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      For Will, for always

   
      
      Force and fraud are in war the two cardinal virtues.
      

      Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan
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Bloodrose


      
      PURGATORY

      PART I

      
      I was exhausted; with the two of us uncertain of our way, we halted on a plateau lonelier than desert paths.
      

      
      Dante, Purgatorio
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      I COULDN’T SHUT OUT the screams. Darkness surrounded me. A terrible weight pressed into my chest, making me struggle for each breath as I lay
         drowning in my own blood. I sat up with a gasp, blinking into the shadows.
      

      
      The screaming had stopped. The room became still, flooded with silence. I took a couple of painful swallows, trying to moisten
         my parched mouth. It took me a moment to realize that the screams had been my own, each cry clawing my throat until it was
         raw. I brought my hands up to my chest. My fingers moved along the surface of my shirt. The fabric was smooth, with no sign
         of rips or tears from the crossbow bolts. I couldn’t see well in the dim light, but I could tell this shirt wasn’t mine, or
         rather, wasn’t Shay’s borrowed sweater— the one I’d been wearing the night everything changed.
      

      
      A blur of images rushed through my head. A blanket of snow. A dark forest. The pounding of drums. Howls calling me to the
         union.
      

      
      The union. My blood grew cold. I’d run from my own destiny.

      
      I’d run from Ren. The thought of the Bane alpha made my chest tighten, but when I dropped my face into my hands, another figure
         replaced him. A boy on his knees, blindfolded and bound, alone in the forest.
      

      
      Shay.

      
      I could hear his voice, feel the brush of his hands on my cheek as I’d slipped in and out of consciousness. What had happened?
         He’d left me alone in the dark for so long. … I was still alone. But where?
      

      
      My eyes adjusted to the low light of the room. The cloudy skies filtered sunlight through tall leaded windows stretching the
         length of the opposite wall, tingeing pale shadows with a rose-hued gleam as I scanned the room for an exit, finding a tall
         oak door to the right of the bed. Ten, maybe fifteen feet from where I sat.
      

      
      I managed to slow my breathing, but my heart was still pounding. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I tentatively
         put weight on my feet. I had no trouble standing and felt each muscle spring back to life, coiled and taut, ready for anything.
      

      
      I’d be able to fight, and kill, if I had to.

      
      The sound of booted footsteps reached my ears. The knob turned and the door swung inward to reveal a man I’d seen only once
         before. He had thick hair, deep brown like the color of black coffee. The contours of his face were cut at strong, chiseled
         angles, slightly worn with lines and covered with the shadow of several days of unshaven, salt-and-pepper stubble—neglected
         but still appealing.
      

      
      I’d last seen his face seconds before he coldcocked me with the pommel of his sword. My canines sharpened as a growl rumbled
         deep in my chest.
      

      
      He opened his mouth to speak, but I shifted into a wolf, crouching low, snarling at him. I kept my fangs in plain view, a
         steady growl rolling out of my throat. I had two options: tear him to pieces or bolt past him. I was guessing I had only a
         few seconds to pick one.
      

      
      His hand went to his waist, pushing back his long leather duster to rest on the hilt of a long, curving saber.

      
      A fight it is.

      
      My muscles quivered as I hunched down, angling for his throat.

      
      “Wait.” He moved his hand off the hilt, lifting his palms in an attempt to pacify me.

      
      I froze, stunned by the gesture and a little irked at his presumption. I wouldn’t be calmed that easily. After a quick snap
         of my fangs, I risked a glance toward the hall at his back.
      

      
      “You don’t want to do that,” he said, stepping into my line of sight.

      
      I answered with a growl.

      
      And you don’t want to find out what I’m capable of when I’m cornered.

      
      “I understand the impulse,” he continued, folding his arms over his chest, the sword in its scabbard. “You might get past
         me. Then you’ll run into a security detail at the end of the hall. And if you get past them—which I think you probably could,
         given that you’re an alpha—you’ll hit a larger group of guards at any of the exits.”
      

      
      “Given that you’re an alpha.” How does he know who I am?

      
      Still growling, I backed off, throwing a glance over my shoulder at the tall windows. I could easily smash through them. It
         would hurt, but as long as it wasn’t too high a drop, I’d survive.
      

      
      “Not an option,” he said, glancing at the windows.

      
      What is this guy? A mind reader?

      
      “That’s at least a fifty-foot drop onto solid marble.” He took a step forward. I backed up again. “And no one here wants to
         see you get hurt.”
      

      
      The growl died in my throat.

      
      His voice dropped low and he spoke slowly. “If you’d shift back into human form, we could talk.”

      
      I gnashed my teeth, frustrated, sidling along the floor. But we both knew I was feeling less sure of myself by the minute.

      
      “If you try to run,” he continued, “we’ll be forced to kill you.” He’d said it so calmly that it took a moment for me to process
         the words.
      

      
      I let out a sharp bark of protest that turned to dark laughter as I shifted into human form.

      
      “I thought no one here wanted to hurt me.”

      
      One corner of his mouth crinkled. “We don’t. Calla, I’m Monroe.”
      

      
      He took a step forward.

      
      “Stay where you are,” I said, flashing my canines.

      
      He didn’t come any closer.

      
      “You haven’t tried to kill me yet,” I replied, still scanning the room for anything that would give me a tactical advantage.
         “But that doesn’t mean I can trust you. If I see that steel hanging from your belt move an inch, you lose an arm.”
      

      
      He nodded.

      
      Questions pounded in my skull, making my head ache. The sensation of breathlessness threatened to overwhelm me again. I couldn’t
         afford to panic. I also couldn’t afford to show any weakness.
      

      
      Memories stirred deep within me, swirling beneath my skin and raising gooseflesh along my arms. Cries of pain echoed in my
         head. I shivered, seeing wraiths ooze around me like nebulous shadows while succubi screamed overhead. My blood went icy.
      

      
      “Monroe! The boy is over here!”

      
      “Where is Shay?”

      
      I choked on his name, terror welling up in my throat as I waited for Monroe’s response.

      
      Snatches from the past flitted through my mind, a blur of images that wouldn’t stay in focus. I struggled with the memories,
         trying to catch them and hold them in place so that I could make sense of what had happened, how I’d gotten here. I remembered
         racing through narrow halls, realizing we’d been cornered, and finding our way into the library at Rowan Estate. Shay’s uncle,
         Bosque Mar, eroding my outrage with doubts about what was happening to us.
      

      
      Shay’s fingers clutched my hand so tightly it hurt. “Tell me who you really are.”

      
      “I’m your uncle,” Bosque said calmly, walking toward us. “Your own flesh and blood.”

      
      “Who are the Keepers?” Shay asked.

      
      “Others like me, who want only to protect you. To help you,” Bosque replied. “Shay, you are not like other children. You have
            untapped abilities that you cannot begin to imagine. I can show you who you truly are. Teach you to use the power you have.”

      
      “If you’re so invested in helping Shay, why was he the sacrifice at my union?” I pushed Shay behind me, shielding him from
            Bosque.

      
      Bosque shook his head. “Another tragic misunderstanding. A test, Calla, of your loyalty to our noble cause. I thought we offered
            you the best of educations, but perhaps you aren’t familiar with Abraham’s trial with his son Isaac? Isn’t the sacrifice of
            one you love the ultimate gauge of your faith? Do you really believe we wanted Shay to die at your hands? We’ve asked you
            to be his protector.”

      
      I began to shake. “You’re lying.”

      
      “Am I?” Bosque smiled, and it almost looked kind. “After all you’ve been through, have you no trust in your masters? You would
            never have been made to harm Shay—another kill would have been provided in his place at the last moment. I understand such
            a test may seem too terrible to be fair, too much to ask of you and Renier. Perhaps you are too young to have faced such a
            trial.”

      
      I balled my hands into fists so Monroe wouldn’t see them shaking. I could hear the screams of succubi and incubi, hear the
         hissing chimeras and the shuffling gait of those horrible, desiccated creatures that had crawled out of the portraits lining
         Rowan Estate’s walls.
      

      
      “Where is he?” I asked again, grinding my teeth. “I swear if you don’t tell me—”

      
      “He’s in our care,” Monroe said calmly.

      
      There was that half smirk again. I couldn’t puzzle out this man’s reserved but confident demeanor.

      
      I wasn’t sure what “care” meant in this case. Keeping my fangs bared, I edged across the room, waiting for Monroe to make
         a move. Even as I watched him, blurry images of the past wavered before my eyes like watercolors.
      

      
      Cold metal encircling my arms. The click of locks and the sudden absence of weight from my wrists. The warmth of a gentle
            touch rubbing away the icy chill on my skin.

      
      “Why isn’t she awake yet?” Shay asked. “You promised she wouldn’t be hurt.”

      
      “She’ll be fine,” Monroe said. “The enchantment from the bolts acts like a heavy sedative; it will take some time to wear
            off.”

      
      I tried to speak, to move, but my eyelids were so heavy, the darkness of slumber pulling me beneath its surface again.

      
      “If we can reach an agreement, I’ll take you to him,” Monroe continued.

      
      “An agreement?” I was right about not wanting to show weakness. If I was making any sort of deal with a Searcher, it had to
         be on my terms.
      

      
      “Yes,” he said, risking a step toward me. When I didn’t protest, he began to smile. He wasn’t being deceptive—I didn’t catch
         the scent of fear—but his smile was chased away by something else. Pain?
      

      
      “We need you, Calla.”

      
      My confusion buzzed more loudly, forcing me to shake it off like a pesky swarm of flies. I had to appear confident, not distracted
         by his strange behavior.
      

      
      “Who exactly is ‘we’? And what do you need me for?”

      
      My anger had dissolved, but I concentrated on keeping my canines razor sharp. I didn’t want Monroe to forget for one minute
         who he was dealing with. I was still an alpha—I needed to remember that as much as he needed to see it. That strength was
         the only thing I had going for me right now.
      

      
      “My people,” he said, vaguely gesturing behind him toward whatever lay beyond the door. “The Searchers.”

      
      “You’re their leader?” I frowned.

      
      He looked strong but grizzled—like someone who never got as much sleep as he really needed.
      

      
      “I’m a leader,” he said. “I head up the Haldis team; we run operations out of the Denver outpost.”
      

      
      “Let’s talk about your friends in Denver.”

      
      Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, Lumine, my mistress, smiled and a Searcher screamed.

      
      I crossed my arms over my chest so I wouldn’t shudder. “Okay.”

      
      “But it’s not just my team that needs your help,” he continued, turning suddenly to pace in front of the door. “We all do.
         Everything has changed; we don’t have any time to waste.”
      

      
      He ran his hands through his dark hair as he spoke. I considered bolting—he was clearly distracted—but something about his
         manner mesmerized me, enough so that I didn’t know if escape was what I really wanted anymore.
      

      
      “You might be our only chance. I don’t think the Scion can do this alone. You might be the final part of the equation. The
         tipping point.”
      

      
      “The tipping point of what?”

      
      “This war. You can end it.”

      
      War. The word set my blood boiling. I was glad for it; the heat coursing through my veins made me feel stronger. This war
         was the one I’d been raised to fight.
      

      
      “We need you to join us, Calla.”

      
      I could barely hear him. I was trapped in a red fog—thoughts of the violence that consumed so much of my life filled my being.

      
      The Witches’ War.

      
      I’d served the Keepers in their battles against the Searchers since I could cut flesh with my teeth. I’d hunted for them.
         I’d killed for them.
      

      
      My eyes focused on Monroe. I’d killed his people. How could he possibly want me to join them?
      

      
      As if sensing my wariness, he froze in place. He didn’t speak but clasped his hands behind his back, watching me, waiting for me to speak.
      

      
      I swallowed, forcing steadiness into my voice. “You want me to fight for you.”

      
      “Not just you,” he said. I could tell he was fighting to control his words as well. He seemed desperate to flood the air between
         us with his thoughts. “But you’re the key. You’re an alpha, a leader. That’s what we need. It’s what we’ve always needed.”
      

      
      “I don’t understand.”

      
      His eyes were so bright as he spoke I didn’t know whether to be afraid or fascinated. “The Guardians, Calla. Your pack. We
         need you to bring them over to us. To fight with us.”
      

      
      It felt like the floor had dropped out beneath me and I was falling. I wanted to believe what he was saying, because wasn’t
         this the very thing I’d hoped for?
      

      
      A way to free my pack.

      
      Yes. Yes, it was. Even now my heart was racing with the thought of returning to Vail, of finding my packmates. Of getting
         back to Ren. I could take them all away from the Keepers. To something else. Something better.
      

      
      But the Searchers were my enemies … I could only tread carefully if I made a pact with them. I decided to play up my reluctance.

      
      “I don’t know if that’s possible….”

      
      “But it is!” Monroe lurched forward as if to grab my hands, a mad glint in his eyes.

      
      I leapt back, shifting into wolf form, and snapped at his fingers. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “There’s so much you don’t
         know.”
      

      
      I shifted back. His face was etched with deep lines. Haunted, full of secrets.

      
      “No sudden moves, Monroe.” I took slow steps toward him, extending my hand, warding off another approach. “I’m interested, but I’m not convinced that you know what you’re asking of me.”
      

      
      “I do.” He looked away, almost flinching at his own words. “I’m asking you to risk everything.”

      
      “And why would I do that?” I asked.

      
      I already knew the answer. I’d risked everything to save Shay. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant I could get
         back to my packmates. If I could save them.
      

      
      He stepped back and extended his arm, clearing my path to the open door.

      
      “Freedom.”
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      THE DOOR LED INTO A WIDE, well-lit hall and I swallowed a gasp. The walls were hewn from gleaming marble, its surfaces reflecting a glimmering veil
         of sunlight that spilled through glass.
      

      
      Where am I?

      
      The startling beauty of my surroundings distracted me enough that I failed to notice that Monroe and I weren’t the only ones
         in the hall.
      

      
      “Heads up.” A distinctly sullen voice made me jump.

      
      I turned, barely maintaining my human form, bristling with anger at being caught off guard. I almost shifted again when I
         saw the speaker.
      

      
      Ethan. I’d met him twice and both times we’d been fighting. First at the library and then at Rowan Estate. My lips curled
         back so I could flash my fangs. Looking at him, I clenched my fist in front of my chest. His crossbow bolts had almost killed
         me before Monroe knocked me out. Ethan stared back at me, nose still slightly crooked from when Shay had broken it. Instead
         of marring his hardened good looks, it had the effect of making him seem that much more dangerous. My muscles quaked as I
         watched him. The slightest twitch of his fingers in the direction of the dagger sheathed at his waist was all it took.
      

      
      I shifted as I leapt, my cry of outrage turning into a howl, mind a frenzy when I barreled into him.
      

      
      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Two kind words from Monroe and I’d walked right into an ambush.

      
      Ethan’s fingers twisted in the fur at my chest, shoving me away so my fangs snapped just short of his throat. He spewed curses
         as he writhed beneath me. I wrenched free of his grasp, but before I could tear into his unprotected flesh, someone else slammed
         into my back.
      

      
      Arms and legs wrapped around my torso, clinging tightly, refusing to let go. I snarled and bucked, twisting my head around
         as I tried to free myself of this new assailant. I couldn’t get a good look at the attacker nor could I manage to sink my
         teeth into the arm locked around my chest. A deep masculine whoop and the sound of laughter only fueled my rage. I crow-hopped
         and whirled in a circle, desperate to throw him off.
      

      
      The laughter was coming from Ethan, who’d jumped to his feet and was watching me struggling with a satisfied smirk on his
         face.
      

      
      “Ride ’em, cowboy! Only eight seconds, Connor, and you’re golden,” he said. “You’ve already made it to five.”

      
      “Stop this!” Monroe loomed up between me and Ethan. “Calla, I gave you my word. You aren’t in danger here. Connor, get off
         her.”
      

      
      I thrashed as the rumble of Connor’s laughter rippled through my back. “But Monroe, this is almost a new record for me.”

      
      “Welcome to Wolf Rodeo.” Ethan was laughing so hard he’d bent over, hands resting on his knees so he wouldn’t fall.

      
      “I said stop.” Nothing in Monroe’s voice was amused.

      
      I was so startled when Connor slid off me that I continued to buck and nearly tumbled over.

      
      “Whoa there, sleeping beauty.” I whipped around to find Connor grinning at me. I had no trouble remembering him: the other
         Searcher who’d ambushed Shay and me at the library. And he’d been at Rowan Estate as well, scooping up Shay—unconscious and a wolf—and whisking him away from Bosque’s onslaught of wraiths, succubi,
         and incubi. I shuddered, both at the memory of the horde and at the sick dread I still felt at not knowing what had happened
         to Shay.
      

      
      Unlike Ethan, whose gaze had made me certain he wanted to stick a knife in my gut as much as I wanted to sink my teeth into
         his throat, Connor was working hard not to laugh. With that expression he looked boyishly appealing, even a little innocent,
         but I recalled too well the way he could wield swords. Two swords, curving sabers like Monroe’s, were sheathed at his waist
         at this very moment. I snarled at him, backing slowly away from the three Searchers.
      

      
      “Not a morning person, are we?” Connor smiled. “I promise we’ll get you some breakfast, wolfie. You just can’t eat Ethan.
         Deal?”
      

      
      “Calla.” Monroe was walking toward me, shaking his head. “We aren’t your enemies. Please give me a chance.”

      
      I met his dark eyes, which had locked on me, intense and a little fearful. Pulling my gaze off Monroe, I glanced at Ethan
         and Connor. They’d taken flanking positions behind Monroe, but neither had drawn a weapon. Conflicting impulses paralyzed
         me. All my instincts were screaming to attack, but the Searchers had only acted defensively. And they weren’t trying to hurt
         me now.
      

      
      Still uneasy, I shifted forms.

      
      “I like her better this way, don’t you?” Connor murmured with a sideways glance at Ethan, who only grunted.

      
      “What are they doing here?” I pointed at the other two men but spoke to Monroe. “I thought you said I’d be safe with you.”

      
      “They’re members of my team,” Monroe answered. “And you’ll be working closely with them. You can trust them just as you can
         trust me.”
      

      
      Now it was my turn to laugh. “No way. These two have tried to kill me more than once.”

      
      “No more fighting now that we’re on the same team,” Connor said. “Scout’s honor.”
      

      
      “Like you were ever a Boy Scout.” Ethan’s smile was there and gone in less than a second. “Besides, she just tried to tear
         my throat out!”
      

      
      “Ethan.” Monroe spared him a stern glance.

      
      But Ethan’s hostility offered me more reassurance than Monroe’s promises or Connor’s jibes; at least Ethan’s threats made
         sense. These were Searchers and I was a Guardian. What could we offer each other besides bloodshed?
      

      
      “Calla,” Monroe said. “Our worlds are changing faster than you can imagine. Forget what you think you know about us. We can
         help each other. We all want the same things.”
      

      
      I didn’t respond, wondering what exactly he thought I wanted.

      
      “Will you come with us?” he asked. “Will you hear what I have to say?”

      
      Pulling my eyes off him, I looked up and down the curving hall. Nothing was familiar. If I ran, I wouldn’t know where I was
         going. At least I could keep an eye out for an escape route while I was following Monroe around.
      

      
      “Fine,” I said.

      
      “Fantastic!” Connor laughed. “No more fighting! I guess that means we’re bosom buddies now? Very nice.”

      
      With that he looked pointedly at my chest.

      
      “She’s a wolf,” Ethan snapped. “That’s twisted.”

      
      “Not at the moment,” Connor said, not moving his gaze and taking a few steps closer. As he drew near, I caught the scent of
         cedar and violet tinged with the aroma of coffee. The mixture was familiar— one I’d been close to before. I snarled and jumped
         back, shaking away the new cloud of memories forming in my mind.
      

      
      “Are you sure she’s an alpha?” Connor asked, tucking me against his chest when I stirred. “She doesn’t look that tough.”

      
      “You have a selective memory, moron,” Ethan snapped. “Just because she’s a pretty blonde now doesn’t mean the wolf is gone.”

      
      “Silver lining, man.” Connor laughed. “Gotta live in the moment. And in this moment there is one fine-looking girl in my arms.”

      
      “Stop talking about her like I’m not here!” Shay yelled.

      
      “Oh, horrors, I’ve angered the Great One,” Connor said. “Will I ever gain his forgiveness?”

      
      “Don’t push the boy, Connor,” Monroe said. “We’re nearly at the rendezvous point.”

      
      “Sorry, boy.” Connor smirked.

      
      “That’s it.” Shay snarled and I heard the scuffle of feet.

      
      “Whoa!” Ethan’s body loomed in front of me. “Can’t let you do it, kid.”

      
      “That’s enough,” Monroe said. “There’s the portal. Just go.”

      
      I tried to move again, squinting to see more of my surroundings. The air seemed to sparkle; cold gave way to warmth. Connor’s
            arms tightened around me as I slipped into unconsciousness again.

      
      Staring at Connor’s puckish smile, I knew I’d seen it before— even if the memory was fuzzy. He returned my gaze, eyes sparkling
         with mischief. I balled my fist, gauging whether I’d get the most satisfaction out of hitting him in the gut—or just a bit
         lower. If he wanted to avoid a fight, he’d need to bite his tongue around me.
      

      
      But Monroe got there first. “Back off, Connor. She could use a little adjustment before she has to deal with your sense of
         humor.”
      

      
      “Sir, yes, sir!” Connor stood at attention, but he was laughing.

      
      I was back to being confused. Ethan grunted, still eyeing me warily, but he didn’t make a move. Apparently they weren’t looking
         for a fight. Having encountered these men only when I was trying to kill them, I couldn’t make heads or tails of their strange,
         casual banter. Who were these people?
      

      
      “Anika’s expecting us in Tactical,” Monroe said, not quite masking his own laugh with a clearing of his throat. He turned
         away and headed down the hall. “Let’s go.”
      

      
      I practically had to trot to keep up with him. I still wasn’t comfortable with Connor and Ethan at my back. It took a lot
         of willpower to keep from looking over my shoulder at them, if only to bare my teeth in warning.
      

      
      The farther we walked, the more confused I became. The hallway curved constantly; we passed many doors, but no corners or
         turns. Whatever this place was, it seemed to be circular, all of it flooded with sunlight, brightening every minute as morning
         blossomed into day. I had to blink against the light, which glittered in the air. Even the walls were sparkling. Tiny veins
         of multi-hued crystals ran through the marble floors and walls, slicing through the surfaces in rivers of color that joined
         with sunbeams to fill the space with ghostly rainbows. The hypnotic patterns of light held my focus, so when Monroe came to
         an abrupt stop, I just avoided smacking into him.
      

      
      We’d reached a point where the curving hallway was interrupted by a broad open chamber with new paths that led off to our
         right and left. The path on our left, which headed into what must have been the center of the building, wasn’t a hall but
         glass doors that opened onto a bridge of the same marble. My eyes followed the carved stone walkway and I lost my breath
         at what I saw. The walls dropped away to reveal an immense courtyard below. It must have been fifty, maybe sixty feet to the
         ground.
      

      
      Looks like Monroe was telling the truth about the windows.

      
      The courtyard was filled with … glass houses and gardens? They looked like gardens, but there weren’t any growing plants.
         Then again, it was almost winter. Or was it? How long had I been here?
      

      
      I looked up and saw that unlike the hallway we’d followed to this point, the courtyard opened up to the sky itself. On the
         other side of the glass doors, thin flakes of snow drifted lazily to the dark earth below.
      

      
      A hand touched my shoulder and I jumped.

      
      “Business first.” Monroe was smiling. “I promise you’ll have a tour later.”
      

      
      “Right,” I said, following him down the hall to our right. A blush bit into my cheeks, and I hoped I hadn’t looked too dumbstruck
         when I’d been ogling the building.
      

      
      This new hall was much wider than the one we’d come from, and unlike the first hall it was straight. There were doors on my
         right and left and two solid wooden ones directly ahead of us. When we reached them, I gasped. Carved in each tall surface
         was the alchemical symbol for earth—the same triangle that had marked Haldis Cavern on the pages of The War of All Against All.
      

      
      “She’s done her homework,” Connor said. “Silas will be thrilled.”

      
      Monroe and Ethan ignored him and I bit my lip, trying to remember that I needed to keep my reactions hidden. But all such
         thoughts fled when Monroe pushed open the doors. We walked into a great room with a single table in the center. It was round
         and massive, like something that had been lifted out of King Arthur’s court. The walls were lined with books—old and leather
         bound, like those we’d hunted through at Rowan Estate. The similarity was enough to set my teeth on edge.
      

      
      Out of the corner of my eye I saw two people standing near a set of bookshelves, talking quietly as they looked over the titles
         on the spines. And one of the two people was someone I knew. And loved.
      

      
      Shay’s head tilted as he listened to the girl with him. She looked about my age and had large liquid brown eyes half veiled
         by wisps of mahogany hair that had escaped from the thick knot caught with a metal clasp at the back of her neck. The girl
         was the first Searcher I’d seen who wasn’t armed to the teeth, though, like the others, she was dressed in fierce apparel:
         heavily worn leather pants, thick-heeled boots, and a close-cut tunic of undyed linen. Clothes just like those I was now wearing. Slung low on her hips was a wide belt, from which two strange, slender metal spikes hung. I couldn’t puzzle
         out what they were. About two feet long, they looked like skinny, bright silver railroad ties that tapered to needle-sharp
         points. In one hand she held a sheaf of folded papers, which she tapped rhythmically against her thigh.
      

      
      I bristled when I saw her other hand resting on Shay’s arm. Jealousy’s bite startled me, and its teeth sank in deeply. I didn’t
         want any other girl touching him. He was mine.
      

      
      Shay lifted his head as if he’d heard my thoughts. But when he turned, I realized that he’d recognized my scent. The thought
         made my skin hum and I found myself running to meet him, casting the dark-haired girl a menacing look as I pushed past her.
      

      
      “Calla!” Shay said, reaching for me. “Are you all right?”

      
      My heart was beating too fast and I could barely catch my breath. I’d been afraid I might not see him again. That neither
         of us would live through this ordeal.
      

      
      I started to nod just as my legs gave out, but Shay was there. His arms caught my waist as I collapsed. I clung to him, knowing
         that he was as strong as I was now. I could crush him in my grip without fear that I might hurt him. Shay tightened his arms
         around me and I pressed closer. One of his hands came up and cradled my head against his chest, his lips brushing the crown
         of my hair.
      

      
      Shay. Shay. I took a deep breath. His scent, the scent of spring, warm and hopeful as the sunlight that filled this place,
         poured through me.
      

      
      Burying my fingers in his hair, I pulled his face to mine. I could taste his surprise, sweet and bright, when I kissed him.
         The sweetness turned to warmth, then heat as his mouth trailed over my cheek.
      

      
      “Calla,” he whispered, catching my earlobe in his teeth—a wolfish gesture that made me nuzzle his neck affectionately. Mine. He is mine.

      
      “It was killing me that I couldn’t be with you,” he said, pulling back so he could look at me. “God, it’s good to see you.”
      

      
      Connor whistled, and the girl’s curious gaze sparkled with mischief. Despite my relief at Shay’s presence, I silently cursed
         the momentary lapse in caution. I should know better. This wasn’t a private reunion. Our every move was being observed. I’d
         missed Shay, every ounce of my being ached with wanting to touch him from the moment I laid eyes on him, but I didn’t need
         the Searchers to know that. I forced steadiness into my muscles, wriggling out of his embrace.
      

      
      “I’m fine, Shay,” I said, trying to ignore the wrench of loss I felt now that he wasn’t holding me. “For the most part. A
         little confused.”
      

      
      “That’s why we’re here,” Monroe said, coming toward us. “Shay, I trust you’re well.”

      
      “I’m better now,” he said, not taking his eyes off me. My toes curled as he ignored my attempt to distance myself and pulled
         me back into an embrace.
      

      
      “I’m pleased that Calla has made a full recovery too,” Monroe said. “It would have been tragic if we’d lost her.”

      
      I barked out a harsh laugh. “Lost me? I seem to remember being shot by him.” Ethan didn’t flinch when I threw an accusing
         glare his way before looking back at Monroe. “And that you knocked me out.”
      

      
      He nodded, offering an apologetic smile. “We needed to know more about who you were before we knew if you could be an ally.”

      
      I cast him a suspicious glance.

      
      “And we did everything in our power to ensure that you recovered swiftly.”

      
      This time it was Shay who snorted. “Yeah, like I have any reason to trust your healers.”

      
      I turned in his arms to look at him. “Healers?”

      
      My memories of the time between the battle at Rowan Estate and waking here were jumbled at best, terrifying at worst. It was
         obvious something had healed me, but I didn’t remember when my wounds had been treated.
      

      
      “I don’t know what they did to you.” He shot an angry look at Monroe, who shrugged.

      
      “The bolts kept her under for a long time,” Monroe said. “That’s what they’re designed to do. Our healers made sure all the
         toxins were removed from her blood. There shouldn’t be any lingering effects.”
      

      
      I howled, struggling across the floor to his side. Each step was agony. The crossbow bolts still protruded from my chest.
            The blood in my lungs was slowly drowning me.

      
      When I reached him, I shifted forms, buried my hands in his fur, and shook his shoulders.

      
      “Shay! Shay!” Even as I clung to him, I could feel strength ebbing from my limbs.

      
      “Enchanted bolts; hope you’re enjoying the ride.” Ethan’s gravel-rough voice drew my eyes to the side. He had the crossbow
            trained on me once more. “Are you the one who turned him?”

      
      My chest was on fire, my vision blurred. I nodded and slumped to the floor, rolling alongside Shay.

      
      My fingers flew to my chest again, which had tightened at the memory, at the thought of bolts piercing my flesh. Kept me under?

      
      “How long?” I whispered.

      
      “What?” Shay had put his hand over mine, curling my fingers in his own.

      
      “How long was I out?” I asked. “How long since we left Vail?”

      
      “About a week,” he said.

      
      A week. In some ways it didn’t sound like much time at all. But when I thought of what could have happened to my pack in a
         week, what could have happened to them in a matter of hours once my flight from the union had been discovered, it sounded
         like an eternity.
      

      
      And Ren. What had they done to him? He’d lied so we could escape the pursuing Bane pack, and there was no way the Keepers
         hadn’t discovered that treachery.
      

      
      I trembled and Shay tightened his grip on me, but in my mind I was in the arms of someone else.

      
      Ren’s voice seemed to come from right behind me.

      
      “I don’t know how to believe you. Any of this. What else is there? This is who we are.”

      
      “That doesn’t make it right. You know I wouldn’t abandon my pack unless I had to,” I said quietly. “Unless it was the only
            way to help them.”

      
      His eyes met mine, strained and uncertain.

      
      “We don’t have much time,” I said. “How did you get ahead of the others?”

      
      He glanced in the direction from which we’d come. “There was an uproar when they found Flynn’s body, but I caught your scent
            and took off. The rest of them were still regrouping. My father’s pack. The elder Banes.”

      
      He tensed and cold flooded my limbs.

      
      “What about the Nightshades?” I asked.

      
      “They’re being held for questioning.”

      
      “What happened in Vail?” I had to pull away from Shay, needing to get my bearings.

      
      No one answered me, and I fought off a chill like the one I’d felt the night of our escape.

      
      Right now I couldn’t afford to be consumed by the fear of what might or might not have befallen my packmates. Unwavering strength
         and steel resolve were my best—no, my only—shots at helping them.
      

      
      “What about the fight? How did you find us? Did you kill Bosque Mar?”

      
      Connor laughed. “Kill Bosque Mar. No one can kill that thing.”

      
      “Thing?” Shay’s eyebrows went up. “What do you mean, thing?”

      
      “No one can kill Bosque Mar yet,” Monroe said, looking at Shay before speaking to me. “We’re still trying to determine what’s happening in Vail.”
      

      
      “Do you know anything?”

      
      “Watch your tone, wolfie,” Ethan said, adjusting the crossbow slung over his shoulder. “If it weren’t for us, you’d have bled
         out in that library.”
      

      
      “You were the reason I was bleeding out in the library!” I lunged forward, remaining human but grabbing Ethan by the jacket
         and slamming him onto the tabletop. Leaning down, I made sure he was looking straight at my fangs. “Don’t ever tell me to
         watch my tone; you have no idea who you’re dealing with.”
      

      
      “Calla!” Monroe was at my side, pulling me off Ethan. “Please, this isn’t necessary.”

      
      Ethan jumped up. “The hell? You’d better curb your dog, Monroe.”

      
      I smirked. “And you’d better learn not to call me a dog.”

      
      The girl who’d been in the room with Shay when we first arrived began to laugh. “Nice.”

      
      “Go to hell, Ariadne.” Ethan was still livid.

      
      “Language.” Ariadne clucked her tongue.

      
      “We need Calla,” Monroe said, unflinching despite Ethan’s glare. “This isn’t negotiable.”

      
      “There’s that, and she’s right,” Connor added, eyeing me warily but with an admiring grin. “You did shoot a bunch of bolts
         into her.”
      

      
      “This is bullshit,” Ethan said. “First negotiating with this kid and now the wolf. We’re better than this.”

      
      “The kid is the Scion.” Monroe held Ethan in a steady gaze. “And an alpha wolf could be the key to winning this war.”

      
      Ethan snorted. “The Scion hasn’t done anything for us, and no way are wolves winning this war. This is our fight and they
         are on the other side!”
      

      
      “I’m sure things will be different now that Calla has joined us.” Monroe raised an eyebrow at Shay, expectant.
      

      
      Shay shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, I guess.”

      
      “That’s not good enough, Shay.” A shadow of irritation flitted across Monroe’s face.

      
      “What is he talking about?” I asked.

      
      Shay stopped glaring at Monroe long enough to look at me. “I wouldn’t tell them anything about Vail or what we’d found in
         the library until you were here. Healthy, safe.”
      

      
      “Oh.” Somehow I managed not to blush, but I felt a flash of heat deep in my body.

      
      Ethan’s fists were clenched and he began to pace near Monroe. “I don’t care if he is the Scion. He’s practically a baby to
         our world. He needs to follow orders, not try to set terms.”
      

      
      “I can leave anytime you’d like,” Shay snarled. “If I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

      
      “There’s the door.” Ethan gestured to it. “That’s enough! This is the way things are, Ethan,” Monroe said. “From now on. Is
         that clear?”
      

      
      Ethan stared at him silently, then finally turned and walked to the opposite side of the room.

      
      “Well, then,” Ariadne said. “Since I’m guessing we can’t actually talk about Vail until Anika joins us, maybe we should take
         care of introductions.”
      

      
      She moved forward fluidly, smiling as if the tension of the room didn’t exist.

      
      Monroe frowned at her. “Introductions?”

      
      “Of course,” she said. “You seem to have forgotten this is my big debut. With all the excitement about Shay here, no one cares.
         But I’ve been ordered to report to you, Monroe.” She slapped the sheaves of paper against his chest. “I trust you’re satisfied
         with my completion of the Academy training. I’m ready for my assignment with the Haldis team.”
      

      
      He sighed when he took the documents. “Yes, Ariadne. Congratulations on completing your examinations. We couldn’t be more
         proud to have you on board.”
      

      
      She offered him the imitation of a smile.

      
      “It’s just Adne now,” she grumbled. “The whole name is such a mouthful.”

      
      “If you insist. You’ve completed your training at an astonishing speed, and you did receive the highest commendations from
         your trainers,” Monroe said. “You can have your pick of assignments.”
      

      
      “I know,” she said, eyes narrowing.

      
      “You don’t have to work with Haldis.”

      
      “I know.” Her teeth were clenched. “It’s done, okay? You’re stuck with me.”

      
      “You know that’s not what I meant,” Monroe began, but she shook her head.

      
      “Drop it.”

      
      She brushed the fringe of dark hair from her eyes, turning a genuine smile on Connor. “Are you happy to see me? You’ve been
         at the outpost for what—three months now?”
      

      
      “Try six,” he said. “And you’ve clearly forgotten all about me. I saw the way you were hitting on our Scion when we walked
         in. Quite the little coquette, aren’t we?”
      

      
      “I wasn’t flirting,” she said, but I thought I caught a blush chase across her cheeks when she glanced sidelong at Shay. “You
         know perfectly well where I was and why I had to be here,” she said. “I didn’t abandon you.”
      

      
      I dug my nails into my palms when Shay looked at me guiltily. Who was this girl?

      
      “A man knows when he’s been jilted.” Connor put a fist over his heart.

      
      “Is that what you’re calling yourself these days?” she asked with a wry smile. “A man? I was thinking stooge … or maybe poser.”
      

      
      “Nope,” Connor said. “I think we’ll stick with man. Would you like to see the proof?”

      
      “I’d be grateful if you said no, Ariadne.” Monroe grimaced, but I could see him hiding a smile behind the irritated expression
         he’d put on.
      

      
      The secret smile faded when she snapped, “I know better than to ask whether you missed me.”

      
      “Well, I’m elated to see you,” Connor said quickly as Monroe grimaced, crossing the space between them. He bent down and kissed
         her on the cheek. “Tess and Isaac are always out. Ethan’s too grumpy to be any fun. And not half as nice to look at as you.”
      

      
      I looked at the new girl again. She was pretty … too pretty. Had she been flirting with Shay while I was unconscious?

      
      “He’s kidding,” she said, throwing a glance at Shay while turning her back on Connor.

      
      “No, I’m not,” Connor said. “No offense, Ethan.”

      
      “I’m devastated,” Ethan said flatly.

      
      Ariadne faced me with a smirk. “And this is the wolf girl? Shay talks about you all the time.”

      
      I smiled at her. Even if she had been flirting with him, Shay’s thoughts had still been focused on me. Good. That was how
         I wanted it.
      

      
      “This is Ariadne,” Shay said. “She’s been showing me the ropes around here.”

      
      “Call me Adne,” she said.

      
      “My name is Calla,” I replied, straightening to take advantage of the inch I had on her. Even if Shay wasn’t interested, I
         still wanted to make sure this girl knew how things stood between us.
      

      
      Her own eyes glimmered with mirth. “So I’ve heard. A Guardian named Calla … like the flower. That’s a nice touch.”

      
      I couldn’t stop the groan that welled up from my throat. “Uhhuh. Like the flower.” This was exactly the impression I didn’t
         want to make.
      

      
      “That’s just fantastic,” she murmured, a smile ghosted across her mouth. “Well, it’s great to meet you, Lily. At least if
         you really are on our side.”
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      LILY.
      

      
      I could hear Ren laughing.

      
      Will you ever stop calling me that?

      
      Never.

      
      My knees threatened to buckle while I stared at her. “Why did you call me that?”

      
      The instinct to shift was overwhelming. The room felt like it was closing in on me.

      
      Run, Calla. Run to your pack. You don’t belong here.

      
      Shay must have sensed my anxiety because he grasped both my arms, forcing me to look at him.

      
      “Calla? Hey, take a breath. She didn’t mean any harm.” I realized he thought it was anger at Ariadne that had made me want
         to change. But that wasn’t the problem.
      

      
      “Yeah, he’s right. Sorry if it annoyed you.” She shrugged, the gleam in her eyes brightening, as if she had wanted me to attack her. “It just came to mind. It fits and it’s hilarious.”
      

      
      I could barely hear her because of the roaring in my ears. It was like being sucked back into a dream. No, not a dream, a
         nightmare. Feelings that I’d been able to bury while I’d been alone surfaced, flooding my chest.
      

      
      Her amused expression faded. “Something wrong?”
      

      
      I shook my head, tongue-tied and wishing the floor would open up and swallow me. I could hear Ren whispering the nickname
         in my ear. Couldn’t Shay and I have a reunion for more than five minutes without being reminded of the one person who could
         drive us apart?
      

      
      Shay answered her, his own teeth clenched. “It’s just that someone else used to call her that.”

      
      Someone else. Now I wasn’t just hearing Ren’s teasing whisper. I could see his face and remember the way he’d pulled me against
         him the night I’d run from Vail. From the ceremony where I should have become his mate. He’d kissed me, pleaded with me to
         stay. Where was he now? He’d lied to help us escape. I didn’t want to think about the price he’d paid for that lie.
      

      
      Vail. Home. My heart hammered against my rib cage, making it difficult to breathe. Why am I here? I dug my nails into my palms, struggling not to turn on the Searchers and fly at them as the wolf snarled within me, desperate
         to fight, desperate to be with my pack.
      

      
      Adne’s eyes moved from Shay’s twitching jaw to my face, assessing.

      
      “Ah,” she said quietly, not trying to hide the smile that slid over her lips. “Someone else. I see.”

      
      An uncomfortable silence filled the room. Connor finally cracked his knuckles and looked meaningfully at Monroe.

      
      “So are we going to get out of prison duty?” he asked. “Not that it wasn’t thrilling, especially compared to the mortal combat
         you usually send us into.”
      

      
      “Do you ever shut up?” Shay snapped. A guilty flush crept along the back of my neck. I knew that Shay’s mood was much more
         about me than Connor’s jokes. Even if the jokes were getting a little irritating.
      

      
      “Manners, manners,” Connor said. “Since you’re the Chosen One, you need to make a good impression. Too bad they don’t teach
         etiquette here. You know—which fork for salad. Calligraphy. The stylish way to disembowel an opponent.”
      

      
      For a second I thought Shay would take a swing at Connor.

      
      “That’s enough, Connor.” Monroe’s calm words carried a flint edge. “Let’s sit tight until Anika arrives.”

      
      “She’s arrived.” A woman came striding through the door. She was dressed like the other Searchers, but an iron medallion in
         the shape of a compass rose hung from her neck. Her hair, caught in a ring of braids at the crown of her head, was like corn
         silk.
      

      
      She was accompanied by another woman whose appearance brought only one word to mind: fierce. Her jet black hair was cropped
         close to her head, and a tattoo of intricate lace-like patterns wrapped around the caramel skin of her neck. The belt around
         her waist was filled with knives, their bright hilts catching the sunlight and throwing back flashes like deadly warning beacons.
      

      
      “Lydia!” Connor bolted across the room, catching the tattooed warrior woman in a bear hug.

      
      “Nice to see you too, Connor.” Her laugh was low and husky. “How’s Tess?”

      
      “Still fighting with Isaac.” He grinned. “And missing you of course.”

      
      She returned his smile. “If all goes well, I’ll get to see her in a few hours.”

      
      Connor put his hands on her shoulders. “Tonight won’t be much of a reunion.”

      
      “I’ll take what I can get,” she said.

      
      Ethan approached the pair. He caught Lydia’s elbow, turning her. “You’re all dressed up.”

      
      Lydia and Ethan locked forearms in what struck me as some sort of ritual greeting.

      
      “I heard we had special guests,” she said, looking around the room. Her eyes settled on me and she inclined her chin. I had a hard time not stepping back in surprise. The gesture had clearly
         been one of … respect. Two questions chased each other through my mind: Who do these people think I am? What do they want from me?

      
      Lydia gave a stiff bow to Monroe. “We good to go?”

      
      Monroe looked from her to me. “We haven’t quite gotten there yet.”

      
      The austere-faced, blond woman smiled at both of them. “That’s fine. It means we won’t have to backtrack.”

      
      She beckoned to me. “Calla, it’s an honor to meet you. My name is Anika.”

      
      “Thank you.” I took her extended hand, not surprised by the strength of her grasp. Everything about this woman, from the rich
         contralto of her voice to her regal bearing, bespoke authority. “Though I’m not sure about the honor part.”
      

      
      She laughed. “You saved the Scion and that means you might have saved us.”

      
      Shay had come to stand beside me. “You haven’t told me what it even means that I’m the Scion yet. Adne’s been babysitting
         me ever since we got here.”
      

      
      “It’s not babysitting,” Adne protested. “I haven’t had to spank you once, which is a shame.”

      
      Shay’s eyes went wide. He glanced at me, shaking his head, but it didn’t stop my blood from boiling.

      
      “Adne!” Monroe gave her a stern look.

      
      I half expected Connor to high-five her for taking a line right out of his usual repertoire, but he looked even more upset
         than Monroe. I took in the girl’s slight frame and began calculating the time it would take to rip her arms from their sockets.
         Definitely less than ten seconds. Maybe less than five.

      
      “Lighten up,” she snapped, but then glanced nervously at Anika. “Sorry, Anika.”

      
      “Apology accepted.” A smile played across Anika’s mouth, briefly transforming her. “It will take time to teach you who you
         are, Shay. I’m certain it’s frustrating to wait, and for that I’m sorry. But your role lies a little further down the road.
         What Calla’s place will be in all this is the more pressing question.”
      

      
      “My place?” I asked, managing to tear my eyes off Adne, who I’d expected would go back to teasing Shay. But she was watching
         Connor with a smirk on her face.
      

      
      “I’m the Arrow,” Anika said. “So at the moment I give the orders around here.”

      
      “Huh?” I frowned.

      
      She touched the iron compass rose that hung from her neck before pointing to Monroe. “The Arrow directs the Guides of each
         division. You’ve already met the Guide for our Haldis division.”
      

      
      “What is the Haldis division?” I asked, thinking of the earth symbol on the door.

      
      “We’ll explain everything in due time,” she said.
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