
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      Keri Arthur is an award-winning author of thrilling paranormal romances. She’s a dessert and function cook by trade, and married
         to a wonderful man who not only supports her writing, but who also does the majority of the housework. They have one daughter,
         and live in Melbourne, Australia.
      

   

      

      Also by Keri Arthur


      

      Dark Angel Series: 


Darkness Unbound


Darkness Rising




Riley Jenson Guardian Series: 


Full Moon Rising


Kissing Sin


Tempting Evil


Dangerous Games 


Embraced by Darkness


The Darkest Kiss


Deadly Desire


Bound to Shadows


Moon Sworn




Damask Circle Series:


Circle of Fire


Circle of Death


Circle of Desire




Spook Squad Series: 


Memory Zero


Generation 18


Penumbra




Nikki & Michael Vampire Series: 


Dancing with the Devil


Hearts in Darkness


Chasing the Shadows


Kiss the Night Goodbye




Ripple Creek Werewolf Series: 


Beneath a Rising Moon


Beneath a Darkening Moon




Myth and Magic Series:


Destiny Kills


Mercy Burns




   
COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9781405512428
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2007 by Keri Arthur

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      I’d like to thank

      
      everyone at Bantam who made this book look so
      

      
      good—most especially my editor, Anne,

      
      her assistant Josh, Jae Song, the wonderful artist

      
      responsible for my last few covers, and

      
      finally my line editors, who make sense

      
      of all my Aussie-English.

      
      A special thanks to my agent Miriam,

      
      and my ever supportive family.

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      The only trouble with getting away from it all was actually getting away from it all.
      

      
      Six weeks of lazing around on secluded and luxurious Monitor Island, with nothing to do except eat, drink, and lust after
         the occasional hot-bod sounded like heaven itself. And it was.
      

      
      For the first three weeks.

      
      But now, with the fifth week done and dusted, the wolf within hungered for the company of my own kind. Werewolves are not,
         by nature, solitary souls. We tend to live in packs just as much as our animal counterparts.
      

      
      My pack might now only consist of my twin brother Rhoan, his lover Liander, and my lover Kellen, but I was missing them all
         something fierce.
      

      
      Especially Kellen. He’d been here for the first three weeks, and the result had been a deepening and strengthening of our
         relationship. I might be totally capable of looking after myself, but it was an absolutely delicious sensation to have such a big strong wolf wanting to take
         care of me. In some ways, he reminded me of an ex. Talon might have been as crazy as a March hare, but he’d also been a wolf
         who knew what he wanted, and who went to great lengths to get it. Kellen was built in that mode, but he was far more caring
         than Talon ever could have been. Add to that the fact he was a great lover, and you had an overall package that was nigh on
         irresistible. At least to this wolf.
      

      
      Even so, I hadn’t really expected to miss him this much. Not after only a couple of months of being together—and especially considering we’d probably spent more time apart
         than together in those months. Of course, I knew now that a lot of that separation was due to Quinn, the enigmatic vampire
         who swore his feelings for me ran deep—even as he used me to achieve his aims of killing the people who had destroyed his
         lifelong friend and creator. Even now, despite the feelings I had for Kellen, part of me still hungered to be with Quinn.
         Would probably always hunger to be with him.
      

      
      Because I had a connection with Quinn that I’d never found with any other man. Not even Kellen.

      
      But Quinn was out of my life for the moment—maybe even permanently—and I couldn’t really regret that. I’d never condoned force
         in any relationship, and that’s basically what Quinn had done when he’d used his vampire wiles to curb my nature. His methods might
         have been psychic rather than physical, but in the end, it was the same thing. Anything that forced someone down a path they would not otherwise have taken was abuse, no matter how prettily the situation was wrapped.
      

      
      What I needed to do was forget him. Just get on with my life, and stop remembering he was ever part of it. Even if the very
         thought made my soul weep.
      

      
      But the last two weeks alone had left me with nothing to do except think about the people in my life and the events of the
         last ten months. In fact, all that I was supposedly here to forget.
      

      
      I rubbed a hand across tired eyes, then leaned my forearms on the balustrade of the small patio lining the front of my pretty
         little villa unit.
      

      
      The breeze coming off the sea was cool, teasing my short hair and sending goose bumps fleeting across my bare flesh. I briefly
         thought about going inside to grab a shirt, but in the end, I couldn’t be bothered.
      

      
      I let my gaze roam across the waves, watching the foam hiss over the white sand. It was a peaceful sound, as peaceful as the
         night itself, which made me wonder what the hell had woken me in the first place.
      

      
      Certainly there was little noise coming from any of the other villas that lined this half-moon section of beach. Not even
         the newlyweds were stirring, and they’d been at it nonstop since their arrival five days ago.
      

      
      And they thought werewolves had stamina.
      

      
      I smiled and plucked a leaf from the nearby eucalyptus branch that draped over the railing, then flicked the leaf skyward
         from the stem, watching it twirl all the way to the ground.
      

      
      What I wanted was to go home. To get on with my life and my job. To spend more time with Kellen. But I had just under a week
         of vacation left, and while I might be going slowly insane with boredom, I couldn’t just pack up and leave. Rhoan and Liander
         had given me this holiday as a gift to help me rest and recuperate, and I couldn’t—wouldn’t—hurt their feelings by returning before my time was up.
      

      
      “Riley.”

      
      My name whispered across the wind—a demand rather than a mere attempt to get my attention.

      
      I straightened quickly, my gaze searching the moonlit night for some sign of the caller. Some hint of where the voice had
         come from.
      

      
      A difficult task when it seemed to come from everywhere and yet nowhere at once.

      
      “Riley.”

      
      Again the voice rode the night, stronger than before, and clearly male in its resonance.

      
      It wasn’t a voice that belonged to any of the men who inhabited the five other villas in this small cove. Nor did it belong
         to any of the staff members who looked after the villas or who worked in the main resort complex one beach over.
      

      
      But there were three other accommodations scattered across the island, and I hadn’t really had much to do with their guests
         or employees. But even if it had been one of them, why would they know my name? And why would they be calling me in the dead of the night?
      

      
      It was odd—and the mere thought of something odd occurring had excitement racing through my veins.

      
      Which was a rather sad statement about just how bored I was. Or perhaps how addicted I’d become to the adrenaline rush of
         being a guardian. Hell, I’d give away the killing any day, but not the thrill of the chase. The hunt was everything to a wolf,
         and no matter how long I might have denied it, I was a hunter—every bit as much as my brother.
      

      
      I studied the night for a moment longer. The wind whispered through the trees, void of any voice but its own. I could sense
         nothing and no one near, and yet something was. The electric charge of awareness raced across my skin, making the small hairs on my arms stand on end.
      

      
      I spun on my heel and walked back into my room. I didn’t mind walking around sans clothes, but most of the guests currently
         on the island were human, and humans tended to get a little antsy about the whole naked thing.
      

      
      Though up here in Queensland, that attitude was a whole lot less noticeable than down in Victoria. Of course, the weather
         in my home state often precluded the desire to strip down, simply because the weather was about as predictable as a tiger
         snake during mating season.
      

      
      I pulled on a low-cut T-shirt and a baggy pair of shorts, then returned to the patio.

      
      “Riley, come.”

      
      The voice swirled around me, rich and arrogant. A man who used—and probably abused—power. And my wolf soul reacted to the
         command in that voice, but not in the way I expected. Not fiercely, with anger, but meekly. As if she wanted to do nothing
         more than tuck her tail between her legs and cower.
      

      
      And there could be only one reason for that.
      

      
      The voice belonged to a pack member. And not just any pack member, but the alpha. The wolf who ruled the pack as a whole.

      
      Only the voice didn’t belong to my alpha, the man who had ruled the pack for as long as anyone could remember. I would have recognized the voice of my own grandfather.
      

      
      So what the hell was going on?
      

      
      Frowning, I walked down the steps then strode through the trees and out onto the moonlit sand. The wind was sharper out from
         under the cover of the eucalyptus, and filled with the scent of the sea.
      

      
      And nothing else. No musky male scent, no hint of wolf. Nothing to suggest there was another soul awake and aware out here
         on the beach.
      

      
      A shiver ran down my spine. Maybe I was imagining it. Maybe this was nothing more than a dream, and any minute now I’d wake
         up and laugh at my own stupidity.
      

      
      After all, our pack had threatened to kill us both if we ever contacted—let alone went near—any pack members. And not even
         our mother had dared to contradict that particular order.
      

      
      Not that I thought she’d tried. Though I had no doubt she loved us, she’d always seemed as relieved as the rest of the pack
         to see the back of us.
      

      
      “Riley, come.”

      
      Again the order ran across the night, stronger than before. I closed my eyes, concentrating on the sound, and tried to define
         just where the voice was coming from.
      

      
      After a moment, I turned around and padded up the beach. The villas gave way to thicker strands of eucalyptus and acacia trees,
         the strong scents filling the night.
      

      
      It didn’t matter. I wasn’t relying on my olfactory senses to track this particular trail, but rather my “other” senses. The
         senses that were new and somewhat unreliable.
      

      
      The part of me that could see souls rise.

      
      Of course, seeing—and hearing—the souls of dead people wasn’t a gift I particularly wanted. Hell, I had enough trouble dealing with the living dead without having to worry about the actual dead popping along anytime they pleased.
      

      
      But as was often the case in my life of late, it seemed I had little choice in the matter. The experimental fertility drug
         I’d been forcibly given by Talon had not only kicked started some latent psychic abilities, but had given them a little twist,
         just for the fun of it. Clairvoyance had been one of those latent skills—until recently, anyway. Seeing dead people walk through
         the shadows was the not-so-tempting twist.
      

      
      And I was hoping like hell it was the only twist the drug caused. I didn’t want to be like the other half-breeds who’d taken the drug. I didn’t want to gain the ability
         to shift into any animal or bird form I chose, simply because while such an ability might be a buzz, it came at a price. Every
         one of the others had lost their ability to retake human form. I might love being a wolf, but I didn’t want to spend the rest
         of my life in that shape. Or any other shape, for that matter.
      

      
      Seeing dead people wasn’t that bad by comparison. And until tonight, the dead hadn’t contacted me long range. I’d only seen them close to their bodies.
         Well, mostly, I thought, shivering as I remembered the lingering, insubstantial wisps in Starr’s bloody arena.
      

      
      Not that I was entirely sure I was hearing the dead now, but it just seemed odd I couldn’t see or smell anyone else. My senses
         were wolf-sharp. If someone had been close, I would have known.
      

      
      I padded along the white sand until I reached the peninsula rocks. The wind here was sharper, the sea rougher, slapping across
         those rocks and sending white foam flicking skyward. The tide was up, so I’d be getting wet if the voice wanted me to clamber around to the next cove.
      

      
      I stopped and scanned the horizon. This section of the main island was closest to Lighthouse Island, the largest of the two
         small islands that sat within swimming distance of Monitor. It housed the Monitor Island Research Center, a joint government
         and private concern that was investigating the sea life and the reefs. I’d done the tour last week, and had been bored to
         tears. Sure, reefs were pretty. So were the myriad of fish that lived among them. And we surely had to know why they were
         all disappearing. But hey, I just couldn’t get all worked up about the science. Wolves are hunters by nature, not conservationists.
         We usually haven’t the patience for occupations that involve long hours of inactivity.
      

      
      Awareness tingled across my skin, as sharp as needle stings. Whoever the voice belonged to, he was close.

      
      “Riley, turn around.”

      
      For the first time, memories stirred. I’d known that voice in the past. I turned and studied the trees.

      
      A man stood amongst them. Though at first glance he appeared solid, a more careful study revealed an almost gossamer look
         to his hands and feet. As if, by the time he got to his extremities, he didn’t have the strength to maintain the illusion
         of substance.
      

      
      He was a tall man, rangy in build, with strong arms and blunt features. Not attractive, not ugly, but somewhere in between.
         But even if he’d been the ugliest spud on the planet, it wouldn’t have mattered, because the sense of authority and power
         that shone from his gray eyes were all that would ever matter to a wolf.
      

      
      And this wolf wanted to hunker down before it.
      

      
      But I wasn’t just wolf, and the other half of my soul bared its teeth and got ready for a fight. I locked my knees and skimmed my gaze up to his hair. Thick and red. Definitely
         red pack. Definitely my red pack. But who?
      

      
      As I dropped my gaze to his, recognition stirred again. I knew those eyes, knew the cold superiority behind them. But I’d
         be damned if I could dredge up a name.
      

      
      “Why are you calling me?”

      
      Though the question was soft, my voice seemed to echo across the silent night. A tremor ran down my spine, and I wasn’t sure
         whether it was due to the chill wind hitting my bare arms and legs or the sudden sense of trepidation creeping through my
         soul.
      

      
      Amusement sparked briefly in the translucent gray depths. “You do not remember me?”

      
      “Should I have any reason to remember you?”

      
      This time, the amusement reached his thin lips. “I would think you’d remember the wolf who threw you off a mountainside.”

      
      Shock rolled through me. Oh my God …

      
      Blake.

      
      My grandfather’s second-in-command, and the wolf who would have killed both Rhoan and me if he could. The wolf who almost
         had when he’d thrown me off that cliff. Ostensibly to teach Rhoan a lesson about never back-talking the pack second.
      

      
      Hate followed the shock, swirling thick and sharp. I clenched my fists, and found myself fighting the sudden urge to punch
         the cold amusement from his lips. But he wasn’t here, he wasn’t real, and I’d only look like a fool. So I simply said, voice
         low and venomous, “What right have you got to call me?”
      

      
      “My right is pack-given.”

      
      “The Jenson pack ceded its rights over me and Rhoan when they kicked us out.”
      

      
      “Pack rights are never surrendered, no matter what the situation. Once a pack member, always a pack member.”

      
      “You threatened to kill us if you ever saw us again.”
      

      
      “A statement that still stands.”

      
      “So why the hell are you contacting me? Fuck off and leave me alone. Trust me, I want as little to do with you as you with me.”
      

      
      I turned on my heel and began to walk back down the beach. Part of me might have been curious as to why he was contacting
         me, but curiosity didn’t have a hope against old anger and hurt. None of which I wanted to relive in any way.
      

      
      “You will listen to what I have to say, Riley.”

      
      “Fuck off,” I said, without looking at him. Even as my wolf cowered deep within at my audacity.

      
      “You will stop and listen, young wolf.”
      

      
      His voice was sharp and powerful, seeming to echo through the trees. I stopped. I couldn’t help it. My very DNA was patterned
         with the need to obey my alpha. It would take a great deal of strength to disobey and, right now, it seemed I had none.
      

      
      Even so, I didn’t turn around. Didn’t look at him. “Why the hell should I listen?”

      
      “Because I demand it.”

      
      I snorted softly. “I was never one to listen to demands. You of all people should know that.”

      
      “So very true. And it was one of the reasons you and your brother were ostracized.” Amusement laced his harsh tones. “Your grandfather feared one of
         you would challenge him.”
      

      
      Surprise rippled through me and I swung around. He was still in the trees, still in the shadows. Maybe afraid that the wind from the beach would blow him away. “Why would
         my grandfather fear that? Neither Rhoan nor I were allowed the illusion we were anything more than an inconvenience to our
         mother and the pack. And inconveniences don’t rule.” Especially if they were female. Or gay.
      

      
      “You have a long pattern of doing the unexpected, Riley.”

      
      “Yeah, and I have the scars to prove the foolishness of that.”

      
      He chuckled softly. “You never did learn your place.”

      
      Oh, I learned it all right. I just didn’t always cower down like I was supposed to. I thrust my hands on my hips and said
         impatiently, “As much as I adore reliving old times, it’s fucking cold out. Tell me what you want, or piss off.”
      

      
      He studied me for a minute, gray eyes abnormally bright in the darkness, his form waving slightly as the wind swirled through
         the trees.
      

      
      “The pack needs your help.”

      
      “My help?” My sudden, unbelieving laugh had a cold, ugly sound. “That has to be the joke of the century.”
      

      
      “There is nothing amusing about the situation, believe me.”

      
      “So why me? There have to be hundreds of other people you could ask.”

      
      Which wasn’t an overstatement. The Jenson pack might be one of the smaller red packs, and it might be the poorer cousin when it came to
         wealth and land status, but Jenson pack members were to be found in all avenues of government and throughout much of the legal system. I had no doubt those pack members could muster up something—someone—far more influential than me.
      

      
      Unless, of course, the crisis was of a more personal nature. Despite everything, anxiety pulsed, and I added quickly, “Is
         Mother all right?”
      

      
      Blake’s smile was thin. “Yes. She sends her love.”

      
      Like hell she did. We were her firstborn and her love for us unquestioned, but once we’d left the pack, contact ceased. Blake
         might have had pack approval to contact me, but I very much doubted she would have asked for any message to be delivered.
         She knew how we felt about him. She wouldn’t hurt us that way.
      

      
      “You can’t sucker me with that sort of shit, Blake. Just get to the point.”

      
      Amusement flared briefly in his eyes. “We have need of your guardian skills.”

      
      Again, surprise rippled through me. “How would you know I was a guardian? And why would you bother keeping track of two outcast
         and useless pups?”
      

      
      “We didn’t. It came to my attention during our investigations.”

      
      “Investigations into what?”

      
      He shifted his weight and his form wavered briefly, becoming as insubstantial as a ghost. Which he wasn’t, so how in the hell
         was he projecting himself?
      

      
      “One of my granddaughters disappeared four days ago.”

      
      He had a granddaughters? Good Lord, that made me feel old. Though in wolf terms, I was still very much a youngster. “Which
         of your sons was careless enough to lose a daughter?”
      

      
      It was a cruel thing to say, but I just couldn’t help myself. Blake and his sons had been the banes of our existence growing up—and the reason behind many of the scars Rhoan and I now bore. Of course, if I’d just shut my mouth and
         bowed down like I was supposed to, things might have been different.
      

      
      Though I very much doubt it.

      
      His gaze narrowed to thin slits of dangerous gray. “Adrienne is Patrin’s oldest.”

      
      The image of a red wolf with black points came to mind, and my lip curled in response. Patrin was the youngest of Blake’s
         get—only a few years older than Rhoan and me. To say he delighted in following the family tradition of hassling the half-breeds
         would be the understatement of the century.
      

      
      “How old is the daughter?”

      
      “Twenty-three.”

      
      Twenty-three? Meaning he’d been fifteen when he’d sired his first? Randy bastard. I bet Daddy had been so proud—especially given the pack’s inherent fertility problems.
      

      
      “If she’s missing, contact the police. The Directorate doesn’t do missing.”

      
      “You do if there appears to be a pattern to the disappearances. And three others have disappeared the same way as Adrienne,
         Riley.”
      

      
      I crossed my arms and tried to ignore the pulse of interest. I didn’t want to get involved with Blake or our pack, because
         it could only end badly—for me, if not for them. “Still no reason for the Directorate to get involved. There are specialist
         police units for such things. I’m sure you’ve got contacts that could give you special consideration.”
      

      
      “Something bad has happened to her. Patrin’s desperate to find her.”
      

      
      It was on my lips to say something smart—something along the lines of like I’m supposed to care?—but I held back. I understood such desperation, knew it could force you to do anything—including contact an outcast. I’d
         felt it whenever Rhoan got into trouble, and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Not even someone I hated.
      

      
      “Then contact the Directorate. Give them the information. There’s nothing I can do without the official go-ahead anyway.”

      
      Which was a only a teensy lie. If I was so inclined, I could investigate just about anything. Guardians were the super-cops—the
         hunter-killers—of the nonhuman world, and we had free rein to investigate whatever we wanted. Though if I did investigate, and did find something, I’d have to report it back to my boss. And full investigation could only go ahead with his official approval.
      

      
      “All I’m asking you to do is an initial investigation. If you feel there’s nothing the Directorate can do, then I’ll try other
         sources.”
      

      
      He sounded altogether too reasonable, and my hackles rose. Blake and reason just didn’t go together—at least according to
         my memories of the man. “You were ordering me a few moments ago.”
      

      
      “Perhaps I’m seeing the error of my ways.”

      
      “And perhaps tomorrow they’ll put a woman on Mars.” I shifted from one foot to the other. I wasn’t trusting this new and improved
         Blake any more than the last one, but it couldn’t hurt to play along. “Why do you think her disappearance is a Directorate
         matter?”
      

      
      “Besides Patrin’s feeling she’s in mortal danger, you mean?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “There’s a pattern, as I said.”

      
      Annoyance swirled through me. “So tell me the pattern.”
      

      
      “For a start, they all vacationed at Monitor Island.”

      
      Is that why he’d contacted me? He’d been investigating the island and discovered my presence? It’d be my luck, that was for
         sure. “And?”
      

      
      “And they all disappeared within a week of returning home from the island.”

      
      “Meaning the island might not be the connector.”

      
      “Then there’s the man.”

      
      “Human or nonhuman man?”

      
      “Human. He works on the island, apparently.”

      
      Which wasn’t much of a clue, considering over half the people working on the island were males of the human variety. “What
         as?”
      

      
      Blake shrugged, and the movement made his image shimmer. “Adrienne said he worked as a bartender.”

      
      “Blake, there’s at least five bars in this cove alone. It’d be nice if you could pin it down a little.”

      
      “I believe his name might be Jim Denton.”

      
      “So she danced with this Jim Denton?”

      
      He hesitated and annoyance flashed in his eyes “I believe so.”

      
      I restrained a sudden smile. So Adrienne wasn’t telling Daddy and Granddaddy everything. Good for her. Though I was surprised she’d gone against pack law and danced with a human. But maybe that was the whole point. “And the others?” And
         how would the pack feel about her dancing with a human? Add that observation in, too.
      

      
      “I’ve talked to one other family. They also mentioned their daughter meeting a man who worked on the island.”

      
      “Meeting? What about bedding?”

      
      “That I can’t say. But probably.”
      

      
      “And the women were all wolves?”

      
      He nodded.

      
      Well, we werewolves did tend to get around—especially now it was law that employers couldn’t discriminate against us because
         of the moon heat. Although I did find it surprising they’d bed the human males over the nonhuman. There were too many inherent
         risks in that sort of choice—although the mere fact that wolf-human half-breeds existed suggested there were plenty who didn’t
         agree with my point of view.
      

      
      “That doesn’t mean they bedded the same man,” I said. “As I’ve already said, there’s more than one male working on this island.”

      
      “His description matches the one I have from Adrienne.”

      
      So, Adrienne wouldn’t give her grandfather a name, but she did give a description? Somehow, I doubted it. There was more going
         on here than what Blake was saying. “If you’ve only talked to one other family, how do you know there are three women missing?”
      

      
      “I know.” His voice was grim. “Clairvoyance is a pack inheritance, remember?”

      
      “I don’t believe anyone bothered mentioning that to the half-breeds.” Though it did at least explain where my no-longer-latent clairvoyance skills came from.
      

      
      Amusement twinkled briefly in his cold gray eyes. “An oversight, I’m sure.”

      
      Hate swelled up, its bitter taste just about making me gag. “This isn’t a Directorate problem, Blake. Go haunt someone else, because I’m not interested in helping you or your get.”
      

      
      I turned and walked away, as fast as I could. That prickle of awareness told me Blake hadn’t moved, and yet his voice reached out across the distance as easily as if he were standing right beside me.
      

      
      “You will help us, Riley.”

      
      “That impolite response I cast your way earlier still stands.”

      
      “Riley, stop.”

      
      My muscles twitched with the need to obey, but my vampire half was having none of that. It was all I could do not to break
         into a run to get away from his presence—though if I thought it would do any good, I probably would have.
      

      
      “Riley, I’m ordering you to stop right now, or face the consequences.”

      
      “There’s nothing you can do to me, Blake. Not anymore.”

      
      I should have known better than to tempt fate like that. I really should have.

      
      “If you do not stop this instant,” he said softly, “I will kill your mother.”

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      I stopped.
      

      
      How could I not? I might not have seen my mother since we’d been thrown out of the pack at sixteen, but that didn’t mean I
         didn’t love her. Didn’t mean I wanted her dead.
      

      
      She was my mother, for Christ’s sake.
      

      
      I swung around. “Trust me, Blake. You do not want to go this route. It’s a very bad thing to do.”
      

      
      His smile was arrogant. Confident. “There’s nothing the Directorate can do to me. I’m well within the law to chastise my pack
         as I see fit. If a pack member dies during meted justice?” He shrugged. “The law will not intervene unless the event is reported
         as something more than fair punishment. And no one in this pack will report it.”
      

      
      “I can report it. I can investigate it. And trust me, you would not want me or Rhoan anywhere near that pack. We’re no longer the helpless cubs you booted out.”
      

      
      “And we are no longer the dying pack you remember. We’ve grown stronger, richer. More influential.”
      

      
      Yeah, and I knew exactly how. My ability to shadow had provided a means of learning more than a few pack secrets. And if the pack was now rich, it certainly
         hadn’t been via hard work and good money management.
      

      
      I shook my head. “You really have no idea who you’re dealing with, Blake.” No idea what he was dealing with.
      

      
      “I want this problem dealt with. Then I will leave you, your half-breed brother, and your mother alone.”
      

      
      I shifted from one foot to the other, the need to run fighting with the need to wipe that cold look of satisfaction off his
         face. The twin desires made my muscles twitch. “And Konner? What’s he got to say about all this?”
      

      
      Blake’s grin was gloating. “I defeated your grandfather in battle one year after you left. His ashes were scattered across
         his favorite hunting trail, as he requested.”
      

      
      I stared at him for a moment, not sure what to think. What to feel.

      
      There’d been no love lost between our grandfather and us, and he’d turned his back on much of the trouble we’d had with Blake
         and his get. Yet he’d housed the three of us, fed us, made sure we never wanted for anything basic, and had never allowed
         the games to go too far—except for the one time Blake had thrown me off the mountain. And even then, his hands were tied.
         Pack rules gave the second-in-command the right to punish as he saw fit—at least when it came to matters of insubordination.
      

      
      And now my grandfather was dead, killed in a battle for leadership. I closed my eyes, and tried to fight the bloody images
         that came to mind. I’d only ever seen one fight for dominance in a pack, and it hadn’t been pretty. Such fights were always
         done in wolf form, and almost always ended in the death of the old leader. Such were the ways of our wild cousins, and they
         had always been ours, too.
      

      
      And the law allowed it, because it came under the title of religious beliefs and customs.

      
      Which was just another way of sanctifying murder, if you asked me. Unfortunately, no one was ever likely to do that.

      
      “If you’ve got a list of names, send them to me tonight,” I said. “I can check them against the island’s records.”

      
      “I’ve already done that.”

      
      “And I intend to redo it, because I may see something that you missed.” I crossed my arms and stared at his ethereal form.
         “I don’t want you harassing my every step, Blake, or I will have the full force of the Directorate brought down on the pack’s head.”
      

      
      “Patrin wants regular reports.”

      
      “I don’t give a—”

      
      He held up a hand. “Yeah, I know. Tough.”

      
      I glowered at him. He stared back. For several seconds neither of us moved, then he sighed and rubbed a hand across his eyes.
         “What is your phone number? I’ll send you the list of names and whatever other information I have.”
      

      
      I gave him my cell phone number, and added, “Have you got any recent pictures of Adrienne?”

      
      “Yes. I’ll send a couple.”

      
      At least with photos I could ask around, see if anyone remembered her. See if they remembered who she hooked up with. “What
         about the families of the other victims? Send me their contact details as well, if you have them.”
      

      
      “I will.”

      
      “Good. Now fuck off so I can sleep.”

      
      His smile was thin. “I will check in tomorrow night for a progress report.”

      
      “I wait with bated breath.”

      
      His body faded, dissolving into wisps of color that were whisked away by the freshening wind. I shivered and rubbed my arms,
         my gaze searching the trees to be sure—really sure—he was gone.
      

      
      Then I turned around and made my way back to my villa. Once inside, I picked up the vid-phone and dialed my brother. It was
         the middle of the night and he’d more than likely be asleep, but I didn’t care. I needed to talk to him.
      

      
      The phone rang several times before the receiver was picked up and a sleepy voice said, “Hello?”

      
      It wasn’t Rhoan’s voice, but Liander’s. He didn’t have the screen on, either—for which I should probably have been glad. Neither
         Liander nor Rhoan were pretty sights when woken in the wee hours of the morning.
      

      
      “Hey, makeup man, how you doing?”

      
      There was a long silence, then he said, in a voice that was a mix of tiredness and annoyance, “Do you know what time it is?”

      
      “Yep. I need to talk to Rhoan.”

      
      “He’s under the weather.”

      
      “I don’t care what he is or how he’s feeling.” The loving sister, that was me. “I need to talk to him.”

      
      Rhoan muttered something in the background. It didn’t take a whole lot of imagination to guess what, but Liander told me anyway.
         “He’s right. You can be a bitch at times.”
      

      
      “Totally. Now stop protecting him and put him on.”

      
      He did. “You’re a pain in the ass, Riley,” Rhoan said, voice croaky and words slightly slurred. “Why the hell are you ringing
         at this hour?”
      

      
      “Thought you might like to know about the visitor I just had.”

      
      He paused, then said, “Have you been drinking again?”

      
      “Not since last night.”

      
      “Then why the hell would you be ringing me in the middle of the night about a visitor? If you’re that damn lonely, come home.”
      

      
      “The visitor’s name was Blake.”

      
      “So?”

      
      “As in, Blake Jenson. Former second-in-command, now leader, of the Jenson red pack.”

      
      He paused, then said, “Fuck.”

      
      I dropped down on a chair and draped a leg over the padded arm. “Something I said more than once.”

      
      “What the hell was Blake doing on Monitor Island?”

      
      “He wasn’t here in body, just in spirit.”

      
      “What?” Bedsheets rustled as Rhoan moved. Liander muttered something about coffee and my brother made a grunt of agreement
         before adding, “How can he be there in spirit alone?”
      

      
      “I’m presuming it’s some form of astral travel. He said clairvoyance is a pack inheritance, so maybe the traveler bit is an
         offshoot of that.”
      

      
      “Maybe.” He didn’t sound convinced. Whether it was the whole traveler bit or my sanity was anyone’s guess. “What did this
         spirit want?”
      

      
      “My help.”

      
      “Okay, now I know you’re yanking my chain. Pigs will fly before Blake would ask for our help.”

      
      “Better start ducking those flying piggies then, bro, because I’m totally serious.”

      
      He blew out a breath. “What help did he want?”

      
      “Patrin’s daughter has gone missing. He reckons it’s connected to three other occurrences of missing females. He’s even contacted
         the parents of one. Apparently, the one connection between them all is the fact that they vacationed on Monitor Island for
         a few days before they disappeared.”
      

      
      “If they’ve disappeared, let the cops handle it.”

      
      “I did mention that we don’t do disappearances, but he seemed intent on ignoring that.”

      
      “Then ignore him right back. There’s not a whole lot he can do about it. We’re out of the pack and beyond his control.”

      
      “He threatened to kill Mom if we didn’t help him.”

      
      Rhoan didn’t say anything for several long minutes. I got up and walked over to the bar fridge, opening it and retrieving
         one of the chocolate bars the hotel provided. They were hideously expensive, but then, everything on this island was.
      

      
      “We have no responsibility for our mother,” Rhoan said eventually. “She washed her hands of us when we left.”

      
      “She could have washed her hands of us when we were conceived. She didn’t. She raised us not only against pack wishes, but
         against the wishes of her own father. We owe her our existence, Rhoan. If nothing else, we should repay the debt.”
      

      
      He muttered something I couldn’t quite catch, then the bedsheets rustled again. Perhaps Liander had come back with the coffee.
         I tore the chocolate wrapper off with my teeth and bit into the rich treat. It was mint chip—not my favorite, but beggars
         couldn’t be choosers.
      

      
      “What does Blake want?”

      
      “For us to find Patrin’s daughter.”

      
      “And the others?”

      
      “I don’t think he cares about them, other than the fact they might provide useful leads.”

      
      Rhoan snorted. “He hasn’t changed any, then.”

      
      “He’s the leader of the pack now, Rhoan. He has the power he always longed for, and it shows.”

      
      “The bastard couldn’t possibly get any more arrogant.”

      
      “You want to bet?”

      
      “No.” He paused, and must have taken a sip of coffee, because the slurp came down the line. “If the cops and missing persons
         can’t find them, what makes him think we can?”
      

      
      “He knows we’re guardians.”

      
      “For someone who never wanted to see us again, he seems to know an awful lot about us.”

      
      “Because he wants our help, and he intends to get it one way or another.”

      
      Rhoan sighed. “So, what are you ringing me to do?”

      
      “He’s sending me a picture of Adrienne, as well as the information he has on the other missing girls. I’ll pass a copy on
         to you. I need you to see what you can find about Adrienne’s whereabouts over the past week.”
      

      
      “You’ll check your end?”
      

      
      “Yeah. Though I’m not expecting any big revelations. The fact that they all disappeared after they’d returned home suggests
         there has to be some factor other than this island.”
      

      
      “You’d think so.” He yawned. “Is that it?”

      
      “For now. Enjoy the rest of your night, bro.”

      
      “Thanks, bitch.”

      
      I grinned. “I’m sure Liander will be willing to rock you to sleep.”

      
      “I’m sure he won’t. I might just puke, the way my stomach is feeling. I’ll ring tomorrow if I find anything.”

      
      “Good. Night.” I’d barely hung up when the phone bleeped to indicate an incoming message. From Blake. He certainly wasn’t
         wasting any time. I forwarded a copy of the entire file to Rhoan, then finished the rest of the chocolate and rose to my feet.
         The size of the file suggested there was a fair bit of information, and there was no way I was going to scroll through it
         all on the itty-bitty phone screen. I didn’t have a laptop with me, but the hotel had a business center in their main lobby.
         I grabbed another bar of chocolate from the fridge, then headed over to the next cove.
      

      
      The lobby was deserted. Though there was a concierge on duty, he was probably in a back room sipping coffee and watching the
         football replays. I padded across to the business center and swiped my keycard through the slot. The door clicked and I pushed
         it open. The only light in the room was the pale blue glow coming from the computer monitors, which was fine by me. I could
         see perfectly well in the dark, and if I turned on the lights, I might attract the attention of the concierge. And yakking about banalities wasn’t in my plans at three in the morning.
      

      
      I moved the mouse to get the screen up and running, then attached the phone to the USB port and opened the file. I’d been
         right—it was huge, and filled with various comments, photos, a sketch of the man Adrienne had supposedly met on the island,
         and reports from the various police departments. Obviously, Blake had some very serious contacts if he was able to get hold
         of these.
      

      
      I flicked through the files, scanning the information. Not all the women lived in Melbourne—one lived in Ballarat, a regional
         city in the heart of Victoria, and the other lived in Yarrawonga, a city on the border of Victoria and New South Wales.
      

      
      And despite what Blake had said, all four women had actually disappeared at different times after their return home. The first victim had disappeared close to eight days after, and the other two at day three and day five.
         Adrienne had the shortest time gap—she’d vanished straightaway. None of the women had been seen since, and there’d been no
         credit or banking activity in any of their accounts.
      

      
      The other women were remarkably similar in looks, too. They were all tall and athletic—the sort that looked as if they could
         run twenty miles without a drop of sweat marring their makeup—and all three had blonde hair, and either blue or green eyes.
         Adrienne was the odd one out in that her hair was red and her eyes gray, but it wasn’t the classical red of our pack, more
         a wispy, dark-strawberry blonde.
      

      
      Which suggested Adrienne’s mom wasn’t red pack. Once upon a time, that would not have been possible, but just before we’d
         been kicked out of the pack, our grandfather had overturned the age-old policy that forbid the red pack breeding with anyone other than red pack members—a
         policy meant to maintain the so-called purity of the pack he and past alphas had prized so much—and had finally allowed the
         intermingling with other packs and colors. In an effort, of course, to counter the pack’s increasingly problematic fertility
         issues and the declining birthrate. It was a policy Blake had obviously allowed to continue if the pack was now prosperous.
      

      
      I leaned back in the chair and stared at the screen. Was there something going on here? Or was Blake reading more into the
         situation than there really was? Okay, the women had seemingly disappeared, but the only thing all four had in common was
         the fact that they’d spent time on this island. But a lot of single women came through this place, so why would these four
         be the ones to disappear?
      

      
      And why would the kidnappers wait rather than doing the deed when the women were on holiday far from family, friends, and
         their regular schedule?
      

      
      It made no sense.

      
      I frowned and rechecked the file for dates. One a month for the last three months. Adrienne was again the aberration, disappearing
         two weeks after the third woman. But that itself meant nothing. People disappeared every day, every hour, the world over,
         and many of them for reasons other than foul play.
      

      
      I clicked back to the photos, and again was struck by their similarities. And Adrienne’s differences.

      
      I tapped my fingers against the desk, intrigued despite myself. As much as I hated the man, I very much doubted Blake was
         crying wolf. Not when his own get was involved. Something had to be happening, no matter how unlikely it seemed from reading these files.
      

      
      I needed to question the parents of the other women. Blake might have questioned one lot already, but he had an emotional
         investment in this whole mess and probably wouldn’t have been listening to the responses with a critical ear. He was a tyrant,
         not an investigator.
      

      
      I closed the file and unhooked my phone from the USB port. What next? I scrubbed my hand across my eyes, then looked down
         at the time. Nearly four. I should try to sleep, but adrenaline was still pumping through my veins and the itch to move, to
         dance, skittered across my skin. And not human-type dancing, either.
      

      
      While wolf clubs weren’t permitted on the island, they did have twenty-four-hour bars, complete with music—which, at this
         hour, was little more than an old man at a piano. There probably wasn’t going to be many people there right now, but going
         to the bar was a better option than going back to my villa and drinking alone. At the very least, I could talk to the bartender.
         He might even recognize the picture Blake had sent me.
      

      
      I shoved my phone into my pocket, then pushed back my chair and rose. My footsteps echoed as I walked across the empty lobby,
         but the concierge still didn’t come out to greet me. Maybe he was asleep in his little back office.
      

      
      Soft piano music greeted me as I entered the semi-darkness of the bar, but underneath the tinkling rode the murmur of conversation.
         I stopped on the top step, allowing my eyes to adjust as I looked around. This particular bar was one of the smaller ones,
         but it was right on the beach and had one whole wall that could be opened up. On nice nights, patrons could spread out into the sand or stroll through the waves. Tonight that wall was closed—probably
         because the weathermen were predicting storms—but the floor-to-ceiling windows offered little obstruction to the view. Surprisingly,
         there were at least a dozen people in here. Most of them were couples who cuddled in the cozy booths that ringed the remaining
         walls, but there were at least five others who sat by themselves and sipped drinks. Probably staff who’d just finished, I
         thought, as I clattered down the stairs and walked across to the bar. They had that “over-it-all” expression that workers
         around the world seemed to get after a long shift.
      

      
      The bartender wandered down from the other end and gave me a somewhat bored-looking smile—his usual expression, from what
         I’d seen in my time here on the island. “You’re up late, Ms. Jenson.”
      

      
      “Got an emergency phone call from a relative’s mother,” I said, fudging the truth only a little. “Apparently my cousin hasn’t
         reported in for more than a week, and the mother is panicking.”
      

      
      “Mothers tend to do that,” he said. “Would you like a drink?”

      
      “Just a beer, thanks.” I waited until he poured the drink, then added, “My cousin apparently met a man here. Mom seems to
         think if I find that man, I’ll find her daughter.”
      

      
      “You didn’t know she was here?”

      
      I shook my head, then crossed my arms and leaned casually against his bar. With the low cut of my T-shirt, more than a small
         amount of breast was now on show. His gaze almost instantly wandered down. I might not want to play with him, but I wasn’t
         above using a few tricks to keep his thoughts on my assets rather than making sense of what I was saying.
      

      
      “He was a tall, blond man with gray eyes and big ears. His name was Jim. Jimmy Denton, I think.”

      
      He frowned, and his gaze rose briefly to mine. “That’s me.”

      
      I looked him up and down. He was portly and middle-aged, and while he seemed like a nice man, I just couldn’t imagine someone
         as young and as vibrant as Adrienne wanting to dance with someone like this. Though stranger things did happen when the moon lust was upon us. “Ummm, you’re neither blond nor big eared.”
      

      
      He grinned. It was the first real expression I’d seen. “Thankfully. You sure your friend’s mom got the right name?”

      
      Well, no, because I was relying on Blake’s report, and who knew how accurate that was? I pressed a button on my phone and
         retrieved the drawing. “This is a sketch of the man she’s looking for.”
      

      
      “No, sorry, I can’t remember seeing anyone who looks like that working here.” He shrugged, his gaze wandering back down to
         my boobs. “But I could ask around, see if he was one of the transient workers, if you’d like.”
      

      
      “That would be great.” I pressed another button, and retrieved one of the photos of Adrienne. “This is my cousin.” I showed
         him the picture. “Do you remember seeing her at all?”
      

      
      He studied the photo for a moment, then nodded. “Now her I remember.”

      
      I raised my eyebrows at the amusement in his tone. “Why?”

      
      “She was running around, asking all sorts of questions.”
      

      
      “What sort of questions?”

      
      “About some former guests—several women and a man, if I remember correctly. Some of the staff thought she might have been
         a private investigator, others a reporter. She was taking notes and stuff.”
      

      
      “No one here saw the notes? Read anything she wrote by accident?”

      
      “Not that I’m aware.” He paused, then said, “You know Jared Donovan, don’t you?”

      
      I held back my smile. How could I not know Jared? The man had been trying to get into my pants for the last three days. And
         if ever there was a human who could tempt me to look past ingrained prejudices, then he was it. He was tall, blond and athletic,
         with long strong fingers and a totally wicked smile.
      

      
      Had he been wolf, I would have jumped his bones in an instant. As it was, I flirted with him probably more than was wise but,
         as tempting as he was, I just couldn’t get past the whole human thing enough to bed him.
      

      
      “I know him,” I said, after a sip of beer. “Why?”

      
      “Well, he likes to chat up all the pretty girls, so there’s a good chance he talked to your friend. He might know more than
         me. I’ve got a wife, like.”
      

      
      Meaning, obviously, that he was restricted in the bedding department, but Jared the serial flirt was not. Why did humans bother
         getting married if they resented the vows that kept them together and exclusive? It was a weird way of doing things. At least
         us wolves didn’t have that worry—once we made a vow to the moon, we were together for life. No ifs, buts, or maybes. Which
         is why we had to be very, very sure we’d found our soul mate before we committed. “Is Jared on tomorrow at all?”
      

      
      “I think he’s manning the research station boat.”

      
      “That service starts up at ten, doesn’t it?”

      
      When he nodded, I lowered a shield and reached out psychically, quickly sorting through his thoughts and memories, looking
         for secrets or lies. There were a couple of odd smudges, as if someone had deliberately blurred certain memories, but it might
         have been alcohol induced, too. The results tended to look the same.
      

      
      If someone had been in this man’s mind, then they were damn good, because I could find no other trace of them. And certainly there was nothing
         more to add to the information Jim had already told me.
      

      
      “Anything else I can help you with, Ms. Jenson?” he said, barely skipping a beat as I withdrew from his thoughts.

      
      “No. But thanks for helping.” I finished the rest of my beer, then, with nothing—and no one—else to amuse me, I headed back
         to my villa and tried to get some sleep. It was a long time coming, but I did eventually drift off, dreaming of bodiless faces
         who forced me off cliff tops.
      

      
      I woke sweaty and less than rested. After showering, I got dressed, choosing tight shorts and another low-cut T, then grabbed
         my phone and wallet, and headed up to the hotel for breakfast and a little staff interrogation.
      

      
      No one, it seemed, could remember seeing a staff member resembling the sketch Blake had sent. Plenty could remember Adrienne
         and, as the bartender had mentioned last night, they all seemed to think she was some sort of reporter or private investigator.
      

      
      And she might have been, for all I knew. Occupations had been absent from Blake’s report, and I wasn’t about to ring him and ask. The less contact I had with that
         bastard, the better.
      

      
      One interesting point did come out of my questioning, however. Despite Blake’s belief that she had danced with someone up here on the island, none
         of the staff could remember seeing her with anyone at all. She’d simply appeared on the island, stayed for several days questioning
         everyone who worked here, then left.
      

      
      Which certainly smacked of reporter-like behavior. So if she was, how did she get onto the disappearances in the first place?
         The family trait of clairvoyance, perhaps? And had she come to this island investigating the disappearances, only to become
         a victim herself?
      

      
      It certainly seemed that way.

      
      But where did the sketch of the man parading as Jim Denton fit in?

      
      There was the possibility that he was the man the other women had met on the island, and therefore the connection between
         the three disappearances. But if that were true, you’d think at least one of the staff would remember seeing him. But there
         wasn’t a glimmer of recognition anywhere.
      

      
      I leaned back in my chair and studied the ocean foam as it crawled up the sand only feet from my table. The first thing I
         had to do when I got home was check whether the man the other women had met here matched the description Blake had given me.
         If he did, then at least I’d uncovered the connection between the man, the other women, and Adrienne. Although it still didn’t
         explain why no one here could remember him.
      

      
      I glanced at my watch. It was nearly nine, so I only had an hour to kill before the research center opened to visitors. I
         ordered another cup of coffee, helped myself to some fruit and Danishes, and watched the cute waiter bustling around the room. My hormones were getting restless. Just
         as well I was going home to the man I cared about soon.
      

      
      At ten I rose and wandered across to the little canteen that sold the entry tickets for the research center. Most of the activities
         on Monitor were included in the overall fees, but the research center and diving trips had to be paid for.
      

      
      It wasn’t until I’d opened my wallet to grab some cash that I realized my driver’s license was missing. All my credit cards
         and cash were still there, but my license was gone. And no matter how much I looked in all the other little pockets or slots,
         I couldn’t see the damn thing.
      

      
      Either I’d lost it or I’d somehow managed to leave it at home. I rang Rhoan, left a message for him to check the apartment—and
         to use the Directorate system to report it as missing if it wasn’t there—then walked across to the concierge. No licenses
         had been handed in, he said, but he’d let me know if it did appear.
      

      
      With little else to do, I went down to the beach to wait for the little boat that would take me to the island. There was already
         an older couple waiting, and though they gave me a smile of greeting as I strolled up, they didn’t actually say anything,
         too wrapped up in each other’s company. Which was nice, I thought. I wondered if I’d ever find anyone to grow old with like
         that.
      

      
      Kellen’s image suddenly rose in my mind, and I couldn’t help smiling. Part of me was already convinced that he was the one. The other part—the part that had been hurt before—was fighting to remain distant and take some time.
      

      
      Of course, I’d always imagined that finding my soul mate would come like a bolt from the blue—that it would be an instant recognition of fate that blindsided us both—but perhaps
         that was simply expecting too much. The fact that I loved being with Kellen spoke volumes about the depths of my feelings
         for him. Hell, even the fact that I not only looked forward to uncovering more of his good points, but his bad as well, suggested
         I was definitely on the path to love. Whether it was soul-mate type love, or just a deep and caring relationship was something
         only time would tell.
      

      
      I sat down on the little jetty and watched the motor-boat gradually growing larger on the horizon. By the time it had docked,
         other people had joined our little group, most of them couples, which left me feeling decidedly out of place. But then, that
         was a sensation I’d lived with half my life, thanks to Blake and his damn family.
      

      
      So why was I helping him now?

      
      It wasn’t because of the threat. Not anymore. Truth was, his story intrigued that part of me I’d denied for so long. The hunter
         hunts—how often had my brother said that? And yet it had taken what amounted to betrayal and repeated attempted kidnappings
         for me to fully acknowledge the hunter within.
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