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Note to Readers








This story is the culmination of many story lines of previous books. To get a full appreciation of the events in this book, I highly recommend reading earlier books. That includes Love is a Whirlwind (where Caleb and Ryan first appear), Blind Devotion and Ghosts of Halloween Past (Sheriff Jack and Travis), Healing Minds and Hearts and Minds (Xavier and Josh), Red Sun (Ahmes and Raphael), and Crimson Purity (events immediately preceding this book, linked with the prologue). While the series is not yet over, many of the individual character arcs are resolved in this book. Enjoy!



Prologue







“What did he say?”

Chief Hera, leader of the US branch of the Agency, stood in a narrow corridor in the basement of the current Agency homebase.

“I’ll write it up in my report,” Captain Odin said gruffly. “You’ll have it on your desk in the morning.”

“Give me the highlights.”

Mac, Odin’s dependable and efficient aide, opened his mouth, but Odin waved at him. Hera didn’t miss the look Mac sent Odin and wondered when the old goat would make a move. They’d been dancing around each other for years, and she was both tired of witnessing it and worried Odin would let Mac slip through his fingers. Sure, the Agency had taboos against sexual relationships with fellow agents and shifters, but it was a known secret that no one followed those rules. As long as it didn’t affect the job, no one gave a rat’s ass. She didn’t.

Besides, matings with shifters had proven beneficial for the continuing fight against the Knights of the Dawn. Agent Poe had mated with a master shifter while other agents were becoming ambassadors to shifter clans, packs, and various groups after finding their mates among them.

“Our suspicions proved true,” Odin said. “Jay doesn’t have a drop of fae blood. He’s pure humanoid. Arcas used a spell and found that there’s maybe a half dozen such people in the world. Jay was the closest geographically, I guess.”

She nodded. “And Bianca?”

Odin sighed and leaned against the wall next to Mac. Hera regarded him, a man she’d fought alongside for decades. He was a giant of a man, almost seven feet tall, with pale skin, a bald head, and black eyes. His muscles were lean, like a jaguar’s, and if she’d had any predilection for sex—and if he wasn’t gay—she would have jumped his bones years ago. As it was, they were friends bonded through blood and loss, and she trusted him with her life and the lives of her soldiers. She knew he felt the same.

The ironic part was his fae ability was being invisible in plain sight. He could also transfer that ability to anyone he was touching.


As chief, she’d asked him to do horrible things, not the least of which was “interrogating” prisoners.


Put plainly—torturing them for answers.

But despite knowing she was pushing him after his session with their prisoner, she needed confirmation of whether her family was in danger.

“It didn’t take much effort with her,” Odin said wearily. “I’m glad we caught her before Ignis called in for retrieval. Our suspicions were true on that score, as well. Raphael gutted Gregor, and he was at death’s door. Arcas threatened Bianca with painful death if Gregor died, so she worked herself to the bone to preserve him. He was alive when Arcas transported him elsewhere. She doesn’t know where they are. But Gregor is out of commission for a while.”


Excitement tingled as Hera grinned. The number of successes to losses against the Knights of the Dawn had always made her uneasy. She’d often felt a bit like a firefighter—putting out the flames instead of preventing the arsonist from lighting them in the first place. They should know Arcas better than this after so many years of fighting him and his minions. His cult. But despite the bit of intel they’d managed to collect, they’d been woefully in the dark as to his grand plan and ultimate end goal. Until now. Well, they may not know his goal, but they did know his targets—shifters and humans with special blood.


“Excellent. And now we have yet another agent mated to a master shifter. I wonder…” She shook her head, letting her words fade. None of this could be coincidence. She thought they’d gained a boon when Merlin had showed himself after decades of hibernation but then the bastard had disappeared again. But now she saw another advantage. More matings were occurring between master shifters and her agents. Could that be a line to tug on?

“And Bianca said one other thing of interest.”

Hera raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Arcas has genuine affection for Gregor. If he can feel any twisted form of love, I think he has it for his commander. And I think it’s reciprocated.”

She grinned and punched Odin’s shoulder. “Good job as always, Odin. Capturing Gregor just became our top priority. He is our leverage. I look forward to your reports.”


She turned and strode down the hallway toward the elevators, her thoughts racing ahead. Perhaps their success to loss ratio wasn’t the greatest, but they’d received a major gain when Raphael had critically damaged Gregor. Arcas could stay above the fray because of Gregor, but now he was forced to roll in the mud with the rest of the them or he would wait for Gregor to recover. Either one gave the Agency a much-needed lead. They required that time to train new field agents and restock supplies and strengthen alliances with shifters.


They could still win this war.

She’d managed to keep a professional distance from the mess of the war for most of her career, but now it was apparent her sister and nephew might be caught in the midst of whatever Arcas wanted. Triumph blew away as her gut clenched with dread. If she’d known that giving Mandy a tip about a bull shifter in need would put a target on their back, she would have made a different decision. She had nothing against Ryan, and protecting shifters was her life’s mission, but her sister and nephew were the only blood family she had left.

Heaving a sigh, Hera shook her head. Since her nephew, Caleb, had mated with Ryan, that made him family as well. And she’d protect him using whatever means were available to her. But guilt threatened to choke her. Hera smiled grimly since she knew her sister would slap the back of her head and scold her for that guilt. Mandy O’Connell didn’t suffer fools, whiners, or guilt-ridden little sisters who “thought they had to save the world.”

But these latest incidents, with Raphael and Jay, brought home the real possibility her family was a target. People just living their lives, not part of the war, not part of the Agency. But because they were allies to shifters, they were considered the enemy of the knights, and therefore, fair game.

“I’m going to wring that bastard’s throat if I ever get the chance,” she murmured.

The war kept sprouting new branches, and she was running thin of field agents to send. But that couldn’t be helped. While many joined the Agency, only a modest number could handle being a field agent. That needed to change. She didn’t want to lower standards but they couldn’t keep up with all the fires and branches without more bodies to fill the void.

But first things first. The O’Connell ranch needed to be protected.

She detoured to her office and grabbed her jacket.

Mackenzie, the office manager, stuck her head in the doorway. “How’d the sessions go?”

“Better than most. Odin will send his reports shortly. I want more patrols in Haven, so create a schedule, would you? Rotations. We still need field agents doing what they do best but we can’t leave Haven unmonitored. And I want agents stationed at the O’Connell ranch.”

“Chief?”

“Patrols aren’t enough anymore. I want Persephone and Anubis for this job. Make them available.”

“Um. Yes, ma’am. Where are you…?”

She slipped on her jacket and patted Mackenzie’s shoulder as she strode past. “Family business.”

Gregor opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. He felt weak and shaky and didn’t dare humiliate himself by trying to stand again. He’d fallen like a toddler learning to walk, and Arcas had been forced to settle him back into bed. He was useless like this, and Arcas was wasting his time when he should be out there, giving orders and pursuing his goal.

Not playing nursemaid.

“They think they have the upper hand, and that makes them vulnerable,” Arcas said as he walked into Gregor’s sickroom. “Their guard is down because they know you’re wounded. Your injury has given us an advantage.”

Despite Arcas’s dispassionate words, Gregor caught the concern in his bright eyes. Arcas’s perfect face was marred by a scar bisecting it diagonally. It was faint, having healed many years ago. A cougar shifter, who still lived, had harmed him during a facility inspection. Gregor wanted to hunt down the beast but Arcas wouldn’t waste time on such a hunt. He always said the cougar would be destroyed with the rest of them.

But the longer Arcas spent with him, the longer it would take to accomplish that grand plan. Arcas didn’t want to listen when he’d tried to persuade him of that. Gregor mustered the strength for a smile.

“That’s one way to look at it, my lord.” Gregor detested the weakness in his voice. “Turning my failure into a triumph. You are very kind.”


Arcas narrowed his eyes. “You got the monster’s blood. You succeeded. I’ve told you before, and I hate repeating myself, that you can only fail me if you die.”


Gregor stared at him with singular devotion and guilt.

Arcas hissed and stepped to the bed. He leaned over and while Gregor’s heart quickened with need, his weakened state also allowed for a trickle of fear. If he aggravated Arcas, then his god, his lover, would kill him. He knew it. Accepted it. Perhaps it would be for the best. In this state, he could only slow him down.

But he wanted to serve his god. He wanted to see Arcas’s plans fulfilled.


“Listen to me, Gregor,” Arcas said in a low voice filled with command and an edge of malice. “I distinctly do not appreciate the fear of losing the only person in ages beyond memory that I’ve allowed myself to trust. I might have trusted my mother in this life, but I have never found a lover I could depend upon. Not in all my many lives. Until you. So don’t you dare make me live as a god without your beloved eyes looking upon my triumph and glory. None of this means a damn without you to share it with. Do you understand?”


Gregor’s heart raced, thundering against his ribs. Arcas might have insinuated some of those feelings over the years but he’d never spoken so plainly before. Gregor blinked back tears, knowing Arcas hated them. Taking careful breaths, he lifted his hand and cupped Arcas’s cheek.

Arcas covered his hand and squeezed.

Gregor cleared his throat. “Let me finish this, my lord. Allow me to finish the task you gave me before my—my injuries.”

Arcas’s gaze softened, and Gregor gave a genuine smile.

“Patience, my love. You are still healing. So let us observe for now. We don’t want a setback this close to the finish line. We will know when to strike. You and I. Let us do this together.”

Excitement tingled through him as he grinned. “Yes. Together.”

Arcas kissed him and Gregor surrendered immediately. From their first meeting, Gregor had pledged himself to Arcas. He’d proven his loyalty again and again, and it hadn’t been long before Arcas had taken him to bed and ravished him. Arcas had made it clear that the other knights were soldiers and pawns, sacrificed for the mission. The first sacrifices in his journey to godhood.

As if their minds were in tune, , Arcas whispered against his lips, “You are not replaceable, my lover. You will never be an acceptable casualty.”

Gregor shuddered out a breath and nodded.

Arcas pulled back but continued to lean over him. “We have three of the four scrolls we need, and we only require three more blood types. I need you in top form if we hope to accomplish our task. Trust me.”

“You know I do,” Gregor whispered. “Will… will you tell me? What will the spell unleash?”

Arcas smiled. Gregor didn’t want to be a nag, and he certainly wouldn’t demand answers, but after almost dying, he thought he deserved a few explanations.


“A plague of course. But a special one. Unlike the last time, I will succeed in annihilating shifters once and for all. And Enlil-lani will finally get the punishment he so richly deserves.”


Gregor frowned, confused. “Who?”

Instead of answering, Arcas kissed him again.


Chapter One










Do not stand

By my grave, and weep.

I am not there,

I do not sleep—

I am the thousand winds that blow,

I am the diamond glints in snow,

I am the sunlight on ripened grain,

I am the gentle, autumn rain.

~Clare Harner, Immortality

Caleb drank his coffee as the sun rose over the horizon. He rested his forearms on the deck railing and smiled as Whirlwind played with the two calves. Despite being a seventeen hundred pound menace and known for his temper and aggression, Whirlwind also had a softer side. While Caleb had always known it, everyone else had only recently caught glimpses, ever since the bull had retired from the Professional Bull Riding circuit one year ago. And a few months after that, Caleb and his mother had made the decision to pull their ranch out of the circuit entirely.

Due to Mandy’s exceptional investment acumen, they had plenty of money to run a non-profit rehabilitating abused or neglected farm and ranch animals. They had several horses and cows and sheep, as well as two ornery goats. They weren’t alone in caring for these animals, either. They had a full-time veterinarian living in their renovated barn. While the bottom half held all the animals, the upper floor had been renovated into a pleasant apartment. Lorie and her sons were Brahman cow shifters, and she preferred to spend most of her time in her primal spirit form. The O’Connell ranch allowed them to have peace and safety.

She also home-schooled her sons, and didn’t want to return them to normal schooling until they were old enough to control their shifting. The twins had hit puberty, and there’d almost been an incident with too many witnesses.

Caleb still shuddered to think of what could have happened.

Sunlight shimmered off Whirlwind’s chestnut hair, his regal hump, and large, curved horns. They weren’t filed as was standard. Instead they were deadly spikes that could gore a man before Whirlwind stomped them to death. There was a mischievous twinkle in his dark brown eyes as he ran circles around the calves. They cried out in joy, their large ears flopping, as they chased and were chased. Lorie, also in her primal form, watched with amused indulgence.

Caleb propped his chin on his fist and vividly remembered the moment he realized there was more to Whirlwind than met the eye. The moment he realized shapeshifters existed. Whirlwind was also Ryan, and he was just as beautiful in his human form as he was as his bull. His skin was a couple of shades lighter than the chestnut but his eyes were still rich brown. He was sturdy and solid, his primal spirit evident no matter what form he took. Most people gave him a wide berth or the side-eye because they could sense his strength and aggression. He was getting better at controlling himself, though.

They’d been friends for a long time before Caleb realized he’d fallen in love… and it turned out that Ryan had felt the same. But they’d almost lost their chance when some psycho bastard had kidnapped Ryan, knowing he was a shifter, and wanted to destroy him.

Caleb wished he could shake the terrifying memories. It was due to their experience with Richard, and meeting members of the Agency, that they’d decided to transform their ranch into a place of healing. One other thing Caleb had learned—his mother’s sister, Louise, was also an agent for the Agency. In fact, she was the chief of US operations. His brain had almost broken upon hearing that little tidbit.

Whirlwind nuzzled the calves before leading them back to their mother. It warmed Caleb’s heart when Lorie nosed him, and he returned the affection. Whether he liked it or not, Ryan had become an honorary uncle to her sons, William and Brandon.

Whirlwind turned and trotted back to the house. His eyes lit up when he spotted Caleb. Caleb grinned and waved. Ryan had awoken early—as always—and had started the coffee before heading out to tend to their residents.

Whirlwind slowed as he approached the gate and closed his eyes. Caleb never looked away, always enjoying the sight of his favorite bull morphing into his best friend and mate. The air shimmered and heated, and the sight of Whirlwind fractured. Despite the distance, Caleb felt the buzz along his skin. After a moment and without a sound, Ryan knelt next to the gate, his smooth skin glistening in the sunlight.

Caleb licked his lips.

Ryan stood and stretched, putting on a show. He had a thick waist with a broad chest and shoulders. His muscled arms and thighs rippled and bunched as he worked out the morning kinks. Caleb snickered, enjoying all that beauty on display. It woke him up quicker than the coffee. Ryan grinned and winked as he unlatched the gate and approached the house, comfortable in his nudity. At least Mandy had taken to sleeping late now she’d passed on the running of their business to her son.


As he came closer, Caleb took in Ryan’s beloved face in the soft morning light. He had a broad nose, a strong chin, and a wide mouth. A small scar bisected his right eyebrow. Ryan would only tell him that he’d earned it while practicing shifting with his father. Since his father was a bitter subject, Caleb never pried. Ryan was the product of a shifter father and a cow mother, and his father preferred a life in his primal form. He’d stuck around long enough to train Ryan how to be a shifter, and how to maintain secrecy. Then he’d vanished from Ryan’s life. Caleb knew it still hurt him, and he did everything he could to let Ryan know they were his family.


Ryan hopped up the short steps onto the deck and captured Caleb in his arms. Caleb laughed as Ryan stole a heated kiss. Caleb managed to set the coffee cup on the railing before letting his mate maul him. He pushed into the kiss and cupped Ryan’s face, loving his musky scent and slick skin.

“I love you,” Ryan murmured against his lips. He had a deep, rough voice, always with a bit of rust to it. He hadn’t used it much during the early years before he revealed himself.

Caleb sighed and stroked his bald head. “I love you, too.”

Ryan pulled back and kept an arm around his waist as he stole Caleb’s coffee and downed it in one swallow.

Caleb scowled. “You could have gotten your own.”


“I made it. It’s all mine.”


Caleb slapped his naked ass, hard.

Ryan jerked and burst out laughing, his eyes starting to glow. “You wanna be like that? You don’t need coffee when I’m here to wake you up.”

He set down the empty cup and pressed his hand on the bulge between Caleb’s legs. Ryan’s eyes glowed a bit as muscles in his face jumped and slithered. Something shifters did when their emotions ran high.

Caleb failed to bite down on his moan. “You idiot.”


“I’m your idiot.”


It was Caleb’s turn to laugh. “Yes. Yes, you are.”

Ryan bent and hefted Caleb over his shoulder before heading back into the house. Caleb squirmed, both aroused and annoyed. He slapped Ryan’s ass even harder several times.


“Put me down!” He kept his voice low so he didn’t wake his mother.


“You keep teasing me like that, I’ll do worse to you.”


That was a threat and a promise wrapped into one. Caleb kept slapping Ryan’s ass but a bit more gently, using the appropriate amount of force to arouse not punish. Ryan let out a pleased rumble and smacked Caleb once on his ass. He carried Caleb to their bedroom, which was the farthest room and on the opposite side from his mother. Caleb had grown up in that room, and it held many memories. But his fondest were moments like this. When his mate ravished him, and they took mutual pleasure with each other. That was also why they were so far from his mother. His parents’ room had originally been across the hallway but when Ryan decided to live as a human, Mandy had moved without a word. Caleb had once tried to talk to his mother about him and Ryan getting their own place, but she’d cut him off with a look.



“This is your home. This is your ranch. Let me spend my last days watching my son be happy. Besides, I need to get to know my new son better, right?”



Mandy O’Connell was still healthy as a horse even in her late sixties, so Caleb didn’t know what she was talking about with the “my last days,” comment. But it wasn’t long before he realized that Ryan also needed Mandy. He’d never had a dependable parental figure, and he appeared to thrive under her attention, even when she ordered him to do things. He’d just smile and nod and race to fulfill her demands.


So there they were, the three of them. His family.

Well, six… if he included Lorie and her sons. Which he did.

And he knew that if there was a heaven, his father was smiling down at him, proud of what they’d accomplished.


He just, uh, hoped he wasn’t watching right now.


Ryan kicked the door shut before dropping Caleb on their bed. Caleb hadn’t bothered with shoes and only wore a shirt and pants. He’d grown up in Nevada and summers were always warm. Ryan yanked off his pants while Caleb flung his shirt who-cared-where. Then his mate descended on him. Caleb opened his arms, his legs, and welcomed him. Ryan pressed him into the bed, tangling his fingers in his hair, and devoured his mouth. Caleb wrapped his legs around Ryan’s waist, squeezing their erections together. They both moaned. Caleb ran his fingers down Ryan’s back, digging in his nails just enough to cause him to shiver and undulate. The friction had Caleb gripping him, pressing harder. Ryan rumbled again and reached between them to grab Caleb’s dick.

Caleb inhaled sharply when Ryan lifted his head.

“You are so damn sexy in the morning light,” Ryan said.

Caleb grinned and stroked his cheek. “Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.”

Ryan smirked and winged his eyebrow. “As Whirlwind or as Ryan? Cuz if you find a bull sexy, should I be concerned?”


Caleb rolled his eyes. “I find you sexy, you idiot. Whatever your form, I know it’s you.”


Ryan rubbed their noses together, which made Caleb chuckle. Then he shivered when Ryan squeezed his cock and stroked. Caleb fumbled a moment before grabbing his dick in return. They kissed and nibbled and moaned as they spiraled higher, each knowing how the other liked to be touched.

“Can I take you?” Ryan whispered.

Caleb trembled. The longing and need in Ryan’s voice was intoxicating, and his request for permission always left Caleb breathless. It was the intent behind the question, the anticipation sparking in his dark eyes. Despite knowing each other since their mid-teens and being mates for almost two years, everything still felt fresh and new. And yet, at the same time, familiar and safe. Even when Caleb had only known Whirlwind as a bull, he’d taken to him, he’d felt safe around him. And that hadn’t changed.

“I don’t know. Can you?” Caleb nipped Ryan’s lower lip.

Ryan rumbled before sitting back on his heels and rolling Caleb onto his stomach. Caleb chuckled and didn’t fight. Sometimes they did wrestle just to heighten the need but that wasn’t the mood he was in. Ryan leaned over him and trailed his tongue down his spine. Caleb’s breath caught as he arched his back. He felt Ryan’s cock against his ass and lifted his hips just enough to rub against him.

“Don’t make me wait any longer,” Caleb said.

“I need to pay you back for those slaps,” Ryan said as he nipped Caleb’s ass cheek.

“Then pound me into submission.”

Ryan chuckled. “We don’t want to wake your mother.” Then the bastard rubbed his thumb over Caleb’s asshole and reached between his legs to fondle his balls.

Caleb glared at him over his shoulder. “She knew what she was getting into when she asked us to stay.”

Ryan grinned. “Then hold on tight, mate. This bull is going to buck you into the mattress.”

Caleb dropped his head onto the pillows and laughed. “You idiot.”

Caleb’s laughter was the most beautiful sound Ryan had ever heard. It thrilled him every time he managed to bring it forth, no matter the situation. He squeezed Caleb’s ass before tonguing his puckered hole. Caleb groaned and lifted his hips, wanting more. His mate was a handsome cowboy, with a lithe body and lean, sinewy legs. Ryan relished how they’d grip him when he was Whirlwind. Caleb’s sun-kissed skin was delectable, and his tan lines spoke of a man who worked every day of his life. His soft hair was short and curly, a light brown like his mother’s used to be. His slightly protruding nose gave him a distinguished profile, while his jade green eyes were quick with intelligence and compassion. Despite Ryan’s initial animosity toward Caleb when they’d first met, it had been a forgone conclusion that he’d fall for him. Caleb’s generous spirit wouldn’t allow for any other outcome.

So he pleasured the mate he adored and was rewarded with moans and pleas and writhing on the bed. His erection throbbed as he stroked Caleb and fondled his balls and tongued his hole. Pre-cum leaked from both of them, and Ryan knew if he kept this up, they’d both come before he could fuck his mate. He pulled back and smirked at Caleb’s wordless protest. He slid a broad hand up Caleb’s back as he reached for the lube on the bedside table. He slicked his fingers and cock before drizzling more along Caleb’s ass.

Caleb rose to his hand and knees, his head bowed. They both panted as Ryan pushed two fingers into him. Caleb cried out and lowered his upper body before biting the pillow. Despite his bravado about not caring if his mother heard them, Caleb was too considerate. Only when Mandy was out of the house could they indulge in some rough fucking, the kind that made Caleb scream… or Ryan if Caleb hammered his prostate like a jackhammer.

“Now. For God’s sake, now!”

Ryan snorted. He pulled out his fingers and shoved in his cock. They both froze and groaned. Ryan gritted his teeth to keep from coming, and Caleb gripped the pillow, his legs trembling.


“Move, please.”


His pleas ratcheted Ryan’s need higher, and he took a deep breath before rutting—short jabs that drew grunts from his mate. Then he lengthened his strokes and grabbed Caleb’s cock, stroking him in time. Caleb’s ass clamped down on him, and it took everything Ryan could do to keep going and hold back his orgasm. He managed to keep up the momentum until he felt Caleb’s balls draw up and his body tense. He yanked Caleb up and pressed him close, back to front, and clamped a hand over Caleb’s mouth. Caleb’s cries were muffled enough as he clawed at Ryan’s arms, trying to find his balance.

Ryan finally let his control slip and fucked him hard for a few thrusts before Caleb came, biting his hand. Ryan hardly felt the pain as he found his own completion and spilled inside his mate. He managed to twist them to fall on their sides as they both trembled and gasped for air. Ryan removed his hand and noted the bite marks and a bit of blood. Whatever. Worth it.

He softened and slid out. Caleb quivered and stretched slowly. Ryan tucked him close and closed his eyes. As they both calmed and silence fell, Ryan heard Mandy moving around before her door creaked open. Her footsteps faded, telling him she’d gone to the kitchen for her own coffee.

“Sorry I bit you,” Caleb whispered.

“I’m not.”

Caleb chuckled. After a long moment, he rolled over and stroked Ryan’s cheek. Ryan opened his eyes and smiled. There had been a time when he’d thought this would never happen. When he thought Caleb would only be his friend. And while he cherished that connection, the first real connection of his life, he’d always wanted more. He’d fucked both men and women in anonymous encounters. And none of those held a candle to the beauty of what he and Caleb had just shared. And to think they could have lost it all if Richard had been successful.

“What is it?”

“What?”

“Your expression. It went a bit dark.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. “Just thinking. Almost two years ago. When we finally….”

Caleb smiled. “Yeah. I was thinking about that earlier, too. And that reminds me, I think my aunt is stopping by today.”

It hadn’t been long after the Richard incident that Caleb’s Aunt Louise had visited the first time. Or Hera, as she was known to the Agency. She’d told them the Agency would make frequent patrols around their property. While they didn’t always see the agents, there were times Ryan sensed them near. It used to creep him out but it soon became as routine as the rest of his life. None of them were permanent, and a few had introduced themselves while others stuck to the shadows.

Although he appreciated the concern, he didn’t need their help to guard what was his. He’d sworn to himself that he’d do everything in his power to protect those under his care, not only Mandy and Caleb, but every creature that called their ranch home. And when Lorie came into their lives with her boys, he’d felt something open inside him, something he hadn’t been aware existed. He’d make sure nothing and no one harmed those calves.

“There’s that look again,” Caleb said, pinching his chin.

Ryan grabbed his fingers and kissed them. “I’m fine, Cal. We’re fine. And we’re staying that way.”

Caleb raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. “Let’s take a shower. I’d rather not smell like sex when we greet my aunt.”

Ryan shrugged. “Whatever you want. I don’t mind you smelling like me. It lets everyone know you’re mine.”

Caleb shook his head and sat up with a wince. “As if they don’t already know. I’m sure it’s in the Agency’s files.”

“Just don’t want any confusion.”

“Trust me, the way you glare at all of them when they have the courage to shake my hand, is proof enough.”

Ryan smirked, not at all ashamed.


Chapter Two







Caleb led the way into the living room just as someone knocked on the front door.

“Mama!” he yelled toward the kitchen.

“What?”

“Louise.”

“Be right there.”

Ryan was already opening the door. Louise stood like a soldier, dressed in black fatigues, ready for battle at a moment’s notice. She was pale with ruthlessly short red hair and jade green eyes that rarely gave anything away. A smile on that hard face was a rare, precious occurrence. She was built like an Amazonian warrior, and almost matched Ryan muscle for muscle. There was a faded, jagged scar down her left cheek. Her entire presence reminded Caleb she lived in a world within a world that was at constant war. Because of Ryan, he was peripherally part of it but he knew he’d only scratched the surface of the secrets it contained.

Her expression softened as she stepped inside. “Morning boys.”

Caleb almost rolled his eyes at her words. He didn’t object… much. He wasn’t a child for goodness sake.

“Morning,” he said, and initiated a hug. She wasn’t as stiff as she’d been when he’d first done that. She hugged him, tightly, while also giving him a hearty slap on the back that made him wince.

She did the same to Ryan, though he didn’t even flinch.

“Now, where’s my sister and where’s breakfast?”

“Always thinking with your stomach.” Mandy appeared, wiping her hands on a towel.

Louise offered a lopsided smile as they embraced briefly. “I certainly am when it’s your cooking.”

It always struck Caleb as odd how little similarity there was between them. They were full sisters, born of the same parents but nothing about them was the same except for the eyes. The jade green eyes his mother had passed on to him. But this time, he was jolted to see the sisters side by side. Despite her confidence and bearing being equal to Louise’s, his mother appeared older than she had the other day. She’d let her auburn hair go gray—his mother had never been vain—and despite her fitness, she had lines on her tanned face, not just from the sun. She’d always told him she appreciated the lines and the gray, since it meant she’d lived a long, fulfilled life and had something to show for it. Even after his father’s death, killed by one of their bulls, his mother never stopped enjoying life. Sure, she’d taken a year to grieve, they both had, but she’d never spiraled.

It was foolish to think his mother was invincible. But he’d grown up thinking that nonetheless.

Compared to the Spartan appearance of Louise, Mandy appeared fragile. And it didn’t help that Louise’s ability, gifted by fae ancestry, was the skill to harness earth. She could create earthquakes or a rift in the ground or any number of things. While he and his mother were ordinary humans.


Mandy gestured to them. “Come on, let’s go feed the chief.”


Louise rolled her eyes. “Never can resist poking me with that.”

“You come around so rarely, I gotta get my kicks in when I can, little sister.”

Louise shoved Mandy. Mandy shoved back. They laughed.

Caleb smiled and Ryan snorted.

Despite the light conversation during breakfast, and Louise’s apparent interest in the goings-on of their residents, Caleb sensed an edge to his aunt. Granted, he always did. But this felt as if she were biding her time, waiting for the moment to strike. He suspected Ryan felt it as well, because his mate rarely looked away from her. His gaze was intense and puzzled.

Her presence was the reason Lorie and her sons weren’t sharing breakfast with them. Mandy was insistent they always have the morning meal together before the day started and their tasks demanded their attention. This was one of the rare occasions Mandy had asked for privacy. Caleb tried not to dwell on that, and yet he couldn’t help but wonder what his mother knew that he didn’t.

As the meal wound down, Louise leaned back in her chair and regarded all of them.

“I have to tell you something. I’m not sanctioned by the other Agencies, and I don’t give a damn. Being forewarned is being forearmed, and I’m not losing family today. Or any day.”

Caleb’s heartbeat sped up at her words, her tone, her strained expression.

Mandy leaned forward. “We’re listening.”

Louise blew out a breath. “The knights have been… doing something very strange. We don’t know the reason behind it yet, but some of the smarter among us think it’s a spell.”

“A spell?” Caleb shook his head. “I shouldn’t be surprised. After shifters and people with magic abilities, why not spells? Sorry, go ahead.”

Louise snorted. “It started a couple of years ago.” She paused and glanced between Caleb and Ryan. “Do you know what a master shifter is?”

“They’re immortal right?” Ryan asked.

Louise hummed. “Not entirely. They don’t age normally but they can be killed. It’s hard to kill a master shifter but it’s been done before. The bear master shifter, Nordik, had his blood taken by the knights. We didn’t think anything of it at first. There were a lot of other things happening. But there’s been two other instances this summer of blood being stolen from… unique individuals.”

Caleb’s stomach churned as he reached over and grabbed Ryan’s hand. Ryan squeezed him as he leaned forward, curiosity piqued. Mandy continued to frown, saying nothing.

“One of them was a young man, barely more than a boy, who had a similar background, you could say, as Ryan. Except opposite. His mother was a wolf shifter but his father was human.”

She glanced between them again. “That should be impossible.”

Caleb swallowed hard. “That’s what you guys said about Ryan.”

“Yes.”

Ryan stiffened and looked away. This time, Mandy set a hand on Ryan’s arm, linking them.

Ryan was a miracle in Caleb’s eyes. He was actually far younger than he appeared but his mental development was on par with Caleb’s. It was confusing and wondrous. As far as Caleb knew, shifters only started shifting when they hit puberty. It was the same for folks with special abilities, like the agents, their fae ancestry manifesting around the same time. But Ryan had been born in his primal form and had grown up as a calf before blossoming into a gorgeous, hardy bull.
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