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The Washington Post

Dedication

If you are reading this, you are the reason I write, so I want to thank you for that. 

I hope, as I type this, that your 2026 is kind to you. 

Please know that Love Wins, 

And hugs are awesome, 

So hug the ones you love.
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Prologue
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(These events occurred just before Lamont was called in to help Giorgio and Enda, seen in Magical Beast.) 

Lamont was struggling to make a decision – a vital decision considering the week he’d had. On the table in front of him was a plate of Naguib’s spicy meatballs. On another plate was a rib eye steak. And yes, if anyone asked, he was dining alone. His decision centered on which one of the meals he should tackle first. 

“Stuff it,” he muttered. Picking up a fork and the meatball plate, he scraped the spicy concoction over his steak plate. It was midweek. Pier888 on the Nile wasn’t overly busy, and Lamont was hungry. It took a lot of fuel to keep his hellhound happy, especially when they hadn’t had a chance to shift for a while. 

I could do that tonight, he mused as he chomped his food. Finish the food, polish off a bottle of wine, and then round off the night with a run across the wastelands. He could’ve headed out to the desert – it was a lot closer. But Lamont was feeling a tug in his soul. A feeling that set his fur on edge and made him feel as though either something was coming or he was missing something. 

Lamont wasn’t a seer. It’s not like he could know why he felt the way he did, but he figured a good run under a red sky instead of a black or blue one would be the sort of thing Lord Hades would recommend. 

His cover was that of a freelance journalist specializing in in-depth stories about corrupt officials, the rich and famous, historical places, and anything else that caught his fancy. His job allowed him to travel, which Lamont really enjoyed, and he had fun, especially writing lengthy historical articles about lives and places he had firsthand knowledge of. One of the reasons he loved being in Egypt was the history evident on almost every street corner.

Focus on the moment, Lamont reminded himself, pushing his empty plate away and reaching for his wine glass. Sniffing before he took a sip, Lamont smiled as the liquid coated his tongue. He wasn’t a wine buff, and most of the time he didn’t know one brand from another. But he had a few favorites, and his current bottle was one of them. 

Through the windows, he could see the lights flicker across the water. Surrounded by the murmur of the other diners, Lamont thought about his latest piece, mentally tweaking sentences despite the file having already been submitted. It was a habit of his – Lamont always seemed to think of his best sentences after the writing process was done. Checking facts was second nature to him, but writing the witty and interesting prose needed to join one idea to the next usually took more time than a deadline allowed. 

Half an hour later, Lamont was draining the last of his wine when he jolted. The last thing he expected to hear was his Master’s voice piercing his thoughts. 

Giorgio needs help protecting his mate. Meet him at his Tuscany estate where Coda will have your full instructions. 

“Damn. So much for a run downstairs.” Lamont got up from his chair, checking his table and pockets to make sure he had his phone and wallet. His meal was already paid for, so all he needed to do was take his leave. He’d have to translocate, and that required privacy – not the sort of thing he could do in a restaurant in front of the other diners. 

Making his way to the entrance, Lamont was focused on his phone, checking to see if there were any messages from Giorgio. There was one message from Damon, who’d apparently gotten the same summons, and Lamont sent off a quick thumbs up, acknowledging he was on his way. 

He was almost at the door when a hand on his arm stopped him. “Hey, aren’t you Lamont? You wrote a piece about that politician last year for the NYT?”

Lamont looked up. The words were in French, but the man looked American. The speaker was a slight man, with a mop of black hair and bright eyes hiding behind thick-rimmed glasses – he looked familiar, but Lamont couldn’t place the name. “Yes, that’s right,” he said, nodding slowly. “Who’s asking?”

“Sorry.” The hand left Lamont’s arm as it disappeared into the man’s jacket pocket. He pulled out a card and held it out. “Ewen Cross. I’m a journalist for The Times based in Manhattan. Look, I might have a lead for you.” Ewen glanced around, and Lamont noticed two large men scowling in their direction. “A very strong lead. I can’t talk now, but can you please call me tomorrow? Please. It’s really important...”

“Hey.” One of the men came forward, speaking in guttural English. “You’re coming with us.” He grabbed Ewen’s arm, tugging him away. 

“I’m in Egypt for two more days. Call me, please.” 

Shit. Every instinct in Lamont’s body – and that of his hellhound – wanted to go after the man. He was clearly in some sort of trouble and wasn’t keen on his present company. 

Hey, where are you? I’m already here. 

Double shit. Lamont looked at the card. Just Ewen’s name, job title, email address and cellphone number. Let’s hope this business with Giorgio gets handled quickly, he thought, tucking the card in his wallet. He wasn’t worried about any potential leads, but he definitely wanted to know Ewen was all right. Neither of the men who’d blocked Ewen from Lamont’s sight seemed friendly. Lamont was still feeling unsettled as he found a deserted doorway and translocated to Tuscany. 
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Chapter One
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Close to five days on the Giorgio situation, another day in Australia, a full day lost to running in the Underworld, because Lamont really needed to clear his head and stretch his legs, it was the better part of a full week before Lamont translocated back to Egypt and started calling Ewen’s number. 

He’d sent texts before that – every night he’d been staying in Tuscany. The first few were letting Ewen know he’d had to go away, but he’d be back soon. Then, when the texts weren’t showing as being read, Lamont tried calling from Tuscany. The call went straight to voicemail, and as Lamont was busy with his packmate, he couldn’t leave a number for a callback. 

He could’ve left his number once he was back in Egypt and he did. Lamont tried that twice. But both times, he got told the phone was either out of service or turned off. Lamont had caught a hint of Ewen’s scent when they’d met at Pier888, so starting from there, Lamont tried tracking him. 

The only place Lamont could find the slightest trace of that scent was outside the restaurant. Clearly, Ewen got into a car. Willingly? Lamont had no idea, but his gut instinct was telling him that would be a “no.” Two days pounding the streets, and two nights spent calling hotels asking for “Ewen Cross,” and Lamont was left with the impression that the man had never even been in Egypt, even though he knew darn well he had been. 

All he had was a faint scent on a pavement, the card Ewen had given him, and a nagging sense he needed to find Ewen as soon as possible – a need that had nothing to do with a potential lead. Lamont and his hound wanted to find the man, and Lamont wasn’t going to question why.  

That was why, ten full days after Lamont and Ewen had their thirty second meeting, Lamont walked into the front doors of The New York Times.  

Louise looked up from her computer screen, and her whole face lit up. “Lamont. Oh my goodness, I didn’t know you were back in New York.”

She stood up from behind the reception desk, smoothing down her bright yellow dress. The color should’ve clashed with her red hair, but on Louise it worked.

“I just got in.” Lamont leaned against the chrome and glass counter, giving her his best smile as he flicked his hair back over his shoulder. “You’re looking well.”

“Me? Please. I saw you on social media last week.” Louise lowered her voice, even though the lobby was empty except for the two of them. “I know that was you looking all mysterious and dangerous in Tuscany. When did you start moonlighting as a bodyguard?”

Lamont chuckled. “That wasn’t moonlighting. I was just helping out a friend.”

“A friend who needs a bodyguard or a sexy entourage?” Louise fanned herself with one hand. “The photos were something else. Half the women in the office were swooning over you and your friends. Not to mention a few of the men as well.”

“It was all show, you know how it is.”

“Uh-huh.” Louise didn’t sound convinced. “So what brings you to our humble newsroom? Please tell me you’re picking up a new assignment. This place has been so boring lately.”

“No assignment, no.” Lamont shifted his weight, keeping his movements casual. “Actually, I was hoping to catch up with one of your journalists. Ewen Cross? I ran into him in Egypt about ten days ago, but we didn’t get much time to talk. I figured I’d swing by his office now that I’m back in town. He mentioned wanting to check some facts for a story I’m working on.”

The change in Louise was immediate. Her bright smile froze, then faded. Her eyes darted toward the security camera in the corner, then back to her computer screen.

“Ewen Cross?” she repeated, her voice carefully neutral.

“Yeah.” Lamont kept his tone light, but his instincts were screaming. “Is he in? Busy? I can leave him a note and come back later if he’s on a deadline.”

Louise’s fingers moved over her keyboard, clicking through what looked like an employee directory. Her shoulders hunched forward slightly, and when she spoke again, her voice had dropped to barely above a whisper.

“When exactly did you see him in Egypt?”

“About ten days ago. We bumped into each other at a restaurant.” Lamont watched her face carefully. “We only talked for a minute before he had to leave - apparently he had another appointment. But he gave me his card and said he had something important to discuss. He did mention he was only going to be in Egypt for two more days when I saw him, but I got caught up with other things, as you saw. I figured he’d come back here. I’ve been trying to touch base with him ever since, but I’m not getting any response.”

Louise glanced toward the elevators, then toward the hallway leading to the back offices. Nobody was coming, but Louise gave the impression someone evil was going to jump out of the nearest artwork. She leaned forward across the reception desk, and Lamont mirrored her movement until they were both hunched over the glossy surface like conspirators.

“He never came back,” Louise whispered.

Lamont’s blood went cold. “What do you mean?”

“From Egypt. Ewen never came back from Egypt.” Louise’s green eyes were wide and worried. “He was due back last week, but from what I hear, nobody’s heard from him. His phone’s off. His apartment’s empty. His editor filed a missing person’s report with the NYPD three days ago, but...”

She cut herself off, glancing around again.

“But what?” Lamont kept his voice low and calm, even though his hound was snarling inside him. “Come on, Louise, you know I can be trusted.” 

“Word came down from upper management that we’re not supposed to talk about him. Like, at all.” Louise’s fingers twisted together. “His name got scrubbed from the active reporter list. His office was cleaned out yesterday – the things on his desk were just boxed up and stuffed in the basement. It’s like they’re pretending he never existed.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know!” Louise’s whisper turned urgent. “Ewen’s been with The Times for three years. He’s a good journalist. A really good journalist. Apparently, he was working on something big before he left for Egypt, but we all know how protective you journalists are about your leads. He wouldn’t tell anyone what it was. Renee, in accounting, said she heard him tell someone in the break room that it was too dangerous to involve anyone else until he had solid proof of whatever this thing was.”

Lamont’s mind raced, his brief meeting with Ewen now seen through a more sinister lens. The two men who’d grabbed Ewen at the restaurant...how Ewen hadn’t seemed pleased to be with them...although he went when grabbed. The desperate, almost pleading edge to Ewen’s tone when he asked Lamont to call. 

“Do you have any idea what the story was about?” Lamont asked.

Louise shook her head. “Ewen kept everything locked down tight. I overheard him on the phone a few times. He was talking to someone about government contracts. Defense contracts, maybe? And something about falsified documents, but they were all snippets, and face it, around here, those sorts of conversations are common.” Louise sighed. 

“So you think he might’ve been investigating some form of corporate corruption?”

“Maybe? I honestly don’t know.” Louise bit her lower lip. “Whatever it was, it was big enough that Ewen took vacation time to go to Egypt. He didn’t file it as a work trip. He paid for everything himself.”

Which meant Ewen had been trying to keep The Times from knowing where he was going. Smart, if he was investigating something that involved people with enough power to make a journalist disappear. Although not smart enough, apparently.

“Who else knows he’s missing?” Lamont asked. “Is anyone looking for him at all?”

“Just the people who’ve noticed he hasn’t been around. His editor, like I said. A few of us who worked with him regularly. But everyone’s being really careful not to say anything out loud.” Louise’s voice dropped even lower. “There was a guy here two days ago. Tall, expensive suit, government badge. He was talking to the publisher for over an hour. After he left, that’s when the word came down. No more questions about Ewen Cross. No more looking for Ewen Cross. Drop it entirely.”

Lamont’s hound growled. It took some serious connections in high places to scare a newspaper outlet into silence. 

“Any idea what kind of government badge?”

“I didn’t get close enough to see. He didn’t even stop at the reception desk on his way in - just went straight upstairs to the publisher’s office. He had that look, you know?” Louise hugged herself. “Like the kind of person you don’t argue with.”

Yeah. Lamont knew exactly that type. 

“What about family? Did Ewen have any? Someone who might be looking for him?”

“His mom died a few years ago. Dad’s out of the picture. He has a sister in California, but they’re not close.” Louise’s eyes were getting suspiciously shiny. “Lamont, Ewen’s a good guy. All of his stories were focused on helping regular people. Last year, he exposed that housing fraud scheme that got those slumlords arrested. He actually cares about finding the truth.”

Lamont straightened up, his mind already cataloging everything he needed to do. Logically, he could track down Ewen’s editor. Find out which NYPD detective got the missing person’s report. Dig into what Ewen had been investigating before he left for Egypt. Figure out who the government agent was who’d put pressure on The Times. Unfortunately, all that would take time – time, Lamont wasn’t sure Ewen had. 

He needed to find Ewen himself. That unsettling feeling Lamont had been carrying around for the past ten days was now a full-blown alarm screaming through his entire being. His hound was pacing, snarling, demanding they start tracking, even though Lamont had already tried that.

Find him. Find him now.

“Thanks, Louise.” Lamont pulled out his phone, making a show of checking the time. “I’ve got to run, but if you hear anything - anything at all - will you let me know?”

“Of course.” Louise grabbed a sticky note and scribbled something down, then pressed it into his palm. “That’s my personal cell. Text me so I have your number. Don’t call the main line here.”

Lamont pocketed the note. “You worried they’re monitoring calls?”

“After what happened to Ewen?” Louise’s laugh was shaky. “I’m worried about everything.”

Smart woman.

Lamont headed for the door, then paused and turned back. “One more thing. The day before Ewen left for Egypt. Did he seem scared? Nervous?”

Louise thought about it, her brow furrowing. “Not scared exactly. More like...determined? He came in really early that morning, like seven a.m. I was just starting my shift. According to Jo, who is in the office across from his, Ewen printed out a bunch of documents from his computer, stuffed them in his messenger bag, and then deleted everything from his hard drive.”

“He wiped his work computer? Are you sure?”

“Completely. Jo saw him doing it. Ewen told Jo he was clearing out old files, but...” Louise shrugged. “It seemed like more than that.”

Clearly, Ewen had known he was walking into danger. He’d known enough to cover his tracks, to hide his research, to make sure nobody could trace what he was investigating through his work computer. But he’d still gone to Egypt, regardless of any risk, and it had gotten him disappeared.

A difficult situation, but not impossible, Lamont thought as he left the office. He needed a coffee, then a place to zap back to Egypt before he got in touch with someone who could help. After what Coda had put him and his pack mates through in Tuscany, he owed Lamont a favor, and Lamont was cashing it in.
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Chapter Two
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The basement stank. Ewen could definitely scent mold, a hint of old blood, and yeah... He sniffed. I’m not smelling so good now either. There was something else in the air - something that reminded Ewen of rotting vegetation, but as there wasn’t even a plant to be seen, he had no idea what that smell might be, or where it came from. 

Keeping track of time wasn’t easy either. The only light came from a bare bulb dangling from a wooden ceiling. No windows. No other forms of light. Clearly, his captors weren’t worried about the electricity bill as no one turned the light off. Ewen recognized the ploy for what it was - keep a captive guessing, upset his biological clock. It ruined sleep patterns and shattered nerves. Even his “bathroom breaks” were irregular - as far as Ewen could tell. But, he reasoned, at least I get them, otherwise the stench around here would be a lot worse. 

How many days had he been held? Ewen had lost count, so he focused on what he did know. His wrists burned where the zip ties cut into skin. His captors had upgraded from rope bindings after his first escape attempt. Well, “attempt” was generous. Ewen had managed to loosen the knots before one of his captors - the shorter one with the scar through his eyebrow - had walked in and backhanded him hard enough to split his lip.

That was yesterday. Possibly. Probably.

Ewen shifted in the metal chair, trying to find a position that didn’t make his spine scream. The chair was bolted to the concrete floor because, apparently, his kidnappers believed in thorough preparation. They got points for professionalism, he supposed. Negative points for the whole kidnapping-and-torture thing, though.

His phone was long gone. So were his glasses. He was lucky that he didn’t actually need prescription glasses – he just liked the thick frames he favored and felt more people took him seriously that way. It was also fortunate that his messenger bag with all his printed research about the defense contracts and the shell companies funneling money to gods knows where, had been stashed the moment he knew he was being followed. He’d been so careful - wiping his work computer, paying cash for the Egypt trip, and using a burner email to set up the meeting with his source.

And then Lamont, of all people, had walked into Pier888. Lamont, a well-respected freelance investigative journalist, whose byline Ewen had always followed both for the writing and the stunning headshot accompanying each article. Bumping into him hadn’t factored into my plans. 

Ewen closed his eyes, which didn’t make much difference in the dim light. He could still see Lamont perfectly - tall enough that Ewen had to tilt his head back, shoulders broad enough to block out half the restaurant, those dark eyes that had locked onto Ewen like he was the only person in the room.

The pull had been immediate. Visceral. Like someone had reached into Ewen’s chest and tied a string directly to his heart, then yanked.

Mate.

His fox had known instantly, had practically turned somersaults inside Ewen’s skull, yipping and preening. Ewen had barely managed to string together a coherent sentence in French, something about having a lead, needing to talk. He was conscious of the thugs approaching and knew he had to keep his mate safe, but he couldn’t resist the pull. His brain had short-circuited the moment Lamont smiled - small, barely there, but enough to make Ewen’s knees go weak.

Then the thugs, who’d been trailing him for days, got pushy and played their hand.

Ewen opened his eyes, staring at the water-stained ceiling. There was a lot his mind was struggling to figure out. Lamont had clearly sensed something was wrong. Ewen had caught the way those dark eyes tracked the two men, the subtle shift in Lamont’s posture - in Ewen’s eyes he appeared predatory and alert, which was the mark of the “other” he clearly was. 

But he’d just...left. He walked away while the two goons gave up any pretense at conversation dragged Ewen out the back entrance and shoved him into a van.

“Maybe he had somewhere more important to be,” Ewen muttered to the empty basement. His voice came out rough. His throat was dry from dehydration, and yelling for help that never came.

Except that didn’t track. The way Lamont had looked at him wasn’t the look of someone planning to abandon a stranger to kidnappers. That was the look of someone who gave a damn, at least in that moment. 

So why didn’t he come?

Ewen’s fox whined, a pitiful sound that echoed through his thoughts. His animal side didn’t understand. Mates protected. Mates saved. That was the whole biological imperative of the bond, wasn’t it? Find your mate, keep your mate safe, live happily ever after in a den somewhere.

“Maybe I got it wrong,” Ewen said to the ceiling. “Maybe he’s not actually my mate. Maybe I’m just delusional from stress and sleep deprivation.”

His fox snarled at that, deeply insulted.

Okay then, Lamont was definitely his mate. Which meant either Lamont didn’t know, or Lamont didn’t care, and Ewen wasn’t sure which option hurt more. If he didn’t know...

The door at the top of the stairs creaked open. Footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs. It was just one set this time, lighter than usual. Not my bathroom break then. Ewen straightened up as much as the zip ties allowed, forcing his face into something resembling neutral. Don’t let them see your fear. That was Investigative Journalism 101, though admittedly Professor Douglas had been talking about confrontational interviews at the time, not kidnapping.

The woman who appeared wasn’t one of his usual captors. She was younger, mid-twenties maybe, wearing expensive jeans and a silk blouse that seemed wildly inappropriate for a kidnapping operation. Her dark hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, and she carried a bottle of water as if it were a fashion accessory.

“Mr. Cross.” Her English was perfect, barely accented. “You look terrible.”

“Thanks. You should see the other guy.” Ewen tried for a grin. His split lip protested.

She didn’t smile. “Are you ready to tell us about your source?”

“I already told your friends upstairs. I don’t have a source. I’m not even working. I’m in Egypt for a vacation. Pyramids, sphinxes, the whole tourist package.”

“Lying makes this harder.”

“So does zip-tying someone to a chair in a basement, but here we are.”

The woman sighed and pulled over a plastic crate, settling onto it like it was a throne. She unscrewed the water bottle cap, took a long drink, then held it just out of Ewen’s reach. His throat ached for just one drop.

“The documents you printed,” she said. “Where are they?”

“The ones from work?” They’ve got contacts at The Times? “In a recycling bin, most likely. I’m very environmentally conscious.”

“Your messenger bag is missing. We tore apart your hotel room. Nothing.”

Because Ewen had been paranoid enough to rent a second room under a fake name and stash everything there. Small victories.

“I lost it.”

“Maybe you gave it to someone.” The woman leaned forward. “Like the man you were speaking with at the restaurant. The tall one with the long hair.”

Ewen’s heart kicked against his ribs. They’d noticed Lamont. Of course they had. They’d been watching Ewen the whole time, waiting to see who he met with, what he handed over.

“That was just some guy asking for directions.” Don’t give me a heart attack, he warned his animal side. We have to protect him. 

“In French?”

“It’s a very common language, and it was how he addressed me. I was just being polite.”

The woman stood abruptly, dumping the rest of the water onto the concrete floor. Ewen watched it spread across the stained surface, soaking into cracks and disappearing. I’d lap that up in a heartbeat if I could get out of this damn chair, he thought, blinking rapidly.

“We know who that man is,” she said. “He goes by one name as if he’s a celebrity. Lamont. Freelance journalist, apparently highly regarded in his field.” She sniffed as if she found the idea ridiculous. “Interesting that he happened to be at the same restaurant as you.”

Panic spiked through Ewen’s chest. If they knew Lamont’s name, they could find him. Could hurt him. Could...

“We weren’t working together,” Ewen said quickly. Too quickly. Damn it, slow down, and keep calm. “I’d never met him before that night.”

“Then why did he look at you like that?”

Like what? Like Ewen mattered? Like seeing Ewen had flipped some switch in Lamont’s brain and rearranged his priorities?

Except it hadn’t, clearly, because Lamont had left.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The woman studied him, dark eyes calculating. “You’re protecting him.”

“I’m hardly in a position to protect anybody. I don’t know him. We exchanged maybe ten words before your goons showed up.”

“Hmm.” She moved toward the stairs, heels clicking against concrete. “I’ll be back tomorrow, Mr. Cross. Think carefully about what you want to tell me. My employers are running out of patience.”

She left, and the door locked behind her with a heavy clunk.

Ewen sagged in the chair, adrenaline draining away and leaving exhaustion in its wake. His fox was pacing now, agitated and anxious. The animal kept reaching for Lamont through a bond that apparently didn’t exist yet, whining when it found nothing.

“He doesn’t know,” Ewen whispered to his fox. “That’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

Because if Lamont had recognized Ewen as his mate, he never would have let those men drag Ewen away. He would have torn through them like tissue paper, would have followed the van, would have tracked Ewen down by now. The mate bond was supposed to be overwhelming, impossible to ignore. But it only worked if both people felt it. 

That had to be it. Lamont didn’t know. 

Some paranormals, like shifters, recognized their mates instantly. For others the process took time, or proximity, or the right circumstances. For example, vampires needed to smell someone’s blood. Ewen’s fox had known the second Lamont walked into view, but maybe whatever Lamont was - and Ewen still couldn’t figure that out - maybe his species didn’t work that way.

“Or maybe you’re just not his type,” Ewen muttered. “Maybe he likes tall, muscular guys who don’t get kidnapped within five minutes of meeting.”

His fox growled, indignant this time.

Fine. In the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter that Lamont didn’t know. If he didn’t know, he wasn’t coming. Which meant Ewen needed to figure out his own escape plan, because sitting in a basement waiting for rescue was pathetic and would probably end up with him dead. Then I’ll never learn what species Lamont is. 

Ewen tested the zip ties again, twisting his wrists carefully. The plastic cut deeper, warm blood trickling down his palms. The chair didn’t budge, the bolts were holding firm. Even if he could shift - which he couldn’t with the way his hands were bound - his fox form wasn’t exactly built for breaking chains. He could slide out of the zip ties that way...but both of my shoulders would be dislocated. 

Silver foxes were small, quick, and clever. Great for stealing chickens and looking adorable. Terrible for combat.

Footsteps overhead made Ewen freeze. Multiple sets this time, heavy boots against floorboards. Voices filtered down, arguing in Arabic. Ewen’s Arabic was decent enough to catch a few words: “complications,” “timeline,” “dispose.”

That last one sent ice through his veins.

His fox whimpered, pressing close to Ewen’s consciousness. The animal didn’t understand why their mate hadn’t saved them, and couldn’t comprehend the idea that Lamont didn’t know, didn’t feel the pull. To the fox, it was simple. Mates belonged together. Everything else was just details.

“I know, buddy,” Ewen whispered. “I know.”

He closed his eyes again, letting himself picture Lamont one more time. Those dark eyes, intense and focused. That long hair that Ewen wanted to touch, wanted to tug loose from its tie, and run his fingers through. The way Lamont had looked at him, really looked, as if Ewen was worth paying attention to.

Maybe if they ever met again - when they met again, Ewen corrected firmly - he’d actually get to have a real conversation. Maybe he’d make Lamont laugh, find out what that smile looked like when it wasn’t guarded. Maybe he’d get to touch those broad shoulders and even lean on them a moment.

The door opened again. Scar-eyebrow descended the stairs, and his expression promised nothing good.

Ewen straightened his spine and met the man’s eyes. If this was it, he’d go down fighting. His fox might not be built for combat, but Ewen Cross wasn’t going out quietly.

“Bathroom break.” The man sneered as he pulled out his knife. They’re for the zip ties, Ewen mentally screamed at his terrified fox. If Scar-eyebrow kept insisting on acting as if he was an extra in a horror movie, Ewen wouldn’t need a bathroom break. He’d need a change of clothes. Although, to be fair, he already did. 
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Chapter Three
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The café sat on the fringe of Cairo, far enough from tourist traps that Lamont could blend in without effort. His wide-brimmed hat shadowed his face and hid most of his hair, and the casual jeans and T-shirt marked him as just another traveler looking for a decent coffee that could be drunk somewhere shady. He’d chosen a dim corner table, positioned so his back faced the wall, and he could watch the street through grimy windows.

The coffee was bitter and too hot, but Lamont wrapped his hands around the cup anyway, needing something to do with them while his hound paced restlessly beneath his skin. 

Ten days. 

Ewen had been missing for ten days, and every hour that passed made Lamont’s chest tighten further. He’d spent more lifetimes than most could count, going with his gut and the instincts of his hound, and both were telling him Ewen was in danger. 

Putting down his cup, he pulled out his phone and stared at Coda’s direct line. Lamont wasn’t sure what the protocol was – approaching someone from Lord Zeus’s network, rather than Lord Hades – but he was fast running out of options. 

A flick of power created a sound barrier around his table. The café’s ambient noise - clinking cups, low conversations, the hiss of the espresso machine - dulled to a distant hum. Anyone watching would see a man making a phone call, but wouldn’t hear a word of it.

The line connected after three rings.

“Lamont?” Coda’s voice carried the faint distraction of someone multitasking. “If you’re calling to complain about the social media posts from Tuscany, I already told Giorgio I’d edit out the shirtless photos.”

What freaking shirtless photos? I was dressed in a suit most days. 

Not even wanting to think about it, Lamont shook his head. “I thought all those photos were being removed – shirtless or otherwise. But anyway, I need something else - information on a missing person.”

Keyboard clicks stopped. “I beg your pardon?”

“His name is Ewen Cross. He’s an American journalist who works for the Manhattan branch of The New York Times. He disappeared from Cairo ten days ago.” Lamont kept his voice as calm as he could under the circumstances. “I need his location.”

“This is highly irregular and outside of my usual purview.” Coda’s tone shifted to cautious. “Why are you asking me? This sounds like a job for local authorities or maybe one of your investigative journalist contacts.”
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