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Chapter One




The quality of decision is like the well-timed swoop

of a falcon which enables it to strike and destroy

its victim.

~Sun Tzu

England countryside, 1784

He had a purpose in life. He suspected not many people in this world could say the same. He was born for a reason; his life had a reason. How many people wandered throughout the world, lost, aimless, goalless? How many were discontent, depressed, striving for something more, for something to give their life meaning?

He didn’t have that problem. While he might not be the happiest shapeshifter in the world, he was content. Comfortable.

Quincy stood on the small balcony outside his bedchamber, the doors open, letting in the night’s chilly breeze. He was fully dressed, with a rifle in his hand, and his keen green eyes scanned the woods surrounding his pack’s manor, a sanctuary from the masks and deception of the English aristocracy. The moon was full, giving plenty of light, though even if she wasn’t glowing so brightly, he would still see just fine. It was one of his coveted abilities—even in human form, he could see into the night. As a wolf, he saw even better.

But he didn’t shift into a wolf very often; there wasn’t any point. He never hunted with his pack.

Most of his pack was hunting, as they did most nights. Their howls were faint in the distance. The sound mixed with the howls of regular wolves, the last pack now remaining on the island of Britain. When they died out, only werewolves would remain. It was a sad thing to know their majestic cousins would never again run free across the green fields.

Quincy closed his eyes. The haunting sounds calmed him but also made him yearn for something he knew he could never have. Only the strongest and swiftest hunted with their alphas. His inner wolf, his primal spirit, was never too pleased with being left behind, and he could feel the beast pace, restless, rejected. He chided the wolf gently, knowing that protection of his pack’s ancestral home was just as important as running with them. Ensuring they had a home to come back to was what he did for his pack.

Gripping his rifle securely, Quincy glanced down, despite himself, at his left leg; the reason why he didn’t shift and hunt. He’d been lame since birth, and a sickly child. His own mother had wondered if he’d survive infancy. But he’d grown strong, confident. He’d trained, like one possessed, determined to prove his worth to his pack. He wouldn’t be one demoted to the rank of mere servant. No, he answered directly to his alphas, Elizabeth and her mate, Cornelius. His mother had been so proud.

Turning from the forested view, Quincy stepped back into his bedroom and closed the balcony doors. He continued across the large room, barely limping, having trained himself from an early age to hide his flaw. His family wouldn’t abide weakness. They were one of the largest packs in Europe, their territory the southern part of Great Britain. Members of the pack lived in London, in Bath, and in villages all along the coastline. A few of their members had also mated with the smaller pack in Scotland. The Scottish wolves were strong and proud, and made excellent allies. They had more allies across the mainland of Europe, and there were constant negotiations and matings to secure loyalty.

After shutting the bedroom door behind himself, he walked down a long, wide hallway, portraits of his ancestors dominating the dark walls. The manor was new, though the land was old. As the pack continued to grow, and with the intention of keeping with the current trends, the small ancestral home had been torn down and rebuilt from the foundation up. They needed to keep adapting and adjusting to the changing cultures that morphed around them. Now the pack’s sanctuary was a large country home that dominated the landscape, sitting on a hill that loomed over the small village a kilometer away. Windows were spaced evenly along the three levels and the manor stretched across the entirety of the hill, giving an air of strength and domination. Quincy approved of the changes.

However, this rebuilding forced everyone to move to their different residences around England. He and his mother had journeyed with their alphas to London, much to his dismay. He didn’t like the city—it was too noisy and busy, the scents too pungent, and he found the society tedious. It was always balls and parties, flirting and mocking, and as he was a bachelor and prominent in his influential family, he’d been constantly courted and simpered to. He’d longed for it to end. He much preferred the country and the gentle rhythms of nature. He’d been home for six months, and he never wanted to leave again.

The small village down the hill had charming shops and pubs, and an inn. It was a village that owed its prosperity to his pack. While the villagers knew that, however, they still delighted in scaring themselves by telling stories about Spenser Manor and the strange gentry living there. They spoke about the pack in whispers with frequent prayers to God. He visited the village often, as part of his patrol. It gave him the advantage of becoming a familiar face, and the villagers trusted him a little more than the rest of the pack. If nothing else, his periodic visits gave them some comfort that he wasn’t going to cause them any trouble. But there were still some who never met his eyes, some would even go pale with fear. The village was full of merchants, cobblers, and bakers that traded with his pack and their tenant farmers. Quincy found their fear privately amusing since he knew they would never openly attack the manor or even want it attacked. Quincy suspected they thought of themselves as special, since they had such unusual patrons.

The tenant farmers knew better than to offend their masters. They kept their heads down, never spread gossip, and farmed the lands with great skill. Quincy often checked on them, and was always met with courtesy and good humor. The difference between the villagers and the farmers was striking.

As Quincy turned a corner, he stopped, his musings interrupted. He smiled. A toddler was making an escape, crawling quickly down the hallway toward him. Her little body was in a white gown, her fine, blonde hair shining under the fire from the braziers on the walls.

Quincy waited, slinging the rifle over his shoulder, as the toddler came to his feet. She stopped and slapped his boot once with one tiny hand before plopping down on her bottom. She gurgled and looked up at him, smiling widely, looking oh, so innocent. But he knew her game. She was an escape artist.

Bending down, he swooped her up high, and she let out a high-pitched squeal.

“Where is it you think you’re going, Angelica?”

Tickling her, holding her with the ease of a man used to children, he strode back to the large nursery, realizing the door was cracked open. Sneaky girl, she’d managed to squeeze through. Shouldering the door open, he entered before shutting the door with his foot.

He pinned the nurse with a hard stare as she turned from where she’d been tucking a young pup into bed. She was pack, as all their servants were, but of inferior status. While he was never rude or cruel to them, he knew how the pack expected him to treat them: with cool reserve.

She paled when she spotted the child in his arms.

“Mrs. Locke, I do believe you’re missing a child. I suggest a sharper eye on this one.”

“Yes sir, of course. I beg your forgiveness.” Mrs. Locke took the child from his arms, and the little girl cooed with pleasure. Angelica was such a happy child.

“Don’t look so severe, Quincy. It doesn’t agree with your constitution, even if it does your countenance.”

Quincy rolled his eyes toward the young woman, full with child. She sat in a rocking chair in the corner, holding a dark-haired lad in her arms.

“Juliet.” Quincy inclined his heard toward her. She was right, of course; he didn’t like to be severe, and couldn’t stop the smile from gracing his face. He knew his features to be brooding even though his manners were gentle. Those outside his pack often mistook him for a brawler.

“And how are you this night?” he asked.

“Well enough to be sure. The pups allow me to remain calm.” She sighed, looking out the window. “How I long for a run.”

Quincy smiled fully at that. Juliet was his matriarch’s youngest daughter, and truly the apple of her mother’s eye. It wasn’t a surprise, therefore, that her mother had given approval when she’d requested to mate with a lone male werewolf staying in the village months ago. To keep the bloodline strong, such matings were encouraged but needed to be approved. As they lived in a human world, dominated by human culture, society, and morality, it would be sheer scandal to have a young woman become intimate with a man without marriage, especially as the woman was one of the gentry. But the pack had long since become adept at secrecy and cunning, and they’d held onto their respectful reputations for generations, and would, he was sure, continue to do so.

Quincy eyed the crib, an heirloom of the pack, which sat by the door. “How ever did she climb out?”

Juliet shrugged. “She certainly is my sister’s daughter. Camille could escape from any prison the elders concocted.”

Mrs. Locke set Angelica back in the crib, but the child didn’t look at all tired. Her eyes were bright and, in Quincy’s opinion, full of scheming.

“Go to sleep, little girl. You understand?”

She cooed.

Juliet rose, setting the small lad in his bed, where he turned on his side, murmuring something about candy. Then Juliet came to Quincy and rose on her toes to kiss his cheek. “I thank you for bringing her back, Quincy. Now go, Guardian, back to your duties. Shut the door, would you?”

He flicked her chin lightly. “Anything for you.”

She rolled her eyes, which were warm with affection, and waddled back to her chair as he stepped out, shutting the door quietly.

Quincy proceeded down the large, sweeping staircase, his boot steps muffled by the thick carpet. As he reached the bottom, a small greyhound trotted up to him, the runt of her litter. Intelligent eyes stared at him as her tongue lolled out. Quincy affectionately scratched the top of her head. His pack bred greyhounds, among other pursuits, and it was their practice to drown the runts and defects. While he understood the practicality of that, he’d refused to let them drown Freya. He’d claimed her as his own.

She followed him as he crossed the front entryway and proceeded outside. He walked around the perimeter, as he was the only warrior to stay behind at the manor. There was no war on English soil, nor was there any threat of that. It was tradition that one of the pack stay behind during a hunt, and when he’d reached adulthood, it became his sole purpose. He completed a full circuit around the manor and stopped at the front doors just as the sun began to rise. He watched it with Freya, absently stroking her head. The howls of his pack came closer, their hunt finished. There were also howls and barks from the greyhounds, who sometimes accompanied the pack on their hunts. He took a deep breath of fresh morning air and smiled a little.

He crossed through the manor, past the large, intimidating vestibule, the fine, luxurious parlors, down a neatly carved corridor, and out the back door. Large, long-legged wolves loped out of the forest, their pelts shimmering under the rising sun’s light. Quincy stood at attention, his rifle slung over his shoulder. Freya, trained by him personally, sat at his left side, silent and watchful. She wasn’t allowed to hunt with the pack, either.

The leader, a dark, slender-legged, slim she-wolf, shifted before his eyes. The air shimmered around her, her graceful lupine form shifting into a graceful, mature human. Her hair was long and black with only streaks of silver. It barely brushed the top of her firm buttocks. She was naked, muscles carved into her gleaming, pale skin.

Elizabeth. His alpha. The daughter of an earl and a formidable countess. Their pack was one of the few that was ruled primarily by the female of the alpha mating pair. She was mated to Baron Cornelius Buchanan, a strong Scottish werewolf. To the English society, she was known as Lady Buchanan. But to the other wolf packs, she was Lady Spenser. To keep the ruling bloodline pure, she only mated with Cornelius. They had four children together, two males and two females. Camille, the eldest daughter, was next in line to become alpha.

Lady Elizabeth stood, unashamed of her nakedness. She was in her late fifties, and her body was still firm and agile. She was aging gracefully and would be a fine and elegant matron. She pushed her hair back, leaving her breasts uncovered. Quincy bowed his head, his wolf instantly contrite and awaiting orders.

“My lady.”

Though her dark eyes were guarded, her smile was genuine. She walked over gracefully, her movements lupine, as the rest of the pack arrived and shimmered into their human forms. She was shorter than he was, but her presence rendered her height meaningless, and he always considered her similar to a force of nature.

“Was there any trouble this night?” Her voice was smooth, slightly husky, and deeper than a woman’s should be. But it was a beautiful voice.

“No, my lady. I’m glad to see you are well. I trust the hunt was successful?”

“It always is, Guardian.” Her smile was smug and arrogant, her dark eyes sparking happily. She moved past him with a light brush on his arm, and into the manor. Next came Cornelius, a rugged, sturdy man a few years older than Elizabeth. He clapped Quincy on the shoulder with a grin before following his mate. The others filed past him, some greeting, some patting his shoulders. Quincy smiled and greeted them in turn. They promised to tell him about the hunt, but Quincy almost hoped they wouldn’t. It only made him long for something he could never have. His wolf felt resentment and growled low. Quincy scowled inwardly.

His mother, Lady Sofia von Wildgrube, was the last to greet him, on purpose. The only thing he’d inherited from his mother was her eyes, their color and shape. He resembled his father, a lord from a Germanic pack. Quincy had dark brown hair and brooding features, his body broad and slightly stocky. In contrast, his mother had hair the color of gilded sunlight and was slender, petite, her features putting him in mind of a porcelain doll. It was so strange that as she was the twin sister of Elizabeth, that they should be so like the night and day, in appearance as well as temperament. His mother was pretty where his aunt was handsome.

“Good morning, Quincy,” she crooned before rising on her toes and kissing his cheek.

“Good morning, Mother.” Quincy took off his own coat and draped it over her shoulders. She smiled, her eyes showing nothing but warm affection, and let him guide her into the mansion. Freya followed, tail wagging.

The pack was loud, laughing, gathering in the large parlor, a few grabbing blankets, others simply sitting, naked, on chairs and the floor. If anyone from the outside world caught the ease with which the sexes sat, unclothed, with each other, scandal would destroy them. The nobility would shun them and brand them barbaric; just another reason why their pack’s sanctuary was far from London and other big cities. The large acres of land they owned kept them comfortably separate from English human society. It was only in the country that they could be free, while in the cities they were restricted to the pleasures approved of by the human societies. Time spent in their sanctuary was alternated between all in the pack, so every member was given a chance to run free as their wolf.

Sofia stayed by his side, her arms wrapped around one of his, leaning into him fondly. He was the only one of her five children to survive past the age of ten. And he was the last one she would ever have. It was little wonder why she clung to him so hard.

His father, Fenris rest him, had died before his birth, and he knew his mother never fully recovered from it. She’d lived in Germany with him and after his death made the arduous journey back to England. She never spoke about his father much; Quincy suspected it was too painful. All she would tell him was for him to look in the mirror and he would know his father. Apparently, he was much like the wolf in appearance and mannerisms.

Quincy nudged Freya away, and she obediently left, walking over to the other greyhounds who welcomed her with licks and sniffs. The smell of night and wilderness filled the parlor. Quincy breathed it in.

“Richard, Samantha, Henry, you should go to your bed,” Elizabeth said from her chair by the large hearth where a bright fire burned. “You have a long journey ahead of you later this morning.”

The three of them were traveling to Ireland on business. They were going to speak with the small pack residing there, to see whether alliances could be made through mating. While his pack tried to keep their alliances of high rank, to please the human society, they must also do what was right for their pack. It was one of the reasons the pack never pursued a higher ranking in English society—the gentry maintained more lenience when it came to pairing.

Without argument, the three stood and left the parlor. Elizabeth watched them go, her silver eyes intense, missing nothing.

“The rest of you should adjourn to your beds as well. We won’t be hunting tonight. We need to let the prey feel safe again. I do not like to hunt so far from home.”

Murmurs of acquiescence sounded as the pack did as they were told. Quincy turned to follow them, with his mother, but not before he noted Elizabeth standing in front of the fire, and her mate came up behind her, touching her shoulder.

Something was wrong. Quincy couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. He and his mother walked up the stairs, and only when they were alone in a hallway did he speak.

“Was the hunt successful, Mother?”

Sofia frowned. “You heard that it was.”

Quincy stopped and met her eyes. “I know how to sense things, Mother. Something worries my aunt.”

She sighed and grabbed his hand, guiding him into her room. She shut the door and walked behind the dressing curtains. It was only moments before she stepped out wearing a nightgown and robe and handed back Quincy’s coat, which he slipped on.

“Her worry has nothing to do with the hunt, Quincy. She senses something.”

He frowned. “Senses what?”

“She doesn’t know. But the world is changing.” His mother rubbed her shoulders as if suddenly chilled. Her golden hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back, and Quincy stepped forward, unable to resist stroking his hand down the soft strands. She appeared amused by his petting.

“There are many changes coming, my son. The old ways are dying, far more rapidly than before. There are new inventions coming to light. The king, politics, even the arts are changing. The success of the rebel colonies in their war with England was only the most recent of these changes.”

Quincy nodded, still not quite understanding. “These changes have been going on for years. They did not start recently.”

“No, they did not.” His mother took his hand. “But Elizabeth fears that something is coming because of these changes. Something… dark.”

Quincy lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. His mother smiled, her eyes losing their worry.

“You need not be concerned. I will protect all of you.”

She chuckled and patted his cheek with her other hand. “I never doubted it, my love. Now, go to your bed. Don’t concern yourself too much about what bothers my sister. She will speak to us when she feels there is need.”

Quincy nodded. “Good sleep, Mother.”

“Good sleep, my son.”

He left her and walked back to his room. He readied himself for bed but ended up lying, staring at the ceiling for a long while. Something dark was coming? His fingers itched to grab his rifle even as his inner wolf sat at full alert, ready for action. Whatever was coming, he wouldn’t let it touch his pack.

Nothing would harm his pack as long as he was alive.


Chapter Two







Con flew as fast as he could, his heart ramming against his chest. His wings ached, his muscles burning with agony. The landscape was new to him, and he could only let the wind guide him, keeping near the trees. He knew he couldn’t keep flying, not at this speed, but he needed to put as much distance between them as he could.

How had she found him? How could she have tracked him after his departure from his birth land to England? He’d done everything in his power to stay hidden, to stay anonymous. It was hard and certainly not a life he would have chosen for himself, but he’d been born to it. Fate had chosen for him. When he’d realized she’d found him once again in England, he’d hidden the scrolls as best he could. Now his only chance was to lead her away, far away, and try to double-back to them. He couldn’t carry both scrolls, especially not in this form, and he wasn’t ready to shift into his human form. It was too risky.

A sound had his head jerking up… just in time to see a large hawk swoop down on him. He knew the hawk was sent by her. Con dove sharply, forcing the bird to chase after him. But he was exhausted, hungry, scared, and the hawk caught him. Sharp talons sliced into his back, and he cried out, a sharp call that pierced the air. Together, they plummeted toward the ground, a flurry of talons and feathers, shrieks and bites. Con fought for his life, knowing the hawk was only trying to wound him. She wanted him alive so she could force him to tell her where he’d hidden the scrolls.

He would rather die.

Con managed to bite the hawk’s wing, ripping out some feathers. The hawk shrieked and jerked away. Con kicked free and fell like a stone, gravity dragging him toward the ground. He struggled to control his fall, to use his wings to slow his descent. Feathers had been torn out, and he was bleeding, the wind whistling past his ears. The ground rose to meet him in the middle of a small village. Con only caught a quick impression of the village: the cottages, the pubs, the square, right before he smashed into the ground. He rolled painfully over and over the cobblestone street, his blood streaking over the stones.

When he finally came to a stop, right against a well, Con still felt like he was rolling. He was dizzy, his vision blurry, his body one big bruise. He couldn’t even walk away, his legs wouldn’t function, and he had gashes on his body. He didn’t know the state of his wings, but they pained him whenever he tried to move them. He had no strength to shift, and even if he could, he wouldn’t have. It was risky with so many people. He would be a naked man who suddenly appeared in the village, looking very different from the natives of the English countryside.

Panting, closing his eyes, Con wondered if this truly was his death. If it was, he hoped the scrolls stayed hidden for eternity. All would be lost if she found them.

Anger found him as he lay there, and his beak clenched painfully. He feared her, yes, but he also yearned to kill her, to bleed her, to rip into her eyes with his talons and pick out her entrails. The thirst for revenge rose sharply and gave him the strength to struggle to his feet. He wasn’t going to die; he wasn’t going to be defeated. Not by that witch.

The sun broke past the clouds and seared his eyes. But it was a cold sun. He was very far from the warm sands of his birth land. Blinking, struggling to focus, Con observed his surroundings, noticing how the humans in the village ignored him. He heard noises: shouts, laughter, heated arguments. He couldn’t distinguish any words, any one voice. It all melded together, one cacophony of sound that pressed against his ears.

He tried his wings once again, but the pain shook him, and overtook his anger, which left him lethargic. He wondered how much blood he’d lost.

“What’s a falcon doing here?”

Con flinched and looked up. Three young boys stood in a circle around him, staring down.

“Maybe it belongs to the devils in Spenser Manor. We should kill it.”

Anger stirred once again, and Con glared at the lads. He snapped his beak fiercely, knowing it was a pointless gesture.

“Won’t the Spensers be mad if we do?”

“Not if they don’t know.”

Fear spiked through Con, panic tickled his throat. He stretched out his wings despite the pain and curled his talons.

“Get a stick, Daniel. It’s trying to leave.”

One of the lads left. Con’s legs trembled as his heart hammered against his chest. The gouges in his skin, which had stopped bleeding, began again with his movement. He continued to snap his beak, putting his back against the stone wall of the well.

“He looks scared,” one of the boys said.

“It’s just scared we’re going to eat it. Don’t be soft, it’s just a bird.”

The third boy came back with an axe, and Con realized the boy knew how to use it. Terror surged through his body. He couldn’t fly. He couldn’t hop away. So he waited, determined to die standing.

“What are you doing with that axe, lad?”

Con jerked his head toward the voice just as the boys did. Then the three boys stumbled back hurriedly, blatant fear in their eyes as a man clothed in black walked toward them. He had a heavy brow, a broad face with deep set eyes, his features rather brutish. His gait was slightly stilted as if he had a wounded leg. He wore riding clothes, all in black, which was unusual. As far as Con knew, the nobility dressed like peacocks, parading in colorful clothing with fine stitching. But with this man, his clothes were practical, sturdy, but still styled in the fashion of the day; waistcoat, jacket, breeches, stockings, but his riding boots hid his legs from view. The wind fluttered dark hair that was longish and curled slightly at the ends. He didn’t wear a hat. Odd. Hats, as far as Con knew, were the fashion of the day. The man’s eyes were a soft yet intense green.

As the man came to stand right next to him, glaring down at the boys, Con suddenly sensed something else; something primal, instinctual, wild about the man. Something… familiar.

“Go back to your homes, lads. Now.” The man’s voice was a growl.

The boys scattered, running away. Then Con noticed the villagers were staring at the man. Many crossed themselves. The man ignored them and bent over him, rather awkwardly. Con snapped his beak. The man smiled slightly, raising his hands, palm out, his movements slow.

“Easy there.” His voice was suddenly softer, kinder than before. “I’d like to help you. You seem as though you need it.”


The wind blew again, blowing the man’s scent right into Con’s face. Taking a deep breath, Con realized why the man seemed so familiar. The man was a shapeshifter. Not a bird, no, but one who could change into an animal all the same. Did the man know he was a shapeshifter? Stunned, Con could only stare at him. He’d never met another creature such as he before, other than his parents. There were times, in his darker moments, when he’d wondered if any others existed. He’d wondered if he was alone in this world, fighting a war no one cared about.


The man slowly moved his arms, bringing them toward Con. Con snapped back to his current situation and instinctually wanted to fight, though he resisted. He sensed sincere concern from the man, a gentleness that surprised him. He wasn’t used to gentleness. But if the man could stop the pain that radiated through his body, why not take the risk?

The man’s hands pressed to his sides, against his wings. Con couldn’t stop the sound of pain that burst from him. A flash of sympathy crossed the man’s face.

“Forgive me. Easy, there. Easy.” The man lifted him gently, though any pressure on his wounds was painful. Then the man tucked him into the crook of his arm and walked away, toward a horse Con didn’t notice before. The beast pawed the ground as the man approached, and Con was surprised with the agility of the man when he leapt onto the horse without jostling him. Con wondered at the stiff way the man walked and had felt a slight lean to the left. Was something wrong with his leg? Had he gotten shot and the wound healed wrong? Con realized the man didn’t kneel or bend his legs.

The horse sped away, out of the village and down a dirt road. Acres of countryside was the only thing visible on either side. Con closed his eyes, stunned by the safety he found in the stranger’s arms. They were warm and strong, and his scent was pleasing: an agreeable combination of wild, leather, cotton, and the musky scent of male. Con turned his beak into the man’s chest and took a large sniff. The shapeshifter’s scent soothed him, just as the scent of his parents once did.


The strange turn of events was too miraculous to believe. He’d been hunted all his life, had nearly died, and now he was under the protection of a gentleman. A shapeshifter gentleman. Pain still throbbed intensely through his body, but he hoped the stranger would see to his wounds once they reached their destination.


He must have passed out, for when he awoke the stranger was off the horse and walking around the outside of a large manor, which dominated the top of a hill. The structure of the building gave it an imposing, sentinel look, as it overlooked the fields and the village. Con suspected it was a newly constructed manor, simply by the lack of discoloring the weather often brought to the walls and roof. The manor was three stories tall with a prominent roof and a large set of stairs, which led up to the front doors. All this he noted briefly before the man took him around to the back of the manor.

The ground sloped gently down to reveal the tree line of what Con guessed was a forest, though he couldn’t determine the size. Con noticed many other people—no, shapeshifters—walking this way and that. Many were dressed as simply as the man, but some, especially the women, wore uniforms that were topped by dainty bonnets. Some hailed the stranger, others simply nodded. Their collective scent bombarded Con’s senses, and he finally managed to determine what sort of creatures they were.
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