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Chapter One

THERAN

 

Theran watched as the sorcerer flexed his fingers and twisted his wrists. His fingertips turned black, tendrils of darkness snaking up his arm in a sinister web as he focused all his magic into his hands. When he opened his eyes to focus on Theran, the orbs were solid black. The color bled through the man’s long brown hair in streaks. Theran had never met a sorcerer, let alone seen one in action. He had hoped to never witness a sorcerer’s power firsthand, but here he was, facing off with one. For the sorcerer, the timing was impeccable. For Theran, it couldn’t have been worse.

He’d been caught away from the pack. Theran had decided on a walk along the riverbank, enjoying the temperate weather, lost in thought and unaware of how far he’d wandered. When he turned to head back to the rest of the pack, he saw a man standing behind him. The man was young and handsome. Dark hair hung down his back in soft waves, and intelligent caramel-colored eyes had taken in every inch of Theran in a warm caress before going cold. A tiny bell of alarm had rung in the back of Theran’s mind, but he’d ignored the warning. It wasn’t unusual to run into humans in the forest, albeit a joyfully rare occurrence. He’d thought this man was human at first glance.

Now, as Theran watched the sorcerer gather his power for an attack, that small bell of alarm became a blaring howl of fear inside his head. He struggled to wrap his mind around the fact someone so small and gorgeous could become something so terrifying in a matter of seconds. A gray mist formed in the sorcerer’s palms, and Theran took a step back. The mist coalesced to become dark swirling clouds of magic, holding Theran’s attention as he crouched lower to the ground. The sorcerer widened his stance, and Theran’s eyes shot to the man’s face.

“Don’t—” Theran yelled and then shifted.

The transformation destroyed the clothing he’d been wearing and pulled on still-aching bones, but he couldn’t be concerned with that right now. He lunged at the sorcerer in hopes of catching him off guard before he could make those clouds do whatever horribly painful thing they were meant to do. Theran’s bulk collided with the sorcerer’s shoulder, knocking him off-balance and sending those clouds of magic into a nearby tree rather than Theran’s body. The spell nearly cut the tree in half, trunk splintering in all directions.

Theran had intended the hit to knock the smaller man to the ground, but in one fluid motion, the sorcerer spun into a crouch and stopped his momentum with both hands on the ground. He flipped his hair over his shoulder with a toss of his head and once again leveled his coal-black gaze onto Theran. If anyone asked him what he witnessed in that split second, he’d be hard-pressed to explain, the change was so swift. The sorcerer looked at Theran in confusion, and between one blink and the next, his eyes returned to their original caramel color before becoming oily black again. The slight interruption in magic rippled over the sorcerer’s body like the aura from a heat wave. In that brief moment, Theran made a run for it.

The rest of the pack was downriver about a half mile, but in wolf form, he’d be able to close the distance swiftly, though not without some pain. Theran still felt the effects of being slammed into a tree by a vampire a couple of weeks ago—generally when exerting himself excessively. Despite the discomfort, he didn’t slow his pace or look back to see if the sorcerer followed. He didn’t know if magic would allow the man to catch up to him, but Theran truly hoped he could outrun anything the sorcerer might throw his way. He was intelligent enough to know he didn’t stand a chance against a sorcerer alone, but there was strength in numbers. And when Tanner felt the need, the pack became a force to be reckoned with in its own right.

Laughter and conversation could faintly be heard over the thundering of his heart, and he skidded to a halt in the dirt and gravel lining the riverbank. This particular stand of rocks had become the pack’s unofficial gathering point for hunts or simply enjoying the outdoors while meeting. Theran’s sudden and frenzied entrance drew everyone’s attention. Once his momentum ceased, he shifted. When seeking solitude, all the pack members would block the bond so no one else could intrude on his alone time. It hadn’t occurred to Theran in those few short moments, while confronting the sorcerer, to drop the block. None of his pack members knew yet what he’d encountered; what could be coming for them if the sorcerer followed him. Theran rolled his neck and shoulders in an attempt to release some of the tension as he faced Tanner.

“Just got attacked by a sorcerer,” he said between gulping breaths. His heart beat hard and fast, and not solely because of his run for safety. Something else tickled at his subconscious, making him uncomfortable. The sorcerer had looked vaguely familiar, but Theran couldn’t place where he might have seen him before.

“Only one?” Luca asked from his perch on top of the rocks. “That’s unusual.”

“Is it?” Theran asked.

Deacon’s nod drew his attention. Theran took one slow, deep breath in an attempt to bring his heart and lungs back to a normal rhythm.

“Sorcerers don’t typically attack alone. They move in droves,” Deacon said. Ross rubbed up against his mate’s thigh in wolf form. Deacon lovingly smoothed his palm over Ross’s dirty white head and ears. He must have been rolling in the dirt.

Theran shrugged. “Maybe because I was alone? He thought he had the upper hand?”

“No,” Luca said. He rose to his feet and sniffed the air. “More likely he was a scout you stumbled upon, which is concerning. The Enclave hasn’t had a known presence here in over fifty years.”

“Scout or not, just one? Doesn’t make sense,” Deacon said. “One sorcerer might be a match for an ordinary pack of wolves, but this pack? Hell, the wolves aside, you or I alone could annihilate him.”

“Yet, one sorcerer is lethal to a vampire.”

Sakima appeared beside Luca on the rocks. The entire pack twitched in surprise, except for Vance who chuckled. Sakima and Vance had mated, but Sakima had yet to bond with the rest of the pack, so Vance was the only one who always knew where the vampire was. The pair certainly seemed to enjoy the vampire sneaking up on everyone. They all turned annoyed glares on Sakima, who offered only a fanged smile in response. As Sakima’s words sank in, Vance’s smile disappeared.

“You said lethal?” Vance asked, his amusement changing to distress.

Sakima gazed down at his wolf mate with affection. “Yes, lethal. Their magic, when inhaled by a vampire, attaches to the mutated DNA that makes us what we are and destroys it. The result is death.” Vance’s face lost all color. Within the blink of an eye, Sakima appeared at his side. Vance held on to his mate with a fierce grip while Sakima kissed his temple. “Shh, my pet. I will take precautions.”

The wolves instinctively drew closer together in support and protection of their Omega.

“How does one inhale magic?” Tanner asked Sakima.

“They make clouds of it,” Theran, remembering the misty stuff the sorcerer had conjured, answered before Sakima.

“Clouds?” Tanner, Ean, and Vance asked at once.

“Yes. He did this—” Theran mimicked the hand motions he’d seen the sorcerer make. “—and made clouds in his palms. He threw them at me but hit a tree instead. Blew it apart.”

“Great,” Ean said. “Exploding clouds of poisonous magic. Just what we need.”

Ean picked up a rock near his feet and launched it across the river. His moods had grown increasingly dark over the past months, and he was quick to anger. By all appearances, Ean’s decline had started when Matthias showed up at the pack house and only grew worse the longer the centuries-old dragon stuck around. The two were at each other’s throats when they chose to speak to one another at all.

“Everyone back to the house. We need to be someplace defensible while we regroup, and the human neighbors will keep all paranormals on a level field. Luca, Sakima, Deacon, and I will meet with Matthias to figure out the best plan of action with this new development,” Tanner said.

A blur of motion drew Theran’s attention to where Sakima and Vance had been standing, but he only saw empty space. The vampire had a habit of whisking Vance away without notice. The rest of the pack began the hike up the trailhead to where the vehicles were parked. Luca held Tanner’s hand as they walked side by side up the hill. Deacon fisted the white scruff of Ross’s neck as he led him up the trail behind Tanner, leaving Theran and Ean to bring up the rear.

Ean took his time approaching Theran, heralding his reluctance to return to the house. He’d confessed to Theran once that he was uncomfortable in the pack house, which was the exact opposite of how it should be. Theran felt his friend’s discomfort as if it were his own, but he had no idea what to do about it, especially when he didn’t know exactly what caused it. He took comfort in the fact Ean at least hadn’t talked about leaving the pack. He’d become Tanner’s Beta recently and was flourishing in his role. Ean was a natural leader and, in any other pack, may have one day become Alpha.

“You should shift,” Ean said as he finally joined Theran, and they started up the trail together. “Don’t want to shock the little old lady across the street with your lily-white ass.”

“You mean old lady McKinzey?” Theran scoffed. “She’s more likely to snap a picture or cop a feel than be shocked.”

Ean gave a slight smile at Theran’s exaggerated shudder. He continued up the hill as Theran stopped to shift and then ran to catch up to his pack mate.


Chapter Two

COLBY

 

Colby observed the pack from his position on the other side of the river, hidden from view behind a shield of magic. He’d held his breath when the wolf shifter nearest the water threw the rock. It had missed hitting the shield by mere centimeters. Had it struck, the rock would have sent a shockwave through the magic that would have been visible and would have announced his presence. While Colby may have been one of the more powerful sorcerers, he was not so egotistical as to believe he stood a chance against this group of men. Not alone.

Confronting the pack wasn’t on the agenda. He’d been sent to find out exactly what types of paranormals made up the new Chevalier Pack, and he now had the answer. What he would do with the information was another matter. Because he now knew far more than he’d anticipated. He’d known Sakima, the owner of Elysium and his boss, was intimately associated with a group of mixed paranormals, but he hadn’t known those paranormals were the Chevalier Pack. Until now.

Another piece of new information he’d gathered in the past few minutes included the wolf shifter he’d been having dreams about, a faceless man who told him he was beautiful, one who protected him and called him mate, was no longer merely an image visiting him at night. The gorgeous gray-and-brown wolf was very much a reality, and the man was the very same one who’d captured his attention at the club a few weeks before.

He was bothered that his dream wolf would be part of the Chevalier Pack, especially on the heels of finding out he actually existed in the first place. The shock of seeing the man shift into the wolf right before his eyes had been enough to disrupt the flow of magic. Colby had lost control for a brief second, but it had been enough for the wolf to get away. Though he had no idea what he would have done, or said, had he managed to trap the shifter. One thing was certain: Colby would not have killed him or turned him over to the Enclave, which was what the Enclave would have required.

Colby wanted answers first. It seemed unlikely he would coincidentally cross paths with a wolf who was the exact replica of the one in his dreams. Something bigger was at work. This wolf shifter meant something, and Colby needed to know what. Keeping the shield erected around him, he watched the Chevalier Pack disappear farther up the trail. Colby couldn’t tear his gaze away from the naked and immaculately built shifter as he once again morphed into the gray-brown wolf.

He’d been caught unprepared during the first shift, but this time Colby was ready, watching with rapt attention as the magic inherent in all paranormals extended outside the man’s body and exchanged the human form for the wolf form. The change was swift, flawless, and immediate. Taken for granted by shifters, sorcerers could see the magic at work.

A few of the more powerful sorcerers, Colby among them, could interrupt the magic at the crucial point where one being split into two beings, and separate the human from the animal forever. The spell was called a severance and was unimaginably painful. The process always resulted in the death of one being, though no one, including the sorcerer, knew which one until the spell was completed. The magic involved was also dangerous to the sorcerer. The last one who’d succeeded in a severance had died of exhaustion the next day, drained of all magic and energy. No one had attempted it since.

Colby’s dream wolf disappeared up the trail with the rest of the pack, and Colby took his first normal breath since stumbling upon the handsome man in the woods. He dropped the shield and stared at the spot he’d last seen the wolf. After committing a few more details of the shifter’s appearance to memory, Colby headed back the way he’d come. He was scheduled to work the bar at Elysium later that night, where he would need to face Sakima while acting normal, as though his world hadn’t become more complicated in the blink of an eye. He supposed it would be good practice for when he had to stand before the Enclave and lie.

During the thirty-minute hike out of the woods, Colby found himself obsessed with thoughts about the wolf shifter. He wasn’t scheduled to meet with the Grand Superior of the Enclave until Monday, which gave him three days to figure out how to handle the situation. Nothing had to be solved now, so he let himself drift among the images and emotions swirling together in a way that made him hot and jittery. Colby wasn’t overly sexual or romantic, but close proximity to the wolf shifter had triggered something in his psyche he hadn’t felt in years. It wasn’t something he missed, but now that he felt it again, he was thirsty for it, and he couldn’t even identify what it was.

The man was just so big. His height and bulk had drawn Colby’s attention at the club; that, and the fact Sakima, a typically solitary vampire, had taken up with so many other paranormal men. It had become clear rather quickly one of the wolf shifters was Sakima’s boyfriend, and the other wolves were the boyfriend’s pack. The shifter who’d snagged Colby’s attention had been sitting across from Sakima in the circular booth tucked into a corner. Colby had initially thought the shifter was the Pack Alpha, given his size, but now he knew that wasn’t true.

Colby was small, only standing at five eight in his bare feet, and thin. He blamed his magic for the high metabolism that kept him from building muscle and putting on weight. He’d been bullied quite a bit for his size when he was younger. As he got older, the teasing had started to include his homosexuality and his “feminine” appearance. Colby didn’t think he looked feminine at all, despite his long hair, and he couldn’t do a thing about his size or sexuality, so he’d developed a confrontational attitude and honed his sarcasm to keep people away. His disposition served him well for the most part, especially in his profession as a bartender. He had to be verbally combative when it came to fending off drunks with paranormal abilities.

His past was the main reason he gravitated toward bigger men. No one would mess with him if he was with someone stronger. He hadn’t considered the man he was looking for would be anything other than a sorcerer, but he was oddly satisfied with the idea of a wolf shifter being his protector. Colby’s boots crunched over the gravel lot as he approached his truck. He caught a glimpse of himself in the side mirror and stopped. He hadn’t realized he was smiling until he’d seen proof of it in his reflection. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled without it being contrived.

Shaking himself, he unlocked the truck and climbed behind the wheel. As the engine rumbled to life, he imagined the big wolf in the cab with him. Colby had bought the large vehicle a year ago for no apparent reason other than the size made him feel safe. In light of recent events, he wondered if he had been subconsciously preparing for the wolf shifter. He synced his phone to the truck’s radio and turned up the volume before pulling out of the lot. There were six hours before he had to be at work. A quick nap followed by a shower and change of clothes was next on the day’s agenda.


Chapter Three

THERAN

 

The club had just opened and was still fairly empty. Within the next hour, the place would be packed and the noise level high enough normal conversation would be hindered. Theran and Ean arrived first. They claimed the large round booth in the back corner again since the table was the only one large enough for the entire pack. Theran was pleased they had a few minutes alone. He’d not had an opportunity to get Ean away from the other pack members long enough to ask about his recent depressed and increasingly volatile mood.

They slid into the booth and let the waiter who showed almost immediately know they would wait until the others arrived to place drink orders. Theran glanced at his friend to see what reaction he’d had to the handsome nymph, but Ean didn’t even spare him a glance. Ean was slumped into the booth, staring at the table.

“What’s going on with you, man? You’ve been moody as hell lately,” Theran said.

Without lifting his eyes from the table, Ean answered, “Nothing.”

Theran scooted closer until their shoulders touched. He leaned in and whispered into Ean’s ear, “I call bullshit.”

Ean sighed heavily. “This stays between us,” he said, glancing at Theran through his lashes.

“Okay.”

“It’s Matthias…”

“I kind of already knew that,” Theran said.

“No, you don’t know.” Ean scoffed. “He’s my mate, but he’s not interested.”

“What?” Theran asked. He wasn’t able to keep the surprise from his voice. Not only over the fact Ean and Matthias were mates, but also at Matthias’s rejection. “How can he not be interested?” The idea seemed impossible.

“He’s an ancient, prejudiced, egotistical, asshole of a dragon, is how,” Ean grumbled.

“Oh,” Theran said, because what else was there to say?

He’d not yet found his mate, now apparently the only member of the pack who hadn’t, but he couldn’t imagine the turmoil their Beta was going through at having found his mate, only to be rejected by him. Theran had never heard of such a thing happening before. The whole mate angle did explain Matthias’s quick visit turning into an extended stay. The old dragon was around more often than not, and despite not being a member of the pack, he was present at every meeting. He didn’t necessarily add anything of use to those meetings, and he had yet to take part in any of the confrontations they’d been through. He was just an oppressive figure who glared at everyone. Matthias’s glares did have a tendency to be aimed at Ean.

Theran was about to ask Ean more about his situation, but was interrupted by none other than the dragon in question. Matthias sat at the end of the booth opposite them and stared with those dark-brown eyes that always appeared black against the backdrop of his silver hair. Ean didn’t even acknowledge the dragon’s presence. When the pretty nymph waiter returned to the table, Ean offered a flirtatious smile and ordered a bottle of cheap tequila. Ean was apparently tying one on tonight. Theran ordered water. He’d remain sober so he could keep an eye on his Beta and get him home to bed safely. He was the enforcer. It was his job to protect his pack mates, even if the ones being protected were the Pack Alpha and Beta themselves.

A moment later when the waiter returned, placing a shot glass and the bottle on the table, Ean turned on the charm. Matthias’s eyes narrowed at Ean’s overt flirting, but he said nothing. At least the dragon understood if he didn’t claim Ean, then Ean would be with someone else. Despite all his failings, at least hypocrisy wasn’t one of them. The whole situation was wrong as far as Theran was concerned. Thankfully, Ean’s flirting was cut short when the rest of the pack arrived. Another minute more and smoke would have started puffing out of the old dragon’s ears. He kept his silence, but Matthias looked pissed.

Luca shoved Matthias’s shoulder in a suggestion to slide farther into the booth, but that would have resulted in Matthias and Ean sitting next to each other, so Matthias got up to go to the bar. Luca watched him leave, but said nothing. In a matter of minutes, the entire pack was tucked into the booth and drinks had been ordered. Vance sat at the end, glancing around the club. Theran reached across the table and rapped his fist on the wooden top to get Vance’s attention. Vance looked at him, lifting a brow in question.

“He hasn’t come down, yet,” Theran told him.

The Omega wolf smiled at him, proving Theran had assumed correctly Vance was looking for his mate. Vance’s gaze darted to Theran’s shoulder as a soft touch brushed his arm. Theran glanced up at the cute, young phoenix male standing beside him.
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