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CHAPTER 1


Willow threw out her hands to avoid the
branches slapping at her face as she bolted through the woods. The
limbs beat against her skin, tore at her hair, and clawed at her
clothes. If she didn’t know better, she’d almost believe the trees
were alive and trying to hold her back from fleeing the monsters
pursuing her.

Her breath thundered in her ears, and her
heart raced as footfalls sounded behind her. She wanted to believe
they were friends instead of enemies, but the stench of rot buried
her brief surge of hope. She had no idea where the other members of
the Alliance were anymore, but she knew where the Savages were, and
judging by their footsteps, they were gaining on her.

It was supposed to have been a simple, one
day and back mission. It had turned into a nightmare. When she went
to investigate the tunnels with the others, she hadn’t expected to
be ambushed by Savages hiding in the woods while a horde of them
poured out from the earth and descended on them with the wrath of
gods.

They’d all believed it was a simple check of
cameras that went down in the thunderstorm the other day. The
cameras were always going out, even on good weather days, and they
often sent a group to fix them.

According to Roland, the hunter head of
security, it wasn’t unusual for three or more cameras to go down at
a time. So when six of them went down during the storm, it wasn’t
surprising.

She’d gone to check the numerous cameras set
up to monitor the woods around the tunnels and the entrances a
couple of times before. During those times, the most exciting thing
that happened was discovering a couple of deer grazing near one of
the openings the Alliance blocked with explosives five years
ago.

Every time she came here, they fixed the
cameras, checked to make sure the tunnels remained blocked, left
Maine for Boston, and shared a couple of drinks before returning to
the compound. She’d fully expected the same thing today, had
already planned on ordering a rum runner to go with her whiskey
shot, and crawling into bed tired but happily buzzed.

Instead, she was fleeing from a herd of
Savages who had dug their way into the tunnels during the brief
time the cameras were out. She had no idea what they sought in the
bombed wreckage, but there they were.

Some of those monsters caught fire as dozens
of them poured from the bunker. They were like a swarm of bees
coming up from the earth and descending on them with all the wrath
of pissed-off hornets. There was no fighting them; the five of them
didn’t have a chance against so many, but they tried to hold their
ground until Lucien commanded them to run.

Lucien. She had no idea where her
commander was anymore. The last time she saw him, he was fighting
off a horde of Savages as he made his way toward the trees. Despite
his command to leave, she tried to stay, to fight, but staying
equaled death or a fate worse than death, and the only way any of
them could survive was to run.

She was the last to leave Lucien behind, and
she was paying for that now as the Savages footsteps sounded behind
her. The shadows of the forest must have put the fires on them out
as she didn’t smell smoke anymore, but then, the ones chasing her
might not be so lost to their Savagery that the sun would kill them
or badly burn them.

When they went to check the tunnels, they
assumed the daylight would keep them safer, but they were so wrong,
and she’d been running for hours. Fear trickled through her as she
glanced toward the darkening sky as the shadows deepened around
her. Once the sun set, more Savages would join their fellow
monsters in the hunt.

She leapt over a fallen tree. When she
landed, her foot caught on a buried rock, and her ankle twisted to
the side. Pain coursed through the wounded extremity, but she
didn’t let it slow her as she pumped her arms and pushed herself
onward.

Her lungs burned, her legs ached, and she’d
moved beyond exhaustion hours ago, but months of rigorous training
to become a member of the Alliance had made it so she could endure
worse and run longer.

And she would run until the sun rose again if
that was what it took to survive these things. She didn’t try to be
quiet; instead, she concentrated on fleeing.

Willow kept her attention focused on trying
to dodge the trees racing by her in a blur, as behind her, the
joyful yelps of the Savages filled the growing night. A muffled
shout from her right came before the thud of what sounded like a
body hitting the ground.

Willow’s heart leapt into her throat when a
man let out a muffled shout. If she had any doubt the cry belonged
to a member of her team, it ended when it became more high-pitched
and filled with agony.

The Savages were damn close to her, but she
couldn’t leave one of her own behind. Detouring to the right, she
nearly slammed into a large maple tree when she ducked to avoid a
branch that would have caved in her skull if she ran into it at
full speed.

Needing to go for stealth, she eased her pace
and was more careful where she put her feet as she came around a
boulder. She removed a stake from inside her jacket as she prepared
for battle.

When she stepped out of the shadows of the
boulder, she discovered three Savages feasting on someone. With the
victim’s head turned to the side, she couldn’t quite make out who
it was, but it didn’t matter; the members of the Alliance were her
family.

She couldn’t tell if their victim was alive
or not, but while they were distracted, she could kill them.
Bolting through the trees, she raced toward them. A blur of motion
coming at her from the right caught her attention, and she spun as
a Savage burst out of the woods.

Relying on training and muscle memory, Willow
turned her arm sideways and plunged it into the Savage’s heart. Its
eyes widened, and its fingers clawed at her stake before she tore
it free. The dying Savage fell away, but three more raced out from
between the trees.

Shit!

Lifting her foot, she kicked the first one in
the stomach and shoved it back as the second leapt at her, and the
third came at her from the other side. She drove her fist into the
nose of the second one. It flattened beneath her blow, and blood
gushed from it.

The stench of the rotten blood caused her
nose to wrinkle as she turned toward her second attacker. She
adjusted her hold on her stake before pulling back her arm and
letting it fly. The Savage dodged to the side to avoid a killing
blow, and the stake embedded in its shoulder instead of its
heart.

Willow removed another stake and waited until
the things were closer before acting like she was going to throw it
again. The fake-out caused the Savage to duck as it charged her, so
the creature didn’t see that she wasn’t weaponless.

When it was almost to her, Willow twisted to
the side, grabbed the back of its head, and lifting her knee,
smashed it into the vamp’s face. The Savage released a garbled
shout and tried to jerk away, but she didn’t give it time to
recover before plunging the stake through its back, into its heart,
and yanking it free.

The other Savage had recovered and was coming
at her as more of them emerged from the trees. Feeling her life
slipping away from her, Willow sprinted toward her fallen brother.
The three feeding on him were still so distracted they didn’t hear
her coming.

Willow staked another one and shoved the
creature away. Realizing death had come for them, the other two
released their bite on the man she now recognized as Leonard. He
was a young hunter who only recently completed his training and
been allowed to go on missions.

Willow buried her sorrow when she realized
the young hunter’s heart had stopped beating. There would be time
to mourn the loss of the fallen later, but if she didn’t get out of
here, she’d be mourning the end of her life.

She lost count of how many Savages emerged
from the woods before she sprinted into the trees. Because she’d
stopped, the Savages were closer than they’d ever been. Their
hideous laughter was like fire nipping at her heels as it spurred
her to speeds she hadn’t believed possible, but impending death or
incarceration until she turned into a monster were great
motivators.

The trees were nothing more than blurs, and
the blows their limbs dealt her left welts and bruises on her skin.
One slapped her in the corner of her eye, and she wasn’t sure if
involuntary tears or blood spilled from it. She didn’t bother to
wipe it away as she concentrated on not running straight into a
tree or boulder.

She had to come up with a plan that didn’t
consist of running all night and possibly all day. She was a
purebred vampire in peak physical condition, but no one could
outrun so many of them forever. There were far too many of them,
and they would eventually overtake her.

Another tortured scream came from her left,
but this one was too far away for her to attempt trying to locate
the victim. By the time she got there, they would either be dead or
taken prisoner, and that was a fate worse than death.

Only five of them came on this mission led by
Lucien. And now, as far as she knew, only three remained, and that
was if she included Lucien, but he was probably the first one taken
down.

She didn’t know how he could have escaped the
horde swarming him. She tried not to shudder at the thought of her
commander taken out by a wave of Savages, or worse, being held by
them until they turned him into one of them.

He’d rather be dead; she’d rather be
dead, and she was so not ready to die. She was young and had
so much to live for still. And she would leave so many heartbroken
people behind.

Mom. Dad.

The reminder of her parents brought tears to
her eyes, and she blinked them back. Her mother was so upset when
Willow announced her decision to join the Alliance. She’d hated her
mother’s tears, but she was determined to be a force of good in
this world. Her father had stoically handled her decision, but she
saw the concern in his eyes and felt it when he hugged her on the
day she left.

“Come back to us,” he whispered in her
ear.

“Of course,” she vowed.

And now the lie of that promise whispered
like a tiny, evil devil in her ear. A devil telling her she
wouldn’t make it, she would never see them again, and they wouldn’t
recover from this. They had nine other children and a growing
number of grandchildren, but they would never be the same if they
lost her. A piece of them would die with her, and she couldn’t let
that happen.

Her siblings would be devastated too, and
poor Wyatt. She had a lot of nieces and nephews, but since joining
the Alliance last summer, she’d grown a lot closer to her sister
Vicky’s son.

Wyatt was five now, and she was one of his
favorite people. Every time his mom was mad at him, Wyatt would run
to her, and she would spoil him rotten, which irritated the hell
out of Vicky. Her sister’s annoyance was a bonus.

She’d grown closer to Vicky, but they still
loved to needle each other like they did when they were kids. Vicky
wasn’t thrilled when Willow joined the Alliance, but over the past
nine months, she’d accepted this was what Willow chose to do with
her life.

The howls and chatter of her pursuers
reverberated off the trees and through the rise and fall of the
hilly terrain. She couldn’t keep this up. Even if she could
eventually outrun them, she might end up injuring herself worse
than a twisted ankle, and when she did, they would tear into her
like jackals.



CHAPTER 2


She dodged another branch as a grunt sounded
from somewhere nearby. Turning, she strained to see through the
shadows and the blur of the trees, but she was moving too fast to
make out anyone in the shadows. Her split-second distraction cost
her as she turned back in time to see a tree trunk in front of
her.

Darting to the side, she tried to avoid
plowing straight into the tree, but her left shoulder caught the
corner of it, and the blow staggered her back a few steps. Her
fingers on her left hand went numb, and her shoulder sagged
awkwardly, but she didn’t have time to examine the injury.

She didn’t miss a step as she seized her arm
and yanked it upright. Her teeth clamped down as a crack issued
from her shoulder. She tried moving her fingers, and at first, they
remained hanging limply at her side, but then two of them twitched
as feeling gradually returned to her healing shoulder.

A higher-pitched howl split the night from
somewhere nearby. The hair on her nape rose as the cry intensified.
Just as it faded away, more howls sounded until they reverberated
all around her and drowned out the sound of her labored
breathing.

With those awful howls filling the air, she
couldn’t tell if one of them was closing in on her. But they
probably intended to confuse her when they started their chorus.
When some of them faded away, more of them filled the night, until
it sounded as if a pack of wolves was on her ass.

Throwing up her hands, Willow plowed through
a series of low-hanging branches that battered her flesh and caused
fresh welts to pepper her skin. She was moving so fast she nearly
collided with a patch of briars on the other side of the copse of
trees.

Skidding to a halt, she ran parallel to the
thorns while she looked for an opening in the thicket. She couldn’t
plow into them; they’d tear through her clothes and flesh. She
healed fast, but they would track her through the blood sticking to
her clothes and skin. The last thing she felt like doing was
fleeing a bunch of Savages while naked.

Finally encountering a break, she bolted
forward as a howl cut off and a series of curses and grunts issued
from the woods behind her. One of the Savages hadn’t avoided
plowing into the briars.

A branch snapping was like a gunshot in her
ear. She turned toward the sound as a weight crashed into her back
and knocked her off her feet.

Before she could get up, a hand embedded in
her hair while another tore at her clothes, and the monster planted
himself on her back. Stunned from the impact, it took her a second
to react, but when it jerked her head back, adrenaline surged
through her.

She wouldn’t let them take her alive, and she
wouldn’t let them feast on her either. Reaching over her head, she
clawed at its face. Shredded skin embedded beneath her nails, and
the Savage twisted her hair until involuntary tears burned her eyes
and strands of it tore free.

Willow didn’t ease her assault as she grasped
its ear and yanked on it. The Savage screamed, and its other hand
encircled her throat. Its fingers digging into her windpipe cut off
her air as she tore its ear away and tossed it into the dirt.

She didn’t pay any attention to the putrid
blood spilling down her fingers to soak her arm; it didn’t matter
if they could track her by the scent of it…. They already had
her.

And if this thing had any say in it,
he would tear her windpipe out before draining her or taking her
prisoner. The possibility of being locked away until she became one
of them fueled her desperation to get away.

Scooping up a handful of earth, she threw it
over her shoulder and into the bastard’s face. The Savage released
its hold on her throat to clear the debris from its eyes. When it
did, she planted her hands on the ground and thrust up with all her
strength.

Thrown off by the movement, the Savage
shifted to the side. The blood-red eyes of a man who was no longer
a man met hers as Willow turned and grasped a handful of its hair
to rip it off her. She gritted her teeth and tore its hand free of
her hair. In the dim moonlight filtering through the trees, she
spotted a handful of her hair in its grasp.

She was reaching for a stake to destroy it
when the approaching howls of its friends stilled her hand. There
wasn’t enough time to finish this thing. She scrambled to her feet
and fled into the woods. She ignored the unforgiving beating the
branches delivered to her as she ran.

Everything became a blur to her—the past, the
present, the middle, the end. Memories of her siblings and her
family drifted through her mind. She heard their laughter, saw
their tears, and felt their joy and sadness as she recalled their
hugs, punches, kisses, and smiles. They surrounded her in a cocoon
of love, one that she left behind to make this world a safer
place.

They’d been her rocks her whole life, and now
she was adrift in a sea of terror and there were no rocks to save
her. She had to live for them. She had to live for…

Declan.

She had no idea why his name popped into her
head. She hadn’t seen him in months, and she’d only seen him a few
times before he left the compound. That didn’t stop him from
haunting her dreams almost every night.

She couldn’t recall the number of nights she
dreamt of running her fingers through his thick, dark auburn hair
while those impossibly silver eyes held hers. Despite the beauty of
those eyes, she’d sensed a sadness behind them the few times they
encountered each other, and she longed to ease it from him.

The dreams always caused her to wake aching
for more and with the feel of his mouth on hers. Sometimes, she
swore she could taste him, but since she had no idea what he tasted
like, it couldn’t be true.

And now, with the thud of feet pounding after
her, he was on her mind again. She wished she’d gotten the chance
to see him again, if only for a minute. No matter how badly she
craved those dreams becoming real life, she never would have acted
on her feelings. Getting involved with a member of the Alliance was
a BAD idea, but she still would have liked to have seen him
one last time.

The rushing sound of water filled her ears
before she spotted the river. It was moving fast, too fast,
but she didn’t have any other options. The idea of drowning wasn’t
appealing, but it wouldn’t kill her, and it would wash the blood
from her.

The jagged boulders rising from the rapids
and the chilly May night didn’t make her hesitate before plunging
into the river. Her breath sucked in, and her body screamed against
the icy bite of the water. Her lungs seized, and for a full minute,
no air entered her chest. Her extremities went numb as the water
sloshing around her sprayed her face.

She made it almost halfway into the river
before the strong current swept her off her feet. Willow didn’t
fight it but allowed the flow to carry her as far from the Savages
as fast as it could.

Trying to brush her hair out of her face,
Willow spit water from her mouth and tried to keep her eyes
cleared, but it was nearly impossible as the water spun her around,
bounced her off rocks, and propelled her onward like she was a
pinball bouncing off the paddles.

A large boulder loomed out of the dark. The
water crashing against it sprayed outward in a sea of white that
soaked her face before she smashed against the rock. The blow
knocked the air from her lungs, and when she tried to inhale, all
she got was a mouthful of icy water.

Unable to see and breathe, and feeling like a
bug against a windshield, she placed her palms against the cold,
smooth surface. Her muscles strained against the powerful current,
but she shoved herself off the rock and shot out into the middle of
the river again.

More howls reverberated through the night,
but she couldn’t tell how far away they were. And then, the cries
were drowned out as the river sucked her under again. Water flooded
her nose and throat; bubbles floated past her eyes as she clawed at
the water like it was a climbing wall. Except, there was nothing
but cold and death for her to grab.

Her lungs burned, and just when she didn’t
think she could hold her breath for one more
second, the punishing water released her, and she shot up to
the surface. Water filled her mouth as she gasped in air; she spit
it out and inhaled a greedy lungful of wonderful oxygen.

She had only a few seconds to enjoy her
reprieve before she hit another rock. The water turned her to the
side as her foot caught under the rock. For what felt like an
eternity, but was probably only a minute, her foot remained trapped
while the river pulled the rest of her along.

Her leg and ankle were not supposed to
stretch that much. Her leg was not supposed to bend in a way that
made fire burn through the muscles and bones in it. Then, her leg
lost the fight with the water. With a crack, she felt, more than
heard, her ankle twisted to the side and she came free of the
rock.

As the water swept her further downstream,
she tried moving her foot, but when she did, the bones in her ankle
grinding together set her teeth on edge. She bit her lip to
suppress a cry and went limp to avoid jarring it further. However,
the river didn’t care about her discomfort as it relentlessly
battered her ankle.

Sick of the water and the beating she’d taken
from it, Willow wanted out of the river but, unable to run, she let
it carry her. Teeth chattering, ankle throbbing, and inhaling as
much water as air, she was exhausted by the time the river bounced
her off a rock and spun her toward shore.

Gathering her dwindling strength, she used
her numb arms and good foot to swim toward shore. She was almost
there when she hit another rock. Her fingers tore at the boulder as
every muscle in her frozen body protested the movement. Despite her
exhaustion, she pulled herself over the top of it and fell onto the
rocky shoreline.

Her calves and feet remained in the water
while she lay on the stones, gasping for air and fighting the
chills causing her entire body to shake. Barren tree limbs
stretched over her head as stars shone overhead, and a crescent
moon hung low.

The leaf buds forming on the branches were
usually a sign of hope for her, but she didn’t feel any tonight.
Hell, she was so cold she couldn’t feel anything. She didn’t have
the energy to move, but she couldn’t stay here.

A howl echoed across the land. It was far
closer than she’d expected after her journey in the river. If
they’d tracked her to the water and knew she’d gone in, they would
be here soon.



CHAPTER 3


With renewed energy and a groan, she turned
herself over and, digging her fingers into the loose rocks, pulled
herself the rest of the way from the water. Her arms trembled, but
she managed to get her hands under her and pushed herself to her
knees.

Bones grated, and her ankle screamed in
protest when the movement caused her weight to shift onto it. The
thing was going to throw a bitch fit when she rose.

Taking a deep breath, Willow braced herself
before rising. She bit back a scream when she put weight on her
broken ankle. Hobbling toward the woods, the mid-May breeze caused
goose bumps to break out on her flesh. Usually, the breeze would be
refreshing, but now she cursed it as much as the Savages and her
ankle.

When another howl pierced the night, she
turned her head toward it. They were getting closer, and there was
no way she could outrun them.

Tipping her head back, she studied the trees
surrounding her before hobbling toward a gigantic pine tree. A pine
tree was not her ideal tree to climb, but with no leaves on
the other trees, she didn’t have any other options. At least the
scent of the pine would mask her odor.

The only problem was, the lower branches of
the pine had all died from lack of sunlight, which left her with
nothing to climb. Not being able to catch a break, other than the
one in her ankle, was really beginning to piss her off!

Shifting her attention to the maple near the
pine, she studied its sweeping branches as they rose higher into
the sky. About halfway up, the maple’s branches nearly touched the
pine tree. It was not the ideal climbing situation, especially with
a broken ankle, but she didn’t have any other choice.

She was grateful for her five-ten height as
it made gripping the lower branch of the maple a lot easier, and
she pulled herself onto the bottom limb. She held back a scream
when the motion jarred her ankle, but she managed to rise and,
standing on one leg, stretched above her, pulling herself onto the
next branch.

She moved faster than she’d anticipated with
her broken ankle, but if having nine siblings taught her one thing,
it was how to find a hiding place when she wanted to be alone. A
lot of times, that was in the trees.

She loved all her brothers and sisters, but
sometimes they got on her every last nerve, just as she knew she
got on theirs. It was the job requirement of siblings to irritate
each other, and she was a pro.

Pulling herself higher into the tree, she
reached the place where the pine and maple met. If she didn’t have
a broken ankle, she wouldn’t have a problem crossing between the
trees, but running across the branch and jumping into the boughs of
the pine was not an option right now.

Instead, she got on her hands and knees and
crawled across the maple. The branch thinned and bowed beneath her
weight as she moved. Biting her bottom lip, she prayed it didn’t
break before she made it to the pine. If she fell now, it would all
be over.

Come on. Come on. Almost there. The
prickly bark dug into her knees and shins as she edged further and
further out. And the maple bowed more and more until a small,
ominous crack sounded, and the branch dropped a little.

Her breath hitched as she lunged forward and
enclosed her hand around prickly pine needles. She expected the
maple branch to give way beneath her, but after that small drop, it
held steady.

Gripping the pine branch with both hands, she
didn’t give herself time to think about what would happen if the
limb broke before she swung out of the maple and into the pine. The
pine branch sagged as her legs dangled over open air.

Don’t break. Don’t break, she pleaded
as she swung hand over hand into the thicker bowels of the branch.
The needles jabbed her, and sap clogged her hand, but the limb
didn’t break. When she was close to the trunk of the tree, she
wrapped her legs around the branch and pulled herself around to sit
on it.

She yearned to curl up against the trunk and
huddle there, but she had to go higher. Rising onto her good foot,
she stood like a flamingo as she leaned out to grasp the next
highest branch. She climbed steadily higher until the thick canopy
of needles near the top of the tree surrounded her.

The bark bit into her back when Willow leaned
against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. Exhaustion clung to
her, and the swelling of her ankle caused it to press against her
boot as it throbbed with every beat of her heart.

The one good thing about the icy river was
its numbing effect on the break. However, she was still freezing,
but that effect had worn off. Her wet clothes cleaved to her, and
her drenched, lightweight, puffer jacket provided no warmth.
Hopefully, when the sun rose, she would dry out and defrost. Until
then, she would remain a shivering, icy mess, but she was an alive
mess, and that was what mattered.

Shifting, she managed to undo her belt from
her waist. She removed her weapons from it and tucked them into the
inner pockets of her jacket before using the belt to tie herself to
the tree. As she worked, she discovered her phone was gone, but
after her plunge into the river, it would have been useless
anyway.

Once she was secured, she drew her good leg
up against her chest to try getting some warmth back into her body.
It didn’t work.

Her teeth chattered, and shivers racked her.
She didn’t bother to examine her broken ankle; it would heal, and
removing her boot would only irritate it more. Plus, she couldn’t
stand the idea of her bones shifting and grinding while she pulled
off her boot.

As the night wore on, the howls echoed
through the woods. Resting her cheek on her knee, she tried to
ignore her misery as the Savages’ hunting cries grew closer. It was
nearing dawn when a group of Savages ran beneath her tree.

Everything within her stilled as their feet
thudded across the land, and their laughter resounded in her
ears.



CHAPTER 4


Declan stepped out of the car and tilted his
head back to take in the imposing façade of the mansion. Some found
it ugly with its high turrets and gargoyles on towering peaks, but
it was his home, and after being gone for months, he smiled as he
took it in.

When he volunteered to go with Logan to
Mexico to work with Alejandro and his group of hunters, he hadn’t
expected to be gone for so long—a month, maybe two at most—but they
were away far longer than he anticipated.

While there, the two of them helped Alejandra
develop a working relationship with the vampires he recruited.
Those vamps still weren’t residing in the same compound like the
Alliance and hunters did here, but they were working together to
combat the growing Savage population in their area.

A growing population that did not bode well
for any of them. Things had been quiet since they killed the demon
and escaped the bunker in Maine five years ago, but they were
starting to ramp up again now, and he didn’t like it.

When they left Mexico, the hunters and vamps
still weren’t as close as the Alliance, but Declan felt confident
enough in their ability to continue working together to come home.
He’d missed his brothers in the Alliance, his family, while he was
away, and he was looking forward to seeing them again.

Declan closed the driver’s door and opened
the back door to remove his bag before slinging it over his
shoulder and shutting that door too. Logan walked around the back
of the car to stand beside him.

After Declan turned Logan into a vampire to
save his life, he was surprised by how much he wanted him to thrive
in this world. In the beginning, he mentored Logan when it came to
feeding and controlling his more volatile instincts.

As a turned vamp, Logan didn’t have to deal
with the incessant urges male purebreds endured when they stopped
aging, but he was a turned hunter, which made his transition and
the aftereffects more difficult than normal. He also had to learn
to deal with a vampire’s thirst, and that was always a
challenge.

“Home sweet ugly home,” Logan muttered, and
Declan chuckled.

“Already missing the señoritas?” Declan
inquired.

“I do love those señoritas,” Logan said with
a sigh.

“Let’s go.”

Declan started for the door, but Saxon
sauntered out of it before Declan could take more than a couple of
steps forward. Saxon grinned at him, and Declan returned the smile.
When the two briefly embraced, they squeezed Saxon’s
eight-month-old daughter, Madison, between them.

Madison giggled and tugged at his hair while
her arctic blue eyes searched his face. Her sandy blonde hair stood
on end, and a small, pink bow was clipped onto some of the strands.
Having left shortly before she was born, this was the first time
Declan was meeting her in person, but ever the proud father, Saxon
sent him pictures every day.

Saxon and Logan briefly embraced before Saxon
focused on him again. “How was Mexico?”

“Warm,” Declan told him.

Saxon quirked an eyebrow. “Just warm?”

“And good tequila.”

Saxon laughed and slapped him on the
shoulder. “You’ll have to tell me all about that tequila when you
get the chance.”

“I brought back some bottles for us to share.
We’ll tell you all about it tonight.”

Saxon’s smile faltered, and the turmoil
churning beneath his happiness over seeing him caused Declan to
stiffen. “What is it?”

“We might have a problem. Come on.”

Declan and Logan followed Saxon into the
mansion. Declan set his bag down on the gray and white marble floor
in the foyer. When Saxon shut the door behind him, the ensuing
silence hung heavily on the air.

Declan hadn’t expected a party when he
returned, but if everything were okay, more of his friends would
have been here to meet him. And once Lucien found out about the
tequila, he wouldn’t have waited until tonight before breaking
opening it. Whatever was happening wasn’t good.

“What kind of problem is it?” Declan
asked.

“Lucien took a group to Maine to check on the
abandoned bunker and tunnels. He was supposed to report in last
night; no one’s heard from him. Ronan and the others are in the
library trying to decide what to do. I came out to get you when we
saw you arrive.”

A tendril of dread crept down Declan’s spine
as he recalled his time in those tunnels, the creature they found
lurking inside, and the hundreds of Savages living within that
underground hellhole.

“Why did they go up there?” Declan
inquired.

“Some of the cameras went down, but they
always do, and this time they went out during a thunderstorm, so it
was supposed to be a routine thing.”

“But it wasn’t.”

“No, it’s not. Come on.” Saxon clapped him
and then Logan on the shoulder. “They’ll be happy to see the two of
you; I know I am.”

“I’m happy to see you too,” Declan said.

“I was happier before we learned something
was wrong,” Logan said.

Their boots thudded against the floor, and
Madison gurgled as she slapped her father’s shoulders and bounced
in his arms while they strode toward the library. The doors were
already open, and voices drifted out as they approached.

A part of him relaxed at the sound of those
familiar voices, but another part felt like he was walking barefoot
across hot coals. He teetered on the verge of something as he
walked a fine line between control and giving in to the sucking
madness pulling at him since he became an adult vampire.

He’d lost control once before, and he’d vowed
never to let it happen again, but the demon part of him was riled
up and seeking to be set free. Dipping a hand into his pocket, he
pulled out a lollipop and unwrapped it. He didn’t look at it before
sticking it in his mouth; he concealed a wince when the grape
flavor hit his tongue.

Fucking grape.

It was his least favorite flavor, followed
closely by the blue raspberry shit that made his mouth look like
he’d eaten a Smurf. No, blue raspberry was his least favorite
flavor simply because of the blue-mouth aftereffect.

They’re both atrocious, he
decided.

As they walked, he counted the licks while
trying to calm himself as well as prepare for the barrage of
emotions about to hit him. He believed he was under control again
until they stepped through the door.

He lost count of the licks as a sledgehammer
of feelings blasted him in the chest and nearly staggered him back
a step. Instead, his stride never faltered as he plastered on a
smile and tried not to ram his fist into something.

“Declan,” Ronan greeted and broke away from
the others.

Declan’s smile was more genuine as he
embraced his friend. They squeezed each other’s shoulders before
parting ways. Ronan shook Logan’s hand next. “Good to see you.”

“You too,” Logan said as he shifted his bag
on his back.

“How was Mexico?” Ronan inquired.

“Good. I’m glad I went. We’re confident the
vamps and hunters will continue to work well together. What’s going
on here?”

Ronan turned back to the table where the
others stood. “I wish you’d come back to better news.”

Ronan led Declan and Logan over to the large
table. The tension inside Declan increased with every step they
took. Vicky stood by the table with her head bowed and her hands
resting on the flat surface. He didn’t have to feel the anxiety
radiating from her; one glance at her pale face and pinched lips
told him that her sister was with Lucien.

Declan didn’t realize he’d put his hand back
in his pocket until he crushed the lollipops. Chunks of sugar
seeped out from the wrappers and stuck to his fingers. He clearly
recalled the beautiful girl with dark blonde hair that had shades
of gold and wheat threaded through it.

It wasn’t easy to forget her long, lean body
with curves in all the right places. And then there were those
astounding violet eyes; he’d been alive for centuries and never
seen anything as beautiful as they were.

She was the main reason he jumped at the
chance to go to Mexico. His desire for her rattled his ironclad
control in ways no one had before, and he couldn’t allow it to
happen. The last time he lost control, too many people paid the
price, and he’d been living with the consequences of it ever
since.

So he packed his bag, hopped in his car with
Logan, and took a trip to Mexico where Willow haunted his dreams
almost every night. And now, she was missing.

His fangs unexpectedly lengthened, and for a
minute, a haze of red coated everything in the room as he resisted
his impulse to destroy and kill everything in his way of her. He
worked to retract his fangs while he focused on the others.

Nathan stood beside Vicky with a hand on her
shoulder and another resting near the map. Next to her brother,
Kadence stared at some pictures of trees. The photos were upside
down to him, so it took a few seconds to register that they were
camera footage taken outside the massive bunker in Maine.

Standing next to Kadence, Roland, the head of
security, pointed at something in one of the pictures. “The
computer programs I’m running threw up a red flag on this one the
day the cameras went down. At first glance, I didn’t see anything
wrong with the photo, and after knowing what caused it to be
flagged, I put it aside. After their disappearance, I decided to
take a closer look at some of the flagged photos. That was when I
spotted this.”

They all leaned closer to get a better look.
It took a couple of seconds before Declan made out the shape of
what looked like a human, or possibly a Savage, in the photo. But
it could also be a tree or a deer or a shadow. If it was a human or
Savage, they had their back to the camera and were nearly out of
range.

“Do you see it?” Roland asked.

“Yes,” Kadence said.

“Is it a Savage?” Elyse asked.

When Saxon went to stand by his mate, Madison
held her arms out to her mother, and Elyse drew her daughter into
them. She cradled the little girl against her chest while Madison
rested her head on her shoulder. The love emanating from them
helped calm Declan a little.

“It could be anything,” Kadence murmured.

“It could, but I’m going to assume it’s a
Savage after losing contact with them,” Roland said.

“Why are we just seeing this picture now?”
Ronan inquired.

“We have close to fifty cameras up there,”
Roland said. “I have the footage from each running through computer
programs for face recognition and that are designed to pick up
movement and people, but they’re not perfect, and they miss things.
So do I. There are no faces here, and this isn’t even one of the
cameras that went down. This camera is still running. That
is the only reason this photo was flagged.”

He pointed to a speck of red in the upper
left corner of the photo.

“What is that?” Saxon asked.

“A ladybug,” Roland answered. “It landed on
the camera.”

“Why would a ladybug send up a red flag?”

“The programs monitoring the footage are set
to pick up any red, or a vampire’s eyes. They’re also set to pick
up the white-blue color of a turned hunter’s eyes. The red of the
ladybug’s wings set off the warning system.”

Before leaving for Mexico, Declan was working
with Roland on the programs and monitoring, but the hunter had done
a lot more since he left.

“And possibly caught a Savage on camera,”
Killean muttered.

“It has to be a Savage,” Saxon said. “There’s
no other reason for them not to report in.”

He was right, but if this was the only Savage
caught on camera, it made him think they were aware of the cameras
and knew how to get around them.

“How many are with Lucien?” Declan asked.

“Four,” Asher answered. “One newer recruit
and three hunters.”

“And your sister is with them,” he said to
Vicky. He knew the answer, but he had to have it confirmed.

Terror shone in Vicky’s emerald eyes when
they met his. “Yes.”

Declan couldn’t stop himself from chomping
down on the lollipop. The acrid taste filling his mouth gave him
something else to focus on, besides the rage trying to take him
over. He chewed on what remained of the pop before using his tongue
to pick away the pieces sticking to his teeth.

Willow should not be out there. She
was a member of the Alliance, a choice she’d made, but she couldn’t
become one of those monsters. He would not allow her or Lucien to
be tortured and brutalized until nothing of them remained.



CHAPTER 5


“How many of the ones on this mission know
how to get here?” Declan asked.

“Only Lucien and Leonard,” Ronan said.

“Leonard is a young hunter who only recently
completed his training and was allowed to join the fight,” Nathan
said.

All the new vampires who joined the Alliance
were blindfolded before coming here and placed in the back of a van
they couldn’t see out of even if they weren’t blindfolded. They
remained at the compound throughout their training, and when it was
time to test them on the streets, they were blindfolded and put in
the same van. Many of the younger hunters had no idea how to get in
and out of here, but the ones who graduated to become fighters
did.

Even after the vamps became full-fledged
members of the Alliance, they still didn’t reveal their location
until the Alliance decided it was okay for them to know. If the
recruits didn’t like the arrangement, they didn’t have to stay.

It wasn’t that they didn’t trust them, the
recruits wouldn’t be here if they weren’t trustworthy, but they
couldn’t risk one of them falling into the hands of the Savages.
When the Savages started turning their captives instead of killing
them, they completely changed the rules of the game.

If too many vamps and hunters knew the
location of the compound, it was only a matter of time before the
information fell into the wrong hands. Declan would prefer if they
didn’t tell any of them where they were living, but he realized it
wasn’t practical or fair to them. Still, he preferred the compound
remained more of a secret.

“If they were captured,” Asher said, “we have
a big problem.”

“Lucien would never reveal our location,”
Killean growled.

Declan had to give Asher credit; he didn’t
back down from the lethal look on Killean’s scarred face when many
would have fled the room.

“I don’t think he would say anything,” Asher
said, “and neither would Leonard, unless they succeed in turning
them into Savages, and if they do—”

“That won’t happen,” Killean
interjected. “At least not with Lucien.”

Anger flickered in Asher’s eyes, and his jaw
clenched. Simone rested her hand on Killean’s arm; he remained
visibly tensed but relaxed a little.

“We have to face the possibility it could
happen,” she said gently, “to Leonard and Lucien. We’re
putting the children at risk if we don’t prepare for the
worst.”

Killean opened his mouth to protest, but when
Madison let out a small coo and giggled, he clamped his lips
together. He stared at the baby for a minute before giving a brisk
nod. “We’ll prepare for the worst.”

“Can you track any of the ones who
disappeared?” Declan asked Elyse.

Elyse’s rare gift of being able to track
others through their blood was a big asset for them until
she got pregnant and decided to take a break.

“No,” she said. “I haven’t started using my
ability again since Madi’s birth. Besides, there was no reason for
me to come into contact with the blood of anyone on that
mission.”

His fingers rattled the broken pieces of
candy in his pocket as his agitation mounted. The woods around that
bunker took up thousands of acres of land; if anyone was alive up
there, it could be impossible to find them.

“What about Brian?” Declan asked. “Can he
find Willow and Lucien?”

Vicky’s brother-in-law, Brian, had a
different ability than Elyse, but he could also locate people and
vamps. He’d helped them out more than a few times over the
years.

“He’s in Australia,” Vicky said.

“What is he doing there?” Declan
demanded.

When they all shot him questioning looks, he
took a deep breath to calm the turmoil rolling through him. But
they had to find Lucien and Willow; he realized there were three
others with them, but right now, he didn’t care about them. Lucien
was more like a brother to him, and Willow….

Well, he had no idea what she was to him.
However, the idea of her in the hands of the Savages, being
brutalized and tortured until she became a monster, awakened
protective instincts he never knew he possessed. It also brought
forth a murderous rage that was dangerous to them all.

He never should have gone to Mexico. He
should have been stronger. He should have handled his desire for
Willow instead of leaving. If he’d been here, he would have been on
that mission too. He would have kept her safe; he would have helped
Lucien… or he could also be missing and possibly in the hands of
Savages.

Taking a deep breath, he lifted his eyes to
the thousands of books lining the walls as he sought to control the
demon part of him trying to break free and destroy. Since the day
he stopped aging, he’d walked a fine line between man and
monster.

Most days, he expected to lose the battle.
But somehow, he got up, got through it, and continued the war
against the Savages and himself.

“He took Abby on a tour of the world,” Vicky
said. “They’ve been traveling for a couple of weeks and planned to
be gone for six months.”

“Have you contacted them?” Declan asked.

“He was the first person I called,” Ronan
said. “I haven’t heard back from him.”

“They probably don’t have reception where
they are, but they’ll call as soon as they get the messages.” Vicky
wiped a tear from her eye as her gaze shifted to the windows. “I
had to tell my mom Willow is missing.”

Nathan drew her against his chest and hugged
her. “We’re going to find her.”

Vicky relaxed against him, but her palpable
grief beat against Declan.

“We have to decide what to do with the women
and children,” Nathan said. “If they have Lucien and Leonard, we
have some time before they turn them into Savages. We have plenty
of fighters and defenses here, but it might not be enough if a
horde of Savages arrives, especially since Lucien knows all those
defenses.”

“We’ll add more,” Ronan said. “I’ve already
ordered more guards on watch. We’ll dig more traps and add more
guns and bombs to the perimeter. If someone tries to get in here,
they’re going to regret it.”

“So, you plan to keep the children here?”
Elyse asked as she held Madison closer.

“For now,” Ronan said. “Until we can find a
place that Lucien and Leonard don’t know anything about. If they
were captured, then we still have some time. It will take at least
a couple of weeks for them to turn, if not longer. Baldric is
already looking for another property to purchase.”

“Okay.” Declan stepped closer to the table
and grasped the map lying near one of the pictures. He recognized
the map as the same one they used when they hunted down the
location of the Savages in Maine. Elyse’s mark was still on the
map. “Let’s go find out what happened to them.”

“How many are you going to take?” Roland
asked.

“Not many,” Declan murmured.

He didn’t have to look at Vicky to know she
didn’t like his response.

“What do you mean, not many?”
Vicky demanded.

Declan lifted his head to meet her narrowed
eyes. He would also prefer to take an army up there and tear the
woods apart, but they couldn’t risk more lives, and they couldn’t
leave the compound weakened.

“We can’t afford to leave the women and
children here unprotected,” Ronan said. “And if we have to
evacuate, we’ll require as much help here as possible.”

“We can’t leave them up there!” Vicky
protested.

“We’re not,” Declan assured her. “I’m
going.”

“So am I,” Logan said.

“Me too,” Asher said.

“I’ll join you,” Saxon said.

The color drained from Elyse’s face as
Madison stuck her thumb in her mouth. Saxon smiled at her, but
Declan sensed his reluctance to leave his family behind. However,
Lucien would be the first one out the door in search of him, and
Saxon would go to find him.

“You should stay with your mate and child,”
Declan said. “If we’re forced to abandon the compound, it will be
better if you’re here with them.”

Saxon gazed from him to his family before
bowing his head. “You’re right.”

Elyse’s shoulders hunched forward, and she
sighed. Before she became pregnant, she was a fierce fighter, but
her family was her priority now, and she didn’t want it
separated.

Declan didn’t blame her; if he had a family,
he would do everything in his power to protect it. However, he
never planned to have a family. He was too fucked up for that, and
after what happened with his father, and then him, he
couldn’t risk having a child.



CHAPTER 6


Declan buried the memories battering against
the wall he’d sealed them behind as he shifted his attention back
to the map. Now was not the time for the past. He knew he had to
learn from the past, but he couldn’t dwell on it. Dwelling on it
would only drive him mad.

The only thing he had any control over was
the present, so dwelling on the past and worrying about the future
were pointless endeavors—although there were many times when he
found himself walking the paths of his past before recalling he
couldn’t alter them.

“I’m going too,” Killean said.

“It’s better if you stay here,” Declan said.
“We’re already taking some of our best fighters. We can’t take
anymore.”

“I am going,” Vicky stated.

“Not without me,” Nathan said.

“Yes, without you. You’re staying with Wyatt,
and I am going.”

Nathan looked as if she’d socked him in the
gut, and then red began to suffuse his face. The couple stared at
each other, neither of them willing to back down.

Gazing between them, Declan couldn’t decide
if he should say something that might diffuse the situation or back
out of the room. The others shuffled around him, and he felt their
unease as they tried to decide how to react.

“I’m not letting you go out there alone,”
Nathan said.

“Then it’s a good thing I won’t be alone, and
you don’t get to let me do anything. I’m going to look for
my sister.”

“And what about our son?” Nathan
demanded.

“Don’t do that,” Vicky hissed. “Don’t use him
against me.”

“I’m going to unpack some of my things from
Mexico and get ready for this trip,” Declan said.

“I’ll help you unload that tequila,” Saxon
said, and draping his arm around Elyse’s shoulders, he hurried her
toward the door.

Declan didn’t listen to the murmured excuses
of the others as they followed him out of the room. Ronan closed
the doors on Vicky and Nathan’s heated discussion.

“I don’t envy him,” Ronan said.

“He never should have said he wasn’t going to
let her go,” Kadence said.

“I’m not even that stupid,” Killean said.

Simone nudged him in the side with her elbow.
“You better not be.”

“Happy wife, happy life,” he said as he
kissed her temple.

The rising voices from behind the doors
propelled them into the foyer.

Declan reclaimed his bag and turned to Asher
and Logan. “Be ready in half an hour.”

It was going to take at least six hours to
get there, even if they were driving like the hounds of hell were
on their asses, and he was eager to get there.

“I’m good to go,” Logan said and jostled the
bag on his back.

“I’m going to send Saber too,” Ronan said. “I
don’t like the idea of possibly losing another purebred, but you’ll
need more than the three of you.”

“I think it will be five,” Kadence said.
“Vicky will be with them.”

“Nathan’s not going to lose that battle.”

“Yes, he is.”

“I agree,” Simone said.

“No way,” Killean said.

“Care to bet on it?” Kadence asked.
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