved you? Do you know how much that hurt?”

He shook his head. “I could never walk
away from you.”

She shook her head. “But you did.
You—”

He put a single finger to her lips,
halting her speech. “You needed the time and space to deal with
your people and establish this peace. Not to mention help plan a
wedding.”

Selene stood silently for
so long that Griffin actually touched her—reached out to squeeze
her shoulders. “Please say something,” he pleaded.

“I needed you at my side
for all of that. Not space.”

He flinched. “I realize
that now.” The uncharacteristic vulnerability in his eyes broke
Selene’s silence, while at the same time healing the gaping hole in
her heart.

“So you believe me? About
everything that happened before?” her voice quavered.

Griffin understood the
cryptic question. He tenderly wiped a tear from her cheek. “I
didn’t want to believe that any of that was your fault the day we
killed your brother. I just wouldn’t admit it to myself. You were
tied too closely to the worst moment of my life, and I wouldn’t let
myself get past that. Forgive me?”

“Do you forgive
me?”

Griffin rested his forehead
against hers, and she felt surrounded by his warmth, his scent. “I
know there’s nothing to forgive. How about we start
over?”

Selene smiled and heard him
catch his breath. “If we started over, we wouldn’t know each other
at all.” She touched his mouth with her fingertips. “And I wouldn’t
know how these lips feel against mine.”

“Hmmm…I guess I would be
sad to forget that. So, not starting over?”

Selene shook her head. “Just…moving
forward.”

“I like that. But only if
it’s together.”

“Together…” Selene rolled the word around in her mouth, testing
it out. She had been alone for such a long time that
together had become a
strange concept to her.

Griffin captured her chin between his
thumb and fingers. “I won’t ever leave you again. I promise
you.”

Selene could sense the
strength of his intent, his conviction, and some small part of her
gave way. Not a dam bursting inside her. More like a chunk of ice
falling away from the glacier she’d buried her heart in long
ago.

“You’ll have to teach me
how to trust.” She gazed up at him, and Griffin pulled her into a
tight embrace.

“You humble me,” he
murmured gruffly into her hair. “Despite everything that has been
done to you in your life, the fact that you can still ask that of
me…”

Selene hid a small smile in
his chest. “You do have a bit of a suspicious nature,” she
teased.

Griffin chuckled. “Like everything
else, I suspect we will learn to trust each other
together.”

“Together,” Selene
repeated. The thought filled her with a warmth that did even more
to melt the ice block around her heart.

I like
that, she thought to herself.

Griffin twitched in her arms. “Hey! I
heard that!”

“Heard what?” Selene
frowned, puzzled.

“Your thoughts. You like
the thought of ‘together.’”

“Well… yes?” Selene was
slightly confused by his gleeful response.

Griffin smiled. “Usually I
can’t hear anything you’re thinking. You block me out. And I know
that most of the time you do it without consciously thinking about
it or trying to keep me out. I’ve only ever heard you when you’ve
been deliberate about letting down your mental walls, and I can
almost feel you will them away. But this I caught despite those
walls.” His eyes lit up in a way that had a crazy effect on her
heart rate.

“Oh!” She chuckled. “I
don’t want to keep you out anymore, I guess.”

Griffin gathered her into
his arms and rested his chin on the top of her head. “Good.” Both
of them happily remained there, content to just be.

 



Chapter 33

Ellie and Alex had departed
on an extended honeymoon around the world. Ellie only said she
wanted to visit Russia and Australia, claiming that she and Griffin
hadn’t seen much given how they’d spent most of their decades in
hiding in the U.S. Alex had, instead, given her a trip around the
world—including the two countries she’d suggested. After all, they
had Charlotte to pop them in and out of places and gobs of money,
thanks to years of investments and now Dexter’s ability to turn any
object into gold. Alex and Ellie had both been glowing as they’d
departed a few days before.

Now, the rest of the family
sat outside the newly-repaired double doors to the chamber where
Selene was currently talking with the High Council.

Griffin used his telepathy
to listen in on the conversations inside the closed room and
repeated everything to the others. While he could project his own
thoughts into others’ minds, he needed Ellie to project
all thoughts, and,
unfortunately, she and Alex were away on their
honeymoon.

He paced like a caged lion, agitation
rising with each word uttered.

“Adelaide,” Griffin said as
Selene sent him directions. “She needs you in there.” He ran his
hands through his hair. “This would be much easier with Ellie
here.”

Adelaide’s eyes widened in
apprehension, but she stood and let herself into the
chamber.

* * *

Selene turned and ushered Adelaide
into the room with an offered hand.

“Adelaide, thank you for
coming.” She gave the younger woman a reassuring smile. “Could you
please explain to the Council how your gift works?”

Adelaide licked her lips.
“I have the ability to see relationships—past, present, and future.
When I concentrate, they appear to me as shimmering lines
connecting souls. The relationship between those souls determines
the color, thickness, and strength of the line between
them.”

“That is fascinating.” Sara
leaned forward, steepling her hands. “What relationship do you see
between Oren and Selene?”

Adelaide glanced at Selene, who
nodded. With a breath, she focused, her eyes moving between
them.

“I see several levels of
relationship between them. The strongest is that of a
father-daughter relationship, though not one of blood.”

“Anyone could tell that
who’s known them five minutes,” Xavier scoffed. He stood beside a
window, arms crossed defensively.

Adelaide dipped her head,
gaze pointed at the ground. “There’s more,” she said
quietly.

“Please go on,” Selene
prompted.

“There is friendship. There
is also a mentor or elder relationship from him to her. Very
faintly, there is the wolf pack link, although that runs between
all of you. And finally, even more faint but still there, is
something harder to figure out. I’ve never seen anything quite like
it.” She looked from one to the other again. “Has he saved your
life before?” Adelaide asked Selene.

Selene shook her head
slowly, her eyebrows knitting in a frown. “Not unless you count
being there for me during Gideon’s reign.”

Adelaide concentrated harder. “It must
be a future relationship then.”

Her eyes darkened, causing
Selene concern. “Griffin,”
she thought. “What did
she see?”

“I don’t
know,” was his response.
“She stopped thinking about it before I could
catch it. I wasn’t focusing on her thoughts, knowing how private
she is about that.”

Selene kept her expression neutral.
“Council, are you satisfied with the evidence of her
ability?”

A murmuring rose through
the room until Thomas said, “Yes, we are satisfied. Why have you
shown us this?”

“Griffin,” she thought,
“Please come in.”

Immediately the doors to
the Council chamber opened. He moved swiftly to her side but
refrained from making physical contact. She wouldn’t have minded
his taking her hand, but the action would have caused more trouble
than it was worth at this moment.

“Adelaide, what
relationship do you see between Griffin and me?” she
asked.

Adelaide frowned, but
centered her focus on them. After a second, she gasped as Selene
dropped her barriers, allowing Adelaide’s power to work on
them.

A full-blown grin broke out across
Adelaide’s face. “I knew it! I just knew it!”

“Knew what, peanut?”
Griffin asked her affectionately.

“You’re te’sorthene!”

A shocked gasp ran through the room,
cutting off whatever Adelaide was about to say next.

“No!” Xavier declared,
springing to his feet. “Absolutely not.”

Adelaide closed her mouth
with a snap, glancing uncertainly at Griffin and Selene.

“Go on outside, Delia.
We’ll handle this from here.” Selene reached out and squeezed her
hand. “Thanks.”

“The Vyusher will never
accept a non-wolf as their king,” Thomas stated quietly.

“They
don’t have a choice. Te’sorthene cannot be separated,”
Selene declared. She reached over and took Griffin’s hand in hers,
smiling slightly as he gave hers a squeeze.

“They set this up,” Xavier
accused wildly. “She’s trying to get out of marrying my son. Anyone
can see that.”

“I will
not marry someone who has found her te’sorthene,” Dez’s voice sounded
from the back of the room, although he was nowhere to be
seen.

All the heads in the room
whipped in his direction as Dez dropped his invisibility and
instantly appeared. He leaned against one of the tables, feet
crossed at the ankles, appearing completely at ease.

“This is a closed Council,
young man,” Thomas chided him.

“I am aware of that,
Councilman. But this matter very much involves me. I will not stand
idly outside those doors to be handed my future. Especially one
that is forced.”

Dez gave his father a hard
stare as he moved to stand next to Selene and Griffin. The casually
indifferent Dez disappeared, much like his invisibility, and
instead stood a man who was serious and confident.

“I will also not accept the
throne should it ever be offered to me. I stand behind Selene as my
true and rightful Queen, as well as the leader who will take our
people into a future full of opportunity and promise.”

“But our
people will never accept her te’sorthene. He is not a wolf,”
Mireilla pointed out. “What if you must?”

Dez grinned insolently, resuming his
carefree mantle. “That is up to Selene and the High Council to
solve. Just know that you will not see me as King through any
means.”

With a jaunty wave, Dez
sauntered out of the room, leaving a silence that seemed to crackle
with shock in his wake. Xavier was almost purple with frustration.
Selene feared the man would drop dead of a heart attack at any
moment.

“My lady?” Oren claimed
Selene’s attention. “Might I suggest that we give the Council time
to digest this stunning news? Together we will devise a way to
handle the announcement to the Vyusher people.”

Selene nodded, her hand tightening on
Griffin’s.

“I also think we should
keep this situation a secret until such a time that we’ve
determined an appropriate course,” Thomas added.

Selene considered his
request. It went against the grain to have to hide the most
important relationship in her life. She was proud of her
te’sorthene, and she
wanted to shout her wonderful news to the world.

A light tug on her hand
drew her attention toward Griffin. “It’s
the right thing to do for your people,” he
assured her mentally.

Warmth made her eyes glow
bright silver. “I don’t like
hiding.”

“Neither do I, but it’s
for the best.”

With a nod, she turned back
to the Council. “We agree. We will keep silent about our true
relationship until the right course presents itself.”

“We know
we are te’sorthene. And we know our love can survive
anything.” Griffin’s strength and
determination came with his mental reassurance. She looked at him
and knew he caught the answering devotion and love in her eyes.
They would figure
this out.

 



Epilogue

“Something’s wrong with
Lila.” Ramsey burst into Adelaide’s room, barely bothering to
knock.

“What?” Adelaide sat up and
rubbed her eyes. “Why do you—?”

“I can feel it.”

Adelaide raised her eyebrows.
“How—?”

“I don’t know,” Ramsey cut
her off again. “But it’s not important right now. I think she’s
hurt.”

Adelaide closed her eyes.
She remembered back nine months earlier, days after Ellie and
Alex’s wedding. The last time she’d seen her sister
face-to-face…

* * *

“Are you sure about this?”
Adelaide had asked.

Lila glanced at where her sister was
perched on her bed, knees drawn up with her arms wrapped around
them. “Yes, I’m sure,” Lila answered. She continued packing clothes
into the suitcase. Her hands and voice remained steady.

“Is it that hard for you?”
Adelaide’s voice trembled. The idea of not having her sister close
by was far too painful to imagine.

“Ramsey’s emotions are
overwhelming me, Delia. And my own are far too closely tied to him
for me to be reasonable. I need…” Lila paused in her packing as she
searched for the words.

“An emotional break?”
Adelaide supplied for her.

Lila bit her lip. “Yeah.”

“So let me and Nate come
with you,” Adelaide insisted.

Lila suppressed a deep
sigh and raised a hand to her head. This was an argument the
sisters had been having for weeks. Ever since Selene had allowed
Adelaide to see that she and Griffin were te’sorthene and had shared that fact
with the family. The emotions spilling off Ramsey had been slamming
into Lila as if she were hitting a brick wall.

“What if Ramsey needs you?”
Adelaide tried a different tack.

Lila lowered her hand and resuming her
packing. “His emotions are all over the place right now, and I’m
not trying to help him calm down. He can handle it. He doesn’t need
me anymore.”

“So you’re going to leave.
Just like that?”

“Just like
that.”

“What if I told you the
emotions you’re sensing aren’t final in terms of the relationships
in the future?”

“What are you
saying?”

Adelaide sighed. “I don’t
know, honestly. The relationships I see are being clouded by
something.”

“Then don’t tell me,” Lila
advised.

A pulse of comfort came from her
sister, soothing the near panic that was obscuring her
thinking.

“I must go. This opportunity is too perfect to pass up. The Louisiana
tribe is going to try to convince any Svatura out there that
Maddox—not the Vyusher—is the danger. Maybe they can get the other
tribes to call off their attacks,” Lila paused. “They need one of
us. Those tribes will never trust a Vyusher. And Marcus believes
that my gift in particular can be of use. Especially since he has a
telepath in his group. I can help.”

“But if you can, then so
can I. And so can Nate,” Adelaide insisted.

Lila moved around the end
of the bed to sit beside her sister. “I know. But I could also use
some time on my own. And helping Marcus, by myself…” She leaned
forward and gave her a hug.

Adelaide gripped her tighter before
she gave a shuddering sigh, relenting. “Okay. If it’s what you
need, I understand. I’ll miss you. But I guess I get
it.”

Lila gave her another
squeeze and resumed packing. “I’ll miss you, too. But remember that
between Griffin, Ellie, Oren, and Selene, not to mention those
newfangled contraptions like cell phones and the internet, I’ll
constantly be in touch.”

Lila placed the last items
in her suitcase and took one final glance around the room they
shared. She closed the lid and zipped it up. “That’s
everything.”

The sisters regarded each other for a
minute, unspoken support and grief and love and worry passing
between them.

“Okay.” Lila nodded as she
said, “Time to go then.”

* * *

Now Adelaide opened her eyes, pushing
the memory of that day away and focusing on the present. On
Ramsey.

“Do you know where she is?”
he asked.

“I talked to her yesterday.
She was in Brazil.”

Adelaide jumped out of bed and grabbed
a robe out of the old-fashioned armoire in the corner. Together
they headed for Selene’s room. “Again?”

“She and Marcus were
meeting with the Svatura there. Still trying to convince them not
to attack the Vyusher. Then something went wrong.” Ramsey’s jaw
clenched.

“We don’t know that yet,”
Adelaide insisted.

“Meet us
in Selene’s room,” Griffin’s voice
sounded in both their minds.

“Damn!” Ramsey
swore.

Fear clawed at Adelaide’s
stomach. Together they burst into Selene’s bedroom just as
Charlotte popped in with Hugh and Lucy.

Griffin didn’t waste time.
“Something’s happened to Lila.”

“Oh, God. What?” Lucy
asked. Hugh took her trembling hand in his.

“We don’t know, yet. The
whole damn Louisiana clan is missing. Sheila can’t locate them
anywhere.”

“Is she alive?” Adelaide
whispered.

“Yes.” Ramsey stated with
such confidence that all eyes turned to him.

“How do you know?” Griffin
asked.

Ramsey shook his head, jaw
clenched. “I’m not sure, but I can feel her. She’s alive.” He looked at
Hugh and Lucy. “I’ll find her.”

Lucy left Hugh’s side to
stand in front of Ramsey. “I don’t know why you think you can, but
if you really can feel my little girl, you bring her home. Do you
hear me? Bring her home to me.”

Ramsey pulled Lucy into a big
hug.

“I promise,” he whispered.
“I’ll bring her home.”
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