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Bloodlines


Genetic integrity.


A cold ideal, but one to which certain Psy families committed during Silence. It was believed that the more intensely curated the genetic line, the more powerful the abilities of the children born into that line. As such, potential partners in the creation of the next generation were investigated for any and all anomalies, only the most tightly controlled of the other genetic lines in the PsyNet allowed to intermingle with theirs.


It worked.


Over the more than one hundred years since the inception of the Silence Protocol and the subsequent elimination of emotion from Psy lives, this subgroup of families have refined their bloodlines to such genetic perfection that all their children are high-Gradients. Their cells carry no “extraneous” material that could initiate an unexpected result. There are no genetic leaps, no extraordinary new gifts, but on the flip side, there are no low-Gradients who will be a drain on the family’s resources.


Unfortunately, these families did not allow for a trifecta of wild cards.


First: the unpredictability of nature.


Second: the continued inability of the Psy race to pinpoint the exact genesis of their mental abilities on a biological level.


And third: the interference of those who believe themselves better than their fellow Psy—their own families included. Because for a super minority within this “flawless” minority, genetic perfection isn’t enough. A high-Gradient child isn’t enough. Even power far beyond that of the vast majority of the population isn’t enough.


Dominion over all sentient beings is what they crave.


Power so unqualified that it is a drug.






Five months ago






Chapter 1


“Stand down. I have your squadmate in the truck.”


—Remington Denier, alpha of RainFire, to Aden Kai, leader of the Arrow Squad, one storm-lashed night (9 April 2082)


Remi swore under his breath.


He’d been hoping that what he’d picked up hadn’t been conscious movement, merely branches breaking in the aftermath of the rainstorm that had passed over this part of the Smoky Mountains an hour earlier.


But what was happening on the land adjacent to his pack’s northernmost border had nothing to do with nature. Remi and his people, as well as their very dangerous friends, the Arrow Squad, had been attempting to trace the ownership of that land since two senior Arrows had woken up badly wounded in the single building that sat on the land: a flat square bunker created of old-fashioned concrete.


Back then, it had been draped in camouflage netting and dead foliage. These days, the walls were covered with moss and lichen, the concrete itself dirty and marked by exposure to the elements. Two or three more decades, and the creeping tendrils of the forest would overpower it until nothing of the bunker showed to the naked eye.


Remi would’ve been fine with that—though he’d much rather have found the owner. The Arrows knew who’d been behind their capture, but they hadn’t been able to tie any member of that group to this land. At first, it appeared the trail ended with the name of a deceased five-year-old child, but that had turned out to be just another misdirection.


Last Remi had heard, the squad’s civilian specialist had landed on another faceless shell corporation. “Whoever did the paperwork to hide ownership,” Tamar had muttered, “they were good, did all the same things I would have. Trail’s circular and eats its own tail.”


As it was, the Arrows had had to shelve the search for the time being. The PsyNet, the psychic network that connected the majority of the Psy on the planet and that the other race needed to survive, was breaking down at a catastrophic rate. The squad had focused their power and attention on that looming threat to millions of lives.


“As it is,” the leader of the squad—and Remi’s friend—Aden Kai had said, “we’ve poisoned that location for the owner, regardless. No way to run black ops out of it anymore, not when they know it’s in our crosshairs.”


Now, eyes narrowed, Remi leaned one shoulder against a mature yellow birch, its spring-green leaves a falling rain around him, and watched the small gathering in the clearing in front of the bunker: two women, three men, all of them in suits a little too lightweight for the temperature at this elevation.


The older woman—maybe in her early fifties—was a tall and very thin brunette with skin of pale brown and eyes that appeared dark from this distance. She looked to be in charge, the three men listening intently to whatever it was that she was saying.


The younger woman stood apart, her possibly curly black hair viciously contained in a knot at the back of her head, her skin an ebony that glowed even in the cloud-heavy light. She was on the taller side for a woman, maybe five eight, and wore a black skirt suit paired with a white shirt, her black heels so unsuitable for this terrain that it was laughable.


That wasn’t what caught his attention.


It was that the woman wasn’t simply silent and uninvolved in the discussion. She didn’t appear to be present, her expression seeming lax as she stared into the distance away from both Remi and the other group. Though all he could see of her was her profile, the way she stood—her arms loose at her sides, her body swaying the slightest amount—confirmed that something wasn’t quite right.


Shifting his attention off her because she wasn’t the threat, he zeroed in on the brunette. But no matter how much he strained, he couldn’t pick up on the conversation. The group was just a fraction too far away for even his leopard’s acute hearing.


Which left him with only one real choice.


He straightened, and was about to prowl out of the trees when the younger woman jerked her head in his precise direction.


Her eyes were a hauntingly eerie blue, moonstone made liquid.


Remi sucked in a breath. His leopard surged to the surface of his skin at the same time, Remi’s own eyes shifting to the yellow-green of the primal creature that was the other half of his self.


The cat’s response wasn’t, however, aggressive. It was … more complicated. As if the cat was compelled and repelled by her in equal measures. The animal within Remi had belatedly realized the same thing the human part of him already had: she might be strikingly beautiful, but even with her expression no longer distant and vacant, her body held with tension, something about her raised his hackles.


Still, aware that he couldn’t afford to scare her, Remi allowed the human side of him to rise to the surface once again as the woman began to walk toward him. The others didn’t look to be paying attention to her, but, soon, the most heavyset of the men turned to follow her.


Then the older woman called out to him, and the man returned to the huddle around her without giving the blue-eyed woman a second glance.


Not worried. Why should they be?


After all, they were meant to be alone in the wilderness.


In truth, they should have been alone. The heart of RainFire’s territory lay a significant distance away—but that didn’t mean Remi and his packmates didn’t patrol this area on a regular basis. It would’ve been stupid in the extreme to leave an unguarded threat on their border.


No one came after the younger woman even when she walked into the trees, but Remi stepped forward so she wouldn’t come too far. Right now, given the shadows thrown by the other trees immediately around them—a mix of maple and beech along with a stand of poplar—the others would still be able to see the back of her body but would have no chance of spotting Remi.


“Good morning,” he said as he took a deep inhale of her scent in an instinctive changeling act.


Scents could tell you a lot about a person.


Hers was … problematic. Erratic in the most abnormal way he’d ever sensed. He’d never usually use that term about a person—each person’s normal was their own, scent a very unique marker—but it was the only one that suited this specific situation.


Her scent fit none of the parameters for a sentient being. Had it been formed of light, he’d have said the rays were reflecting off a funhouse mirror that distorted everything. Muddy and sluggish and with too many pieces to it, it made his leopard snarl.


Those extraordinary eyes—such a striking translucent hue—held his for a split second before drifting away.


He didn’t mistake it for an act of submission.


Lost in her own world, this woman likely didn’t hold anyone’s eyes.


It would’ve been easy to peg her as neurologically atypical, but that didn’t sit right, either. Not when her scent was so wrong. He’d interacted with others through the years who wouldn’t meet his eyes in the same way, but their scents had read as natural nonetheless.


Never had he met anyone with such a fragmented and unsettled scent … almost as if she wasn’t a whole person at all, rather a collection of disparate pieces that clashed and broke against each other.


The hairs on his nape prickled.


Yet he didn’t do anything to stop her when she reached for his hand. He couldn’t, however, keep his leopard’s claws from pushing out of his skin or his eyes from shifting back to those of his cat. That cat’s initial fascination with her had turned into a confused protectiveness: it didn’t want to hurt her, seeing her as wounded, but it also didn’t want her too close.


She didn’t pause or stare at his clawed hands, continuing on her trajectory until her fingers grazed the face of his mobile comm unit. Small as an ordinary watch, the thing was pristine even more than ten years after its purchase … because Remi had never been able to make himself use it except for this one day every year.


Her birthday.


“I know you’ll never spend this kind of money on yourself,” his mother had said with a smile right before the end, when she’d insisted he take it. “You and your dragon’s hoard.”


All those years he’d been denying his instincts to nurture and protect a pack, determined he’d never be an alpha, he’d still hardly spent anything. He’d told himself he was saving for retirement … even when he’d believed with every fiber of his being that he’d fuck up his life well before then.


“Rem-Rem.” A whisper of a word from the woman with the muddy scent.


One that kicked him right in the gut.


“So tired.” She swayed left and right. “My wrist is so thin this is falling off. Wonder if my Rem-Rem will figure out I bought it for him in the first place.”


Remi fought not to lash out, not to react in a rage of grief. Because she couldn’t be reading his mind. Changeling shields were too powerful. She’d have had to launch a violent telepathic assault before she could have ever gotten to his memories—and such an assault would’ve probably destroyed his brain in the process.


Whatever this was, it wasn’t mind reading.


“It’s my mother’s,” he said, his voice harsh. “She left it to me.” She was also the only person in the entire world who’d called him Rem-Rem. But only when they were alone together. Because it was a little boy’s name, and “oh my Rem-Rem, what a man you’ve become”—words she’d spoken to him more than once, her eyes shining with love.


But the blue-eyed woman who knew his deepest memories was listening only to her own internal voice. “One last gift.” Her face softened. “My boy, I’m so proud of you.” Her lashes quivered, her eyes staring hard into nothing. “Cake. Brown cake. Small brown cakes.”


“Chocolate cupcakes.” His mother’s favorite; she’d baked them at least once a week.


Later, after she was too sick, he’d baked them for her.


“Pieces of color. Tiny pieces of color on the small brown cakes.” A blink that appeared to have been forced by her watering eyes. “It hurts.” She pressed a hand to her stomach. “Oh, it hurts.” Then she made soft sounds … that were an exact mimicry of his mother’s small heart monitor signaling an emergency alert.


Remi jerked away his hand.


She stumbled, swayed.


Feeling like shit, though his face was hot, his grief tangled with anger at the intrusion into the most painful part of his past, he gripped her upper arm to stabilize her. A jolt under him before her head shifted, her eerie, beautiful eyes meeting him head-on.


At that instant, there was no lack of clarity to her, no fuzziness to the edges of her.


And no muddiness in her scent.


It was complex, and bright, and intoxicating.


“She was happy the last time she wore that watch.” Clear words, the intent in them potent. “No pain, just comfort at being with you, at lying by the window in the sun, with the forest just outside.


“She was so proud of what she’d accomplished in life. You were her greatest pride …” Gaze turning dull and unfocused, her eyes drifting away, her muscles going slack under his grip … and her scent twisting once more in that funhouse mirror.


Shaken, he released her.


She turned and walked back the way she’d come, until she stood in the same spot as when he’d first seen her. But she’d left carnage in her wake.


Bending down, his hands on his thighs, he gulped in lungfuls of air as his mind filled with memories of the mother who’d brought him up with love and heart and courage. She’d also held his feet to the fire when needed, especially during his teenage years, when he’d wanted to rage at the entire world.


“You sit your ass down, Remington, and we’ll have this out until I know what’s hurting you.” Fierce eyes of palest brown locked with his, her leopard a golden glow on the edges of her irises. “No son of mine is going to go off the rails because he’s got a fear inside him that he’s allowing to fester.”


Her strong, capable hands cupping his face, holding him in place. “You are not only your father’s son, Rem-Rem, you are also your mother’s son. Don’t you ever forget that.”


You were her greatest pride …


His throat closed up. How could a Psy know to say that? How could a Psy understand what a blow it struck to his weathered but never-forgotten grief to know that his mother had died proud of the man he’d become?


In the sun, in her favorite chair, in the little cottage he’d built for her when she got too tired and sick to get up to her aerie. She’d wanted to die at home, not in the antiseptic environs of a hospital. “I’m dying anyway, baby boy.” A husky whisper of memory. “I’d rather spend my last days surrounded by the green that’s always fed my wild heart.”


So he’d brought her home, and when she’d asked, he’d carried her outside, into the trees. But she’d been content to spend most days in her favorite armchair, next to an open window from where she could watch the world while the sun caressed her face.


She’d shifted in that sunlight one last time right before the end: a leopard who was too thin, whose bones stuck out against her pelt. But who’d sighed in contentment as her eyes closed, her head placed on her forelegs as if she was just taking a lazy afternoon nap. His last memory of his mother, sunbeams dancing over the black and gold of her.


… lying by the window in the sun …


How could this strange Psy with the broken scent know any of that?


It took effort for him to rise to his full height, even more effort for him to retract his claws into his body. His leopard was right at the forefront of his mind, and he knew his eyes hadn’t yet returned to their human shade.


He had to get that under control if he was going to talk to the group. Because he was certain the woman with the unnerving presence that disturbed both man and leopard on a fundamental level hadn’t said a thing to them about him, telepathically or otherwise. They remained in the exact same positions, while she stood there rocking back and forth, her arms hugging her curvy body.


It was several minutes later that he emerged out of the forest, his stride easy and his expression friendly. He’d moved so that he arrived from a different direction to where the woman had entered the trees. It had also been long enough since then that the others shouldn’t connect the two incidents.


The entire group froze—and two of the men did so in a way that told him they had tactical training. He lifted a hand, keeping it casual and lazy through sheer effort of will. “Remi, your neighbor.”


When the young woman locked her gaze with his again, his gut tensed.


The brunette crossed over to him even as the blue-eyed one blinked, then looked away.


“Good morning.” The greeting was flat, but the brunette came close enough that they could talk without strain—while her guards followed, two besuited shadows. The third man shifted closer to the woman who’d told Remi things she had no way of knowing.


“I am Charisma Wai, executive personal assistant to Auden Scott”—a nod toward the silent younger woman—“the new owner of this land.”






Chapter 2


“Remi Denier quietly bought up a piece of land in the Smokies and set up a territory with a bunch of loners he met while roaming. Just heard he’s sent out the call for others to join the pack.”


“So he finally accepted it? I knew he was meant to be an alpha the first time I ran across him—and he was determined to break his neck on a racetrack at the time.”


“I’ve had my eye on him for around the same amount of time. Figured I might one day have a problem on my hands—Remi’s too dominant to be prowling around without a pack.”


“You think he’s willing to listen to advice that might make the entire thing easier?”


“I’m going to make the offer. But I like what I’m seeing so far—I don’t think it’s chance that he bought land right up against the border of a fallow territory under trust control.”


“Smart. He holds that ragtag pack together for a full year, and he’s in position to apply for a land grant. I don’t like cats as a rule, but yeah, I hope he makes it.”


“I mean, if we can put up with a bunch of mangy wolves, anything’s possible.”


—Conversation between Lucas Hunter: alpha, DarkRiver leopards and Hawke Snow: alpha, SnowDancer wolves (27 January 2080)


Remi had never heard of Auden, but he did know the last name Scott. Few years back, a couple with that name had been on the comm channels all the time as representatives of the now-defunct Psy Council.


The husband had been big, with skin the hue of mahogany and a military bearing, his face carved of aristocratic lines that shouted breeding. His wife, slender and fine-boned with cool white skin and ice-blue eyes, had carried the same air of contempt. Oh, they’d been clever about acting the perfect, refined Councilors, but Remi had always had a good bullshit detector.


Henry and Shoshanna Scott, that was it.


The skin and eye coloring had altered in Auden, become more intense on both fronts, but no doubt about it, those two had to be her parents. Her height was close to her mother’s, but her face held her father’s aristocratic bones on a feminine frame.


“Well now.” Remi folded his arms, and added a kick of charm to his smile, even though he knew it was wasted on most Psy. But no harm in trying. “I’ve been attempting to get in touch with the owner of this land for quite a while. All trails led to dead ends. You mind telling me how Ms. Scott managed to track them down?”


Auden Scott remained silent, her unseeing gaze on the trees.


Her assistant could’ve told him it was none of his business, and she’d have been right. Instead, she said, “Auden inherited it from her father. The records were lost after his passing—and it appears from the unauthorized structure on the land that someone made use of that oversight. Do you have any knowledge of the people who trespassed here?”


Remi’s leopard growled within, not particularly interested in talking to this woman whose scent was off, too, but not like Auden’s. Charisma’s had that metallic undertone present in the scents of a percentage of Psy.


It wasn’t as bad as before the empaths had returned to the PsyNet, but it was still bad enough. Changelings who’d had more contact with Psy than Remi had told him that the metallic edge came from those who had no real emotion in them, their growth permanently stunted by the program called Silence that had ruled Psy lives until the very recent past.


The three men carried a faint glimmer of the same scent.


Auden Scott, this woman who’d just torn him to pieces, shifted on her heel.


His cat drew in another breath, snarled. What the fuck was that in her scent? Some kind of sedative? He’d smelled nothing medicinal when close to her, and he could’ve sworn that Psy didn’t deal much with those types of drugs—multiple Arrows had told him it messed with their psychic abilities.


Forcing his attention off her, he answered Charisma Wai’s question. “Paramilitary-type unit,” he said, wondering if she was as clueless as she was making herself out to be.


Everyone knew what had happened to Councilor Henry Scott—he’d picked a fight with the biggest wolf pack in the country and lost. Man had mingled with exactly the type of people who’d abducted, then brutally operated on Aden and Zaira. The two would’ve died if Remi hadn’t been prowling around with the intent to spy on the activity up here; next thing he knew, he had two bleeding Arrows in his vehicle. “Whole unit cleared out one day roughly a year and a half ago and haven’t been back since.”


Aden had told him the squad was certain the unit was linked to a group called the Consortium. “They’ve gone quiet of late,” he’d said more recently, while the two of them were scaling a sheer rock face. “Kaleb mentioned to me that while he’s never been able to prove it, he’s always suspected Shoshanna of being part of the Consortium, maybe even the central figure.”


So whichever way you sliced it, the Scotts had been involved in all kinds of deadly games. They were likely to have been in this up to their necks.


“I see.” Charisma Wai made a note in the thin computronic organizer in her hand. “Do you have any further details?”


“Nope.” Remi glanced once again at Auden Scott. “Funny.”


Auden focused on him, staring in an unblinking way that his leopard would’ve read as a challenge at any other time. Today, he was disturbed by that stare—because he was near certain she wasn’t seeing him at all, her gaze directed at some sight beyond his senses.


“What is funny?” Charisma Wai asked after a glance at her boss.


Who blinked several times before her gaze turned fuzzy once more, the abnormal tones back in her scent.


A growl threatened to rumble inside Remi’s chest; he fought it back because Psy would take it as a threat. “Losing track of a whole piece of land.”


“Councilor Scott’s passing was unexpected.” A smile so false that it looked like a skeletal rictus to his eyes. “And, to be quite frank, he was wealthy on a level you can’t hope to understand. This little tract of land was but an afterthought.”


“Oh, ouch.” Remi’s grin was real. “That put me in my place.”


“No offense was intended.”


“Rich people things, huh?” Remi lifted one shoulder in an easy shrug to take any sting out of his words. “So, you interested in selling?”


Charisma Wai glanced down at the organizer. “We’re in the preliminary inspection process, so I can’t promise anything, but yes, there is a possibility the parcel will be up for sale.”


Well, that he hadn’t expected. And while he wanted to talk to Auden Scott, this was more important—it was pack business, was part of his duty as alpha of RainFire. That duty came first.


No one had ever had to tell him that. He’d known from day one.


“I’d appreciate a heads-up if you do decide to put it on the market.” RainFire wasn’t rich, far from it, but this particular parcel was so isolated and remote that it was unlikely there’d be other takers. The pack might be able to negotiate their way to it by dint of being the only interested party.


“Of course. Do you have a comm code I can contact you on?”


Remi recited it, then directed his next question to Auden. “You have any idea why your father bought this land in the first place, Ms. Scott?” he asked, to see if he could get a response out of her. “And why he hid it under so many shell corporations and false identities?”


Auden Scott ignored him.


Her mouthpiece graced him with that nauseatingly fake smile once again. “The Councilor’s records indicate he purchased it when he was young,” she told him. “He might’ve been building a property portfolio before realizing this region wasn’t the most valuable in terms of future capital value. As for the rest … he was a Councilor.”


Remi nodded. Even though she’d given him nothing solid, what she had said could be the actual truth. Psy generally didn’t make any attempt to own property in remote areas—unless of course, they were a Councilor up to nefarious business. Nice to have a secret getaway where you could torture prisoners without anyone hearing them scream. Also made sense that he’d structured the ownership so it couldn’t be traced back to him unless he allowed it.


Until, of course, an upstart pack set up shop here and ruined the whole operation.


“You have official proof of ownership?” he said. “I don’t want to be a stupid changeling taking you at your word.” Every changeling in the world knew that Psy like Charisma Wai thought themselves better than humans or changelings.


Humans were considered too weak, changelings too feral.


The executive assistant showed him the deed on her organizer screen. Looked official, with the transfer to Auden Scott noted as occurring three weeks earlier. If it was legit, then whoever was settling Henry’s estate had lost track of this land for some time.


“I’ll send you a copy at your comm code so you can verify it with the relevant authorities,” Ms. Wai said. “I understand your wariness given the rogue military unit you mentioned.”


Sometimes, the whole logic-is-best thing Silent Psy had going on actually worked to make them straightforward. Not often enough to balance out the other crap they pulled, but it was a small positive.


It could, however, also be used as a shield.


“Appreciate that,” he said aloud. “You know where the borders are? I don’t want any of your people startling my sentinels into aggressive behavior.” His senior people were far too smart to attack without thought, but Remi needed Wai to see them as a threat, so neither she—nor anyone else in the Scott camp—would start getting any ideas.


Another tap at her organizer before she flipped it so he could see the map on the screen. The boundaries glowed red. “Does this align with your understanding?”


“Looks good,” he said after a thorough scan. “My people have become used to running through here while it was uninhabited—I’ll tell them to back off, stay within our boundaries.”


“That would be appreciated.” Another smile that put him in mind of a cobra changeling he’d met—man’s blood really had run cold. Good thing cobra changelings were so rare that no one else he knew had ever come across one. “I wouldn’t wish our security to be startled into aggressive behavior.”


He gave her a small smile. “Got it.” After another glance at Auden Scott, who hadn’t spoken a single word to anyone the entire time, he melted back into the trees.


But he didn’t go far—just far enough that there was no way they could see him. It was possible the security team was doing telepathic scans, but his Arrow friends had told him that most security specialists didn’t bother with the draining task unless they were in a high-risk situation.


“Arrows do it as a matter of course,” a senior member of the squad had said, “but Arrows have more psychic power than ninety-nine percent of people.”


As it was, Remi could make things even harder for them.


Stripping in the shadow of the trees, he cached his clothes on a lower branch that wasn’t too wet from the rainstorm, then shifted. His body broke into a million pinpricks of light before coalescing into the leopard that was his other form. The change took a heartbeat, the agony and the ecstasy of it singing through his bones.


It was pain beyond the imaginable, and it was pleasure untold.


Shaking his body to settle his new skin in place, he jumped up onto the trunk with muscular feline grace before making his way to a thick upper branch from where he could watch his new neighbors even if they were once again out of hearing range. His tail twitched lazily, but there was nothing lazy about his eyes or his mind. A mind that Charisma Wai and her security goons could no longer spot—it was Zaira who’d told him that.


Lethal assassin, Aden’s lover, and the unexpected heart of the place the squad had made their home, she’d said, “You have a shield in either form, but I’ve noticed that once in animal form, your shield doesn’t feel like a shield. I can only sense changelings in animal form because I know so many of you. To most telepaths, you’d read as an animal.”


That suited Remi just fine.


So he wasn’t prepared for Auden Scott to do it again: jerk her head in his exact direction and stare at the trees as if she could see through the wall of dark green to the shadowed golden pelt of the creature that stalked her little group … as if she felt the same primal compulsion that had driven Remi to keep trying to get a response from her, find out the truth of her.


He stared back, the two of them locked in a battle invisible to the world.






Chapter 3


Given the previously noted circumstances, as certified by qualified counsel, I hereby remove Auden Jackson as my legal heir. She no longer has any claim on my estate beyond any specific bequests in this amended document.


To clarify, no penalty is to be paid by Shoshanna Scott for her family’s adoption of Auden into their bloodline. The matter has been negotiated satisfactorily between Shoshanna and I, and no debts remain.


—Amendment to the Last Will and Testament of Henry Ignatius Scott (9 March 2076)


Auden’s head felt heavy, her vision foggy, but she couldn’t stop staring at the trees. At the man who wore a comm thick with memories that hadn’t hurt her. The person who’d worn that watch before him … had been a good person. Auden had few parameters for what words like “good” meant, but she thought the lack of pain associated with her read of the device must be a link to goodness.


Her thoughts splintered without warning, the edges fraying until she couldn’t remember why she was looking at the soaring trees with their dark green limbs and thick trunks marked by natural patterns and textures she could almost sense against her palm. Just like she couldn’t remember why she’d woken with bruises on her hip and thigh today.


They ached.


“Auden.” Charisma’s crisp voice.


It took a second or two to penetrate, but once it did, Auden forced herself to look away from the trees and to the older woman who had been her mother’s right hand for so long that she was present in Auden’s earliest memories.


Charisma Wai was intelligent, rigid in her views on Psy perfection and the importance of bloodlines, and excellent at her job. She’d also been long enough in Auden’s life that Auden never forgot Charisma, even when the rest of her memories fractured.


“That was unexpected,” the other woman said while Auden fought the compulsion to stare once more into the shadowy green of this place so different from the pristine lawns and precise hedges of her childhood.


“Yes,” she said at last, because Charisma was waiting for her to reply. The truth was that Auden didn’t know what she was replying to, had already lost track of the conversation.


“The male was a changeling.” Curt words from Charisma, whose eyes were on her organizer. “He made an offer on this land.”


Auden stayed silent.


“Normally,” Charisma continued, “I’d advise against a sale. It can be useful to have a hidden location that can be utilized for more covert matters.”


Auden had retained the thread of the conversation this time around. “But?” she said, trying to read the face of this woman who had been a peripheral part of her existence since the day she was born. It hadn’t mattered that Auden had spent most of her time in her father’s household, among his people. She’d nonetheless always understood Charisma’s importance to her mother.


“I wasn’t aware until now that this parcel was so close to a pack.” Charisma’s lips tightened. “Many of the packs are intensely insular and keep to themselves, but given that the male approached us, I don’t think we can rely on that—whatever his animal is, it isn’t the kind to mind its own business.”


Auden’s brain fired, a fragment of memory crashing inside her temporal lobe: a man with eyes like the topaz stone she’d seen once, so clear and striated with light. His hair had been cut messily, countless shades of brown within it, his skin a gold that seemed warm and touchable.


No, his eyes had been yellow-green, argued another part of her mind.


“Both,” she whispered under her breath. “They were both.” Because he was changeling.


A cat of some kind.


It confused her that Charisma, with a mind that was undamaged and whole, hadn’t worked that out. It had been obvious in the slow prowl of his walk, the languid fluidity of his muscles.


“I think …” she said loud enough for Charisma to hear. “I think I’d like a house here. A quiet place. Like … Father used to have.”


I go to my quiet places to think, Auden. That’s why you can’t come. When I’m with you, I think only about you because you are my daughter and my heir.


Charisma’s gaze sharpened. “Can you solve this equation?” She flipped the organizer toward Auden.


The numbers blurred and swirled, but Auden found her hand lifting, found herself inputting numbers that formed in her head in a soft glow. Ghosts created by her fully functional visual cortex.


Charisma sucked in a quick breath.


“I do believe,” the older woman murmured, “it’s time we go back to Dr. Verhoeven. As for the land, I see your point. But think it over. I’m not fully aware of your father’s more private residences but your mother’s were in locations with no watchful neighbors. Furthermore, there is no road to this godforsaken place. You’d be reliant on air vehicles or teleports.”


Auden’s eyelids came down, rose up again. The streamers of her thoughts attempted to fly away. But, for the first time in … an endless nothingness of being, when she extended her psychic hand and gripped at the streamers, she managed to keep hold of them.


The transport issue: that could be a good thing.


Before the fogged brain and the broken thoughts, she’d done something. What had she done?


Congratulations on your graduation from flight school. To have passed the testing at fourteen, that brings great honor to the family.


Controls under her hands, the sensation of lifting off the earth.


Fly. She could fly things. Small things. A private jet-chopper. Her father had given her one, she was sure of it. A sleek black machine, a present on her graduation. Shoshanna hadn’t been pleased, she remembered, had said Auden was too young.


“As for the changeling pack,” Charisma said, her gaze once more on the organizer that was an extension of her body, “they have next to no footprint on the Internet. Some packs work hard to achieve that, so we can’t assume they’re small or weak.


“I believe I have the name at least—RainFire. I was able to find it in a search of property records. The pack purchased the block of land against our border outright just over three and a half years ago now; they also have changeling rights to land in public ownership. But the main chunk of their private territory comes out of the Peace Accord Land Trust.”


Auden stared at the older woman, her brain struggling to comprehend the shape of Charisma’s words. “What?”


“I don’t know what that is, either.” Charisma’s rounded eyes had a tilt at the very corners, and now it seemed as if those corners twitched in frustration.


Auden knew that was her own imagination—or a glitch in her mental processing of the image. Charisma’s Silence was without flaw.


“I’ll run a quick search on the PsyNet,” Charisma said.


Auden knew she should be able to run her own identical search but she couldn’t figure out how to enter the PsyNet, her brain refusing to give up that knowledge. It was right there, just beyond her grasp, a thing so basic that it should’ve been second nature. It was like forgetting how to walk.


“Ah,” Charisma said, “the trust was set up in the aftermath of the Territorial Wars in the eighteenth century. It holds the lands of dead packs in trust until they can be passed on to a living pack that meets the criteria.”


None of that meant anything to Auden, the streamers of her thoughts sliding out of her suddenly slack grip. She swayed back and forth.


Gripping her shoulder, Charisma spoke to someone other than Auden, her tone clipped. “Teleport us to the medical facility.”


Auden didn’t feel the teleport, but she was soon standing in a crisp white room that held a white examination chair covered in leather-synth, along with countless monitors hooked up to computronic machinery.


The air smelled sterile, no damp green, no ozone in every breath.


She’d been here before. Many times. When Charisma nudged her into the chair with wide arms and a clear top part that came down over her face and head while the body of the chair reclined so that she lay supine on it, she didn’t resist.


“Charisma.” A male voice, movement at the door. “Show me the equation you had her solve.”


Dr. Verhoeven, Auden’s brain supplied, putting a face to the name, the voice. Pink-tinged skin with scars from childhood acne outbreaks that had either been left untreated or not treated well, brownish-red hair he kept short and combed in neat lines, and a compact body on a frame shorter and stockier than Charisma’s.


“Yes,” he murmured. “An encouraging sign.”


Screens lit up around Auden as the doctor started the … scan. Yes, that’s what this was, a scan.


She faded into her mind, her thoughts filled with the most fascinating thing she’d seen today: the changeling who moved like a cat. But what kind of cat? Not a house cat. She didn’t think any changelings shifted into house cats.


A jungle cat then.


Leopard. Tiger. Jaguar. Lynx. Puma.


Were there others?


The lights flickered around her, bringing her back to the present day.


“… working.” The doctor’s voice was higher than usual. “Intensification of neural activity to levels we haven’t seen since the initial failure.”


“I wonder why today. I’ve been taking her on various site inspections and other low-risk private business matters for the past two months, ever since you advised that she was beginning to show signs of neural regeneration. Shoshanna is intrigued by the change and wants to see if the external stimulation will progress it further.”


“It’s possible it’s just time. Despite what we like to think, there’s still a lot we don’t know about how Psy brains work.”


“How will this impact the other medical situation?”


“I can’t predict it. Is she even aware that she’s pregnant?”


Auden’s mind faded out again, her thoughts filled with images of large jungle cats … and flashes of things she’d done for which she had only snapshots, no context to the memories. Was that her? Sitting at a meeting table? Being hooked up to a machine that scanned her belly? Lying on a table while … while …


Almost all her thoughts slipped out of her grasp.


Only one remained.


A large, shimmering fragment that rippled with a single word: pregnant.


Then the word vanished, forgotten, while another memory floated to the surface: a comm call with a business associate. She’d attended it. Not today, or yesterday, or even two weeks ago. But at some point.


She hadn’t had to do much, mostly just show her face while Charisma undertook the negotiations. Her job, she’d understood, was to ensure the cutthroat businessman believed that the family had a powerful heir waiting in the wings.


Not her father’s family. Her mother’s.


Scott was her mother’s last name. Henry had used it publicly to foster the image of unity he and Shoshanna had agreed to portray as part of their agreement to work together. He’d been a Jackson by birth: Henry Ignatius Jackson.


“A Scott must lead these negotiations,” Charisma had told her. “A direct line descendant. Not a secondary branch as applies to your uncle and cousin. You are from the first bloodline, and it’s important that you start to become visible now that you’re in your twenties. It will assure a smooth transfer of power in the future.”


Auden didn’t know why any of that mattered when Shoshanna ran everything, but her brain hadn’t been working well enough for her to ask Charisma to explain. So she’d played her part, spoken the words that Charisma telepathed her to speak during the introduction phase, and then she’d sat back.


No one had trusted her to actually undertake the negotiations.


“Won’t he be insulted I’m not interacting with him?” Auden had asked Charisma in a rare moment of clarity.


The other woman had stared straight at her. “Astonishing. Your mind truly is returning to its previous acuity.” Then she’d answered Auden’s question. “No. It is understood that you are a young woman who is learning the ropes.


“Your presence, however, makes it clear that you do intend to take over when your mother is ready to retire—and they are used to dealing with me as her proxy, so there is nothing unusual in that. Everyone understands that the former Councilor is a very busy woman.”


Auden’s mind had begun to fade in and out toward the end of the meeting, and she’d had to fight to hold on to reality with a grip as sharp and hard as the claws of the man to whom she’d spoken in the forest today.


Topaz. Feral yellow-green. Glints of gold in that tumbled hair.


Big frame … but fluid movements. Feline.


Was this a memory? How could it be a memory? What reason would she have to stand face-to-face with a changeling in a forest? Her upper arm pulsed, an echo of fingers hot and strong holding on to her.


Threads unraveling, the memory being eaten away at the edges.


A faint growl, those yellow-green eyes following her into nothingness.






Chapter 4


Failure is total. The malfunction has burned lesions into her brain. Probability of full recovery is negligible.


—Dr. Nils Verhoeven in report to Shoshanna and Henry Scott (11 November 2075)


Auden woke in her bed, dressed in a nightgown of plain white that reminded her of a hospital smock. Looking at her bedside table, she took in the date and time as projected by the small device attached to the wall just above.


Three days since the day she might’ve come face-to-face with a feline changeling.


Auden was used to losing time, but of late, since she’d begun to regain a semblance of coherence, she usually had basic awareness of what she’d done through the day. Fuzzy and faded and confused memories, but memories.


But when she looked back through the past three days, all she got was a blank.


Yet her legs and arms ached as she got up, as she moved. Not the ache of pain. The ache of exercise.


Rising, she padded across the carpet and into her bathroom suite. Her arm brushed the inside left wall to bring up a soft light even as she continued on to stand in front of the mirror. Her hair was in braids tight to her skull. The work was clean and precise, intricate; it would’ve taken three hours at the very least.


Yet she had no memory of strands tugging at her scalp.


As she had no memory of making the decision to adopt this style. It wasn’t her. Her father’s mother had taught her that it was an excellent option to protect her hair from breakage, and had made her wear her hair that way through her childhood.


No choice. No discussion.


Perhaps that was why adult Auden never utilized it. She liked to pull her hair back into a single knot, or—when she was at home, with no outsiders around—to leave it out but pushed back from her face using sleek hairclips.


A vague awareness of something inside her mind … but she wasn’t afraid.


A surge of protectiveness washed over her instead, and she found herself touching her abdomen. There was no protuberance, but she’d lost her slightly concave shape.


“I’m pregnant.”


She felt no surprise at that. What she didn’t understand was why she was pregnant. Even at only a quarter away from twenty-four, she was too young by the standards of Psy society, and far too young per the standards of her family. The Jacksons weighed each individual on their merits, but the Scotts had a firm rule: no reproduction contracts until at least thirty. The family—her mother—simply would not support any earlier applications.


And the Scotts, Shoshanna, were her family now. She wasn’t and would never be a Jackson again.


Information so embedded in her memories that she remembered it as rote.


Charisma … had told her something, but Auden couldn’t remember what now. However, while that lack of memory was blurry, today and yesterday and the day before were a total blank. Suddenly remembering what else Charisma had told her, she returned to her bedside table to pick up the pocket organizer that lay beside a bottle of water.


“I’ll create a diary for you on this.” Charisma’s voice coming into focus in Auden’s thoughts. “You can make entries in it of course, but I’ll also enter information on the days when you aren’t fully mentally present. That way, you can read back and see what occurred over the day. Dr. Verhoeven believes it may help you maintain longer periods of coherence.”


The last entry glowed on the screen the instant she scanned it open using her voiceprint. Charisma’s name and familial code pulsed at the very top.


Auden, you decided you needed to exercise. As Dr. Verhoeven’s colleague in obstetrics has encouraged appropriate exercise during the pregnancy, I took you to the private gym set up in the household security HQ after calling in a personal trainer under contract to the family. (He has signed an ironclad NDA and knows the penalty for any breach will be severe in the extreme.)


Your mother authorized these actions during her short twenty-four-hour visit.


You exercised with him for an hour, and he took care to ease you into it, and to not permit you to do anything too strenuous all at once. You were breathing hard by the end, but completed the exercises he set. The trainer has suggested you make this a daily routine so that you can build up the strength you’ve lost in the years since the initial failure.


I didn’t confirm or reject the plan—that’s up to you. But I have placed the trainer in a rental residence in the adjacent town so that you can utilize his services as required.


Auden tried to remember lifting weights, tried to remember walking or doing stretches, or even seeing Charisma’s slender form and dark hair, and came up against that same blank wall. But … no, the wall wasn’t quite blank. There was a taste on her tongue, a slickness of metal that made her wonder if she’d cut herself, was tasting her own blood.


But when she checked in the mirror, she had no cuts inside her mouth.


Yet the taste of metal persisted. It also came back four days later, and with it, another—larger—blank in her memories. She brought it up to Charisma at that point, and the other woman had Dr. Verhoeven check her over.


His conclusion was that her brain was burning itself out as it functioned at full capacity again for periods. “It’ll settle down,” he promised her. “Right now, it looks like you’re going into a variation of the ordinary psychic flameout. In this state, your mind can no longer create memories for a period. You had major neural damage—such hiccups are to be expected.”


That didn’t sound right to Auden, especially when Charisma’s notes in the diary indicated that Auden was coherent and determined to proceed with her self-assigned tasks during those same periods, but she didn’t have the words to argue back. Not then, and not in the weeks that followed, as the memory blackouts grew in volume until the metal on her tongue was a taste so strong that she threw up from it one night.


Her cheek on cold tile. Her throat choking. Her body spasming.


Baby. My baby!


Alarms going off.


A rush of feet.


A pink-red face over her. “—overload! Get her to—”


Later, snatches of a room with machines that hummed and beeped, fine tubes going from her body and outward.


“—stop for the—” Charisma’s sharp voice, fading in and out of her consciousness. “—won’t be—”


“It could’ve caused a miscarriage. You must convince her to limit—”


Nothing, her thoughts as tangled and as soft as snarled wool.


The taste of metal was gone when Auden surfaced the next time, and though she waited, it didn’t return in the days that followed. She still lost time, but those memories were present, just fragmented and blurry. No chunks of blankness, more as if an omnipotent being had taken a bad eraser to penciled-in thoughts and left behind a mess of smudges.


Yellow-green eyes wild and hot with anger.


Claws hard and deadly.


A touch that burned.


That false memory would not fade, would not vanish. It haunted her in her dreams, through which prowled a big cat whose form she couldn’t quite pinpoint. All she could see were his eyes glowing in the darkness …






Chapter 5


Sir, the effect of the last attempt was deleterious, with significant risk of a miscarriage. Dr. Verhoeven has strongly advised that you make no further attempts to test the theory until the fetus is born. I’m attaching his recommendation, as well as notes on Auden’s medical status.


—Charisma Wai to Shoshanna Scott (21 June 2083)


The woman who had once been a Councilor and was now a being far more powerful, took note of Charisma’s message, but put the documents aside until she’d dealt with a more pressing matter.


After she finally had a chance to sit down and go over the medical reports on both the fetus and Auden, she had to agree with Verhoeven’s recommendation. Auden was expendable, but Shoshanna had spent far too much time and money on the infant to put it at risk now.


Well, no matter. She could wait a few more months to test her theory again—after all, she’d waited for years already, since the day the biograft burned her daughter’s mind to cinders.


Leaning back in her chair, Shoshanna took a sip from a glass of clear liquid designed to refuel her brain. In the back of which whispered the word “mother” spoken by her true children, her Scarabs.


Soon, she promised them. My reign draws near. Soon you will be where you were always meant to be: at the apex of the Psy race.






Present Day






Chapter 6


While I do not wish to have her out of my sight, I believe we must permit this to ensure her continued cooperation. We cannot reinitiate any of the previous measures, not at this late stage. The risk to the fetus is too high.


The most important thing is to keep her calm—and the risk is manageable if she wears the biomonitors I’ve supplied. We can teleport to her if she shows any signs of medical distress.


—Private message from Dr. Nils Verhoeven to Charisma Wai (48 hours ago)


It was Lark who spotted the small black jet-chopper passing over RainFire lands deep into the night hours. She was also close enough to the far northern border that she saw that same chopper come down on the small landing pad that had been put into place on their neighbor’s land a month ago—on the heels of the construction of a one-bedroom insulated cabin.


The Scotts hadn’t bothered to remove the bunker already on the other side of the property—probably too much work and effort.


“I didn’t wake you,” Lark said to Remi the next morning, “because it was just the one person. Pilot.” Biting off a piece of buttered toast, she chewed and swallowed.


The two of them were sitting at a table with Angel, another one of Remi’s sentinels. The dining aerie was fairly quiet, filled mostly with packmates coming off the night shift—it tended to be a mix of security and infirmary crew, with the odd other individual thrown in, depending on their duties.


The majority of those filling plates from the mixed dinner/breakfast spread just lifted a hand in a wave before taking their plates to find solitary corners—or tables with other cats who also didn’t want to talk just yet.


With cats, you had to respect the need for time alone.


Then there was Lark, who had obviously been a bear in a past life. Elfin face, petite frame, midnight skin, and a delicate pixie cap of hair that was a vibrant pink today thanks to her wholesale love of dyes that didn’t last through a change into leopard form, Lark loved company as much as she loved sharing gossip.


“I couldn’t get any specifics,” she added now, “because of the way our neighbors constructed the landing pad right behind the house. Pilot got out and walked straight in via the back door.”


Remi didn’t scowl at the idea of sleeping through a possible threat; a good alpha trusted the people he put into senior positions. An alpha who tried to micromanage predators like those in RainFire would soon find himself alpha of nothing. Cats did not fuck around with idiots who wanted to put them on a leash.


Considering Lark’s intel, he took a drink of his orange juice. “You sure it was only one person?”


“Yep. They were piloting one of those tiny hoppers meant for short-distance flights. Clear glass dome. Only space for two inside, and I saw a single silhouette.”


“They probably took off from the outskirts of Sunset Falls,” Angel murmured, his black hair tumbled after the night and his cheekbones as striking as ever. “There’s that small hangar and attached runway where out-of-region folks can park private air vehicles for when they visit this part of the Smokies.”


Remi nodded at the mention of the nearest township as Rina Monaghan slid into the seat next to him with her own breakfast. Tall and curvaceous, the blond sentinel wore her hair in a high ponytail and could separate your head from your body if you pissed her off.


His leopard had snarled in pride when she’d asked to join his pack.


Despite his excitement at having attracted such a strong young leopard to RainFire, however, the first thing he’d done was ask Lucas what he thought about losing Rina. He’d known she must’ve already spoken to her alpha, but it would’ve been a bad move on his part not to have that discussion himself.


The last thing RainFire needed was to make an enemy of the powerful pack that had been the first to call them friend. Lucas had been beyond generous in his support of Remi’s bid for the position of alpha, had even lent Remi some of his own people for the initial construction of RainFire’s aeries.


A gift from one alpha to another, an offer of friendship that Remi did not take lightly.


“Now that she’s fully mature,” Luc had said, “Rina’s too strong and well-trained to be anything but a sentinel, but we already have the max number we need. The only reason we haven’t already lost her is that she’s fucking loyal to her own.” A tightening of his jaw. “I don’t want to let her go, but it’s time. She’ll be an asset to your pack.”


As it was, RainFire was top-heavy in terms of dominants—an emergent pack needed more sentinels and senior soldiers than an established one. They also needed energy of the kind that prowled under Rina’s skin, hungry and wild. She’d no doubt been a nightmare as a teen, but adult Rina had mastered iron discipline over her furious instincts.


“What’re we discussing?” she asked. “Anything I need to know for the morning shift?”


Once Lark had caught her up, Remi said, “Lark, you able to tell if the pilot was a man or a woman?” His mind filled with an image of the eerie eyes of moonstone blue that he’d seen five months earlier, but the woman with those eyes had been in no state to pilot anything.


“Nah.” Lark yawned. “Pilot’s head didn’t touch the top of the hopper’s dome is about all I can tell you, but those domes are high enough to fit you or Angel, so it isn’t much.”


“Don’t worry.” Angel’s distinctive ultramarine eyes shifted to tiger gold, the gleam in them amused. “Remi’s going to go up there to satisfy his curiosity anyway. You might not have noticed, but our alpha has a slight interest in our neighbors.”


Remi gave their resident tiger the finger. Angel was the quietest of the sentinels, but he’d also known Remi the longest, a blood brother who’d always intended to walk the path of a loner—until Remi asked him to help set up a new pack. The other man had pinpointed Remi’s fascination with Auden Scott the first time Remi mentioned the strange interaction.


“As if you’re not as curious.” He shoved a hand through his shower-damp hair. “I’m also pissed off, in case you failed to notice. I thought we had a real shot at getting that land.” All else aside, he hated having a possible threat on his border. “Why would a Psy even want a place like that when they know they can’t use it for shadow ops?”


Lark shrugged after swallowing a forkful of scrambled eggs. “I dunno. Some of them are reclusive. I mean, have you met your Arrow bestie?”


“Aden isn’t reclusive. He lives in the Valley with other Arrows.” A place to which Remi had been invited, to attend the squad’s first-ever high school graduation ceremony. The invitation had been a symbol of trust between their two groups—as RainFire’s agreement to allow playdates between their cubs and Arrow children was a symbol from their end.


“Krychek then.” Lark pointed her fork at him, while Rina—never talkative in the mornings—ate a bacon roll and listened. “Wild Woman reported that he lives in the boonies with his mate, and my Moscow bear friends on the forum confirmed it.”


“Ah, Wild Woman,” Angel said after a leisurely sip of his coffee, “that bastion of investigative reporting.”


“Fuck you, Stripes.” Mild words. “Try to borrow my copy next month and see where it gets you.”


A tinge of red on Angel’s cheekbones that had Remi’s shoulders shaking and Rina looking over with a very interested expression on her face.


“Oh, do tell, Angel,” he said, poking at his friend. “Secret fan?”


“This is why I was a loner,” Angel grumped before throwing back his coffee. “I hate people.”


Remi and Lark both laughed, while Rina smiled a slow smile.


Their newest sentinel rose soon afterward. “I want to do a full sweep today, through all quadrants.”


“Wait for me.” Lark scrambled up, too. “I’m going to get into my pjs and catch up on the latest episode of Primal Lives & Private Secrets. Yesterday’s episode ended on a cliff-hanger. Writers had the main protagonist get kidnapped by her human billionaire enemy—with whom she has tons of sexual tension.”


She fanned herself for a second before scowling. “On second thought, I hope she rips off his pretty face. I mean, she is meant to be a wolf alpha. No one kidnaps an alpha and lives to tell the tale. I’ll stop watching if they make her act like it’s romantic.”


Shaking her head, Rina picked up her plate and cup to return to the counter. “Feather, last month you had me watch the episode where one twin pretended to be the other twin and no one caught on even though it was meant to be a pack of bears with hypersensitive noses.”


“I know, I know, Reens.” Lark scrunched up her face. “I’m an addict.” She grabbed her own dirty dishes before the two sentinels walked off together.


Of all the friendships in the pack, that one struck Remi as the most unexpected. Where Rina was driven and ambitious with a fiery temper, Lark was all sunny temperament, cheerful delight in the world, and an ability to forge bonds that was unparalleled.


He was fucking lucky to call them his own.


Angel waited until he and Remi were alone to say, “You doing okay?” A direct gaze from the only person in the world who understood the relevance of today’s date.


It wasn’t that Remi didn’t trust the others; they just hadn’t been around when he lost his mother. Angel alone had witnessed his grief. Their friendship had only been of six months’ duration at that point, born when they’d ended up working the shutdown shift of the last operating oil rig in the world.


You’d never usually find a changeling on a site like that, but they’d both had their reasons to choose work that hurt their very nature. And, despite the nascent character of their friendship, the then-nineteen-year-old tiger had come home with a similar-aged Remi when Remi’s mother realized she was sick in a way nothing could fix.


Angel, the boy who’d walked alone since he was sixteen, had then stayed with Remi and Gina for seven months … all the way to the end. Gina had hardly slept toward her final rest, and the tiger had sat up with her during the times when she’d ordered Remi to sleep. He didn’t know what they’d talked about, but they’d had their private jokes neither would explain to him.


His friend had made his mother laugh in her last days and it was a gift Remi would never forget. Angel had also been one of Gina Denier’s pallbearers on the day they’d laid her to rest in a sunny meadow, with no headstone or other sign to mark her grave.


It was the changeling way and what she’d wanted.


“Close to the earth, Rem-Rem. So that my body nourishes the flowers that bloom in the spring.”


The other pallbearers had been his mother’s closest friends, four women who’d wanted to mother Remi in the aftermath because that was their way. But Remi had only ever had one mother, and he couldn’t accept their kindness. After doing the last thing his mother had ever asked of him and laying her to rest in that field eleven years ago today, he’d left with Angel—because Angel let him grieve and run and rage without trying to make it better.


“Just remembering her,” Remi said today, and though his sorrow would forever be a part of him, the loss had long ago stopped being an open wound. He could remember the good times now, laugh about how often she’d allowed him to think he was getting away with mischief as a cub. “Thinking how she would’ve been the warm core of RainFire had she had the chance.”


“Yeah, your mom knew how to love with open arms. I miss her.”


Angel rarely made such emotional statements; he’d come too late into Gina’s life for Gina to bathe him in maternal love as she’d wanted to do, Angel already closed off, remote. Yet there had been the laughter, and the nights when they’d spoken of things that made Gina squeeze Angel’s hand while she shook her head in affectionate denial.


Remi had never asked Angel what his mother had told him not to do, what his friend had shared with Gina between them alone.


“I’m thankful every day that she was my mom.” Feeling a rustle under the table, Remi reached in without looking and grabbed a cub in leopard form by the scruff of his neck.


“Snuck away from your parents, did you?” he said with a grin, and nipped the cub on the nose before cuddling him against his abdomen. Asher wasn’t much more than a year old, all soft edges and playfulness and affection.


“She told me you’d be an amazing alpha if you’d only give yourself the chance,” Angel said, his eyes on the cub who was currently trying to chew the tongue of Remi’s belt. “Did I ever tell you that?”


You were her greatest pride.


Remi’s entire body stiffened at the memory of Auden Scott’s whispered words. “No. But I knew what she thought.” He let the cub put small paws on the edge of the table so the boy could peer at Angel. “I just didn’t believe her.”


Angel reached over to tug on the cub’s ear, making Asher emit happy sounds. “She’d be so proud of you, Remi. For the pack you’ve built, the family you’ve created for all of us—this asshole included.”


With that, Angel pushed away from the table to head off for his sleep cycle. Pretty standard for the tiger. He could only do so much emotion before he had to hit the cutoff valve. Remi knew some of why, but he had the feeling that perhaps Angel had told his mother all of it.


As for Remi …


He touched the mobile comm he’d put on again today. He’d started wearing it more often after his encounter with Auden Scott. Wasn’t that a kicker, that it had taken a Psy with haunted eyes and an uncanny way of staring into forever to make him accept the final gift his mother had ever brought for him?






Chapter 7


RainStone: 27 survivors, including 12 minors, no alpha, no sentinels. Seniormost-ranking survivor a young maternal; she has advised the Peace Accord Resettlement Board of the survivors’ unanimous decision to join the new amalgamate pack, SkyDawn.


Any remaining RainStone funds to be added to SkyDawn’s. RainStone lands to be surrendered to the trust in return for a compensatory addition to SkyDawn’s newly assigned territory.
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