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Merry Christmas to my Patrons. You rock.

A special shout-out to Tricia and her sister, Bridie.
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As always, thank you for everything.

Merry Christmas, Happy Holidays & Happy New Year
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Author Note:
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This story takes place between the events of Night Blade and Broken Blade.

If you read those, then you should understand this story just fine.
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Late November
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The Canadian Rockies

“Don’t fire! If you kill her, we’re all dead!”

My first instinct was to attack.

But that was the animal, the baser part of me I’d gained control over a lifetime ago. In reality, it had been a few decades, but it felt like longer. Much longer.

I’d long since waged war on my instincts and come out the victor. Even as I felt the urge to attack the unseen men who’d dare say those words, the other part of me pushed to the fore. The man fought his way past the primitive, possessive beast who lived inside my skin and came out on top. Both beast and man were terrified.

“Don’t shoot...” The echo was still fading as I throttled back fear and struggled to think. Fuck, it was hard. I’d never known such panic, never felt anything like this gut-wrenching dread. Only a minute or two earlier, I’d felt relief—the kind of relief that might have put me on my knees if I’d been standing on the ground.

I’d caught an elusive scent on the wind.

Kit...

For two weeks, we’d been tracking her, most of us on foot, from Florida all the way to this frozen wasteland in the Canadian Rockies. Here it was ice, snow and everything cold.

I’d come so close to giving up. I never would have stopped looking, but the hope that we’d find her alive had nearly extinguished.

Doyle, though, the kid who was like my own son, insisted she was alive—I can feel her. I know she’s alive. I can find her...

And if anybody in the world had a chance at tracking her, it would be him. Not that he’d understand. Not that I’d told him. But when he’d come to me...well, hope and terror had both burned hot and determined inside. Those flames hadn’t died as the lot of us followed him over the better part of a continent.

Now, she was so close...

I could smell her on the wind. Smell her, her fear...her blood.

It tore through the man’s control and laid bare the beast under my skin.

Uncoiling from my crouch on the tree, I swung down and shot Justin Greaves a warning look as more shouts rang out from the courtyard. I couldn’t see shit—

“Go,” Justin said in a clipped voice.

The warriors in the group—damn near twenty of us—flowed forward out of the concealing cover of the trees while half a dozen witches lingered behind. Their combined magics had covered our approach, although what they’d done, I didn’t know.

There was so much magic in the air, it made my teeth hurt. A couple of warrior-born witches were in the group moving forward. The other witches, including Colleen, Kit’s best friend, stayed in the trees to maintain the defenses.

I caught Colleen’s gaze as I passed by her. Tall, curvy and strong, she had a sense of strength to her, that kind that went hand in hand with peace. In a calmer state of mind, she reminded me of a willow tree—she’d bend and sway, but never break in a storm.

There was nothing peaceful in her gaze now. Her terror rivaled my own.

Even as I processed that, I heard a blood-curdling scream...and I knew that voice.

It was Doyle. By the sound of his voice, he’d lunged forward as that single, piercing cry escaped him.

There was another scream then, a feminine one. Over the thundering beat of my heart, shouts rose in the air, denial, desperation, pain, panic. I heard all of those reflected in Colleen’s agonized voice, barely a whisper, lost among the din.

But there was another woman who held my attention.

It was Kit, and the thin wail of her voice, panicked, then furious before fading into nothing.

A moment later, it was back, full-force and she reacted with fury, sounding more like an animal than the woman I loved.

Finally, she came into sight and I froze mid-step.

Her scream of denial was still echoing in the air and now, it echoed within me.

Somebody in the group of men approaching her from the castle made a move and she swayed. Bodies shifted in front of me again, blocking her from view, but it didn’t matter. She was there. She was alive—

I lunged forward. I didn’t make it two steps before iron arms came around me from behind.

“Damon, stop.”

Chang. the only person here who had a chance of holding me in place, simply tightened his grip when I bucked and heaved, trying to throw him off. His shorter, slimmer frame countered each attempt—the fucker had trained me, after all.

“Let me go or I’m going to kill you,” I growled.

“Look,” he said, voice infinitely gentle. “Damon...if you scare her, it’s all over.”

Scare her...what the fuck are you talking about? Her terror was so thick in the air, it was making me feral. And look at what? I can’t see...I’m a big guy, but there are a couple of people here who are even bigger, like some of TJ’s wolves, including that big bastard, Goliath.

I’d deliberately been put at the back of the group. I’d tried to argue, but Chang had, in the way only he could, the Alpha would do better guarding the rear, just in case. He had also pointed out my power level could interfere with the witches as they worked with Doyle and Justin, both tracking and concealing.

I’d been muscling through the bodies, was almost to the front...almost.

Now, the bodies in front of me shifted.

Suddenly, I could see...too clearly.

“No,” I whispered, almost staggering. Chang tightened his hold on me once more, but this time, it was to keep me upright.

Kit stood on the edge of the precipice barely a hundred yards away, her slight form pale, naked and vulnerable in the harsh cold.

I’d never really seen her look vulnerable before. It hit me then, just how fragile she was. Almost delicate, especially compared to me.

She was splattered with blood, the fresh stink of it metallic in the air even as it froze to her skin. The red was brutal and stark against her icy pallor.

But not as stark as the weapon she held.

It should have looked ridiculous in her hands—she was so slight, just an inch or two over five feet. Most of the time, her attitude makes up for that, giving the impression that she’s a fucking lion. That’s not the case now.

As scared as she looks, the weapon in her hands terrifies me.

I could see the decision she’s made on her face as she cast one wild look around the courtyard. We’ve spanned out across it, but her gaze bounces over us like we’re not even there.

Fury shredded me.

Despair clawed. The pained, panicked look in her eyes...

I did this.

Numbly, I shrugged Chang’s arms off.

She jerked the weapon up and I tensed, but it pointed off to the side. Screams shattered the silence. The air went hot and wet with the stink of blood and ruined bowels. Men backed away, swearing. Some of their number lay on the ground, dying.

Kit looked at the weapon she held with dismay as if she couldn’t believe any of the men survived. She swiped at the tears on her face, leaving red streaks and that was when I saw the other weapon—a handgun.

She cocked her head, stared at it in bemusement.

“Fuck, no,” Justin muttered from a few feet away.

Behind me, I heard somebody running and then Chang had Colleen in his arms. She beat and kicked at him, her face pale and horrified as she screamed, “Kitasa!”

Kit flinched, but she didn’t look at us. She started to lift the gun.

The leopard exploded out of me, the swift, four-footed creature I wore to hunt, to run. I lunged as she pressed the muzzle of the gun to her chin, a growl tearing out of me as my animal throat tried to make a human denial.

Something silvery flashed by. I froze, but only because Kit was screaming, staring at hands that were now empty. She looked around, bewildered, and then spun and looked at the lip of the cliff.

The world stopped on its axis as she backed up a couple of steps.

I already knew what she was doing. Once more, I was running, but as fast as I was, I was still close to a hundred yards away. She was running, too, right to that dangerous edge. And she wasn’t human—not a shifter, no, but she was damn fast and desperate. She flung herself forward.

No, no, no—

Screams and shouts rose in the air, pure chaos that deafened me to the sound of my own heartbeat, but none of it mattered. I pushed myself harder, faster.
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