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Historical Note:




In ancient times, the purity of Lycan blood was not only a
source of pride and prestige, it was a matter of survival. 
Having been hunted almost to extinction, the preservation of the
species became paramount.  The unique genetic code, that made
Lycans what they were, had to be protected from contamination or
dilution caused by cross-breeding.  If allowed, mating outside
the species could, conceivably, jeopardize their existence. 
To that effect a set of bonding laws were put in place.

Matings and blood bonds had to be approved by the pack
Alpha.  Having relations with humans was forbidden and
severely punished; while bearing young with a human was deemed
treasonous, a betrayal of the species, and an act of purposeful
defiance against the Alpha.

Despite the bonding laws, love, or lust, prevailed and some
Lycans still had relations with humans.  Their offspring were
derogatorily called ‘halves,’ a term which persists to this day,
but without any of the associated negativity.  However, in
those less enlightened times, halves were considered second-class
citizens and a source of shame for the pack.  Discrimination,
intolerance, even persecution of halves and their parents was
prevalent.

As Lycans came back from the brink of extinction and their
numbers increased, the importance of bonding laws lessened. 
Alphas still approved matings and blood bonds, only now it was more
of a formality than a matter of ensuring the lineage. 
Lycan-human relations still were not encouraged, but when they
occurred a more tolerant attitude prevailed.  Also, the
off-spring of such unions were no longer scorned or hidden away in
shame.  Lycan society evolved, the lot of the halves improved,
and for the most part the days of discrimination and intolerance
have faded into the annals of history.

But, for a small pocket of Lycan society acceptance of halves
was not considered an option.  They clung to the old ways, to
the literal interpretation of the Book of the Law.  Blood
purity became an obsession and to further their cause they formed a
society called the Purists.

When the Purists first emerged, their agenda had seemed noble
enough.  Returning to the old ways, and adhering more closely
to the Book of the Law, had a certain nostalgic ring that appealed
to some in a world full of constant change and disintegrating
morals.  Purist numbers swelled and many of the gains made by
the halves over the centuries seemed in danger of disappearing.

Eventually the voice of reason prevailed and the Purists began
to lose favour.  Strict adherence to the letter of the law
wasn’t as appealing in practise as it had at first seemed. 
Many of the new followers had friends, neighbours, or even family
members who were half-blooded; turning on them did not sit easy
with a tender conscience.

Complaints against the Purists began to trickle in and Lycan
Link, the international organization that functioned under the
radar and assisted Lycans in co-existing with humans, started an
investigation.  Their conclusion was that there was a faction
among the Purists that was an extremist group with an
ethnic-cleansing agenda.

Once this was brought to light, the group seemed to disappear
and was deemed an unfortunate blip that had righted itself. 
People went about their lives and pushed the group from their
minds.  Lycan Link revised its Rights and Freedoms Act to
ensure all Lycans, regardless of purity, were treated fairly; and
while some grumbled, it quickly became a non-issue.  The
Lycans relaxed and all seemed well in the shifter world.

Unbeknownst to many, however, the Purist group wasn’t
gone.  Small pockets persisted in the more remote areas and
once again were slowly gaining followers.  Insidiously, they
were spreading their ideology, taking over packs, and turning
neighbour against neighbour.

When reports of Purist activity appeared again, Lycan Link was
determined to stop them from gaining momentum and formed the
Anti-Cleansing Squad or ACS.  It was charged with finding
conclaves of Purists and ensuring that the rights of halves within
those packs were not being violated.  While basic freedoms,
such as thought and speech, were the right of every Lycan—even the
Purists—there were certain boundaries that couldn’t be crossed.

 








Chapter 1

 


“Oomph!”  The sound echoed through the cavernous room,
bouncing off the cement brick walls and disappearing into the high,
raftered ceiling.

Brandi absorbed the hit to her shoulder; the jarring sensation
echoing through her shoulder blades, neck, and spine, yet there was
no time to think about pain right now.  Using the energy from
the blow, she allowed it to propel her into a spin and pivoted on
the ball of her foot while striking out with her other leg. 
She aimed the kick at her attacker’s knee while raising an arm to
block his next move.

Every sense was heightened, super-tuned to the actions of her
opponent.  Sounds and smells bombarded her: the pounding of
her heart, his heavy breathing, the scent of sweat.  Even the
brush of air over her skin was amplified alerting her to his
slightest movement and…   Damn!

As she spun around she knew the move would fail.  The
bastard seemed to have anticipated her actions and sidestepped just
in time so her foot barely skimmed his thigh.  She caught a
brief glimpse of his face; amused, even smug!  It made her
blood boil to think he was playing with her like a cat with a
mouse.

Anger fuelled her next move and she ducked low, launching
herself forward and ramming her shoulder into his stomach, letting
him know her inner fury.  Unfortunately, the move wasn’t as
effective as she’d hoped and the result was akin to running into a
brick wall.  He grunted and took a step back, her slight
weight barely knocking him off balance.  In shocking contrast,
she staggered sideways, her whole body reverberating from the
impact.  Her lungs struggled to replenish the air that had
been forced out of them by the collision and her brain was
momentarily addled.

Brandi gave her head a quick shake, trying to clear her
scrambled thinking and in that brief moment her opponent took
advantage, grabbing her by the waist and flipping her onto the
ground.

The room spun wildly before her eyes, until…

“Ahh!”  Her back protested its abrupt contact with a hard
surface and the air that had just made its way into her lungs was,
once again, roughly expelled.  She spread her fingers against
the cool tiled floor, its solidity anchoring her as she struggled
to bring the world back into focus, to rise above the pain that
throbbed through every inch of her beaten body.

Beside her, she could sense the man dropping down to his knees,
looming over her, breathing heavily.  Time seemed distorted in
her suddenly topsy-turvy world and dread built inside her when he
didn’t follow through with another move.  Was he planning
further abuse against her?  Her whole body cringed at the idea
and for a moment she considered just staying there and admitting
defeat.  But even as the thought passed through her mind, she
dismissed it.  Her sense of self-preservation spurred her into
action and she tried to scramble away even while her brain
struggled to process what was going on.

The attempted escape was a pointless exercise.  She’d
barely moved when he grabbed her leg with rough hands and drew her
back.  Immediately she began kicking and flailing, a sense of
satisfaction rising within her when she made contact with flesh and
heard his grunt of pain.

In the end, however, it was as futile as all her other efforts
had been.  In seconds, he had her pinned to the ground, his
weight effectively keeping her in place, the heat of his body
burning right into hers.  Her heart began to race as panic
swelled within.  Yet at the same time, age-old instincts were
coming to life, filling her with a strange melting sensation and
urging her to submit to the male who had finally conquered her.

No, she mentally screamed, forcing herself to ignore the
feeling.  She submitted to no one, not even the ancient ways
of her people.

Bucking and writhing, her anger and frustration grew. 
Nothing she tried was working, yet still she fought against
him.  He was considerably bigger than her, over six feet tall
and solid muscle, but giving up wasn’t an option.  Her wolf
was rising to the surface now as well, pawing at the restraints she
kept it under.  It was young and feisty, eager to enter the
battle, to prove itself to the world.

No, not now, she admonished it, while struggling to breathe
under the weight of the body pressing down on her.  This is a
human-only fight.  The creature whimpered but subsided like
the well-trained beast it was.  At a more opportune time, she
would have rewarded its obedience, however for now…

A chuckle drew her attention.  Her opponent apparently
found the situation amusing and his laughter was like a red flag
waving before her.  A growl erupted from her throat. 
Playing nice was no longer an option and she jerked her knee up
towards his groin.  He blocked the move but as he shifted to
the side, she managed to free one arm and swung it towards his
face.  His nose, his chin, she wasn’t fussy about a target
now.

She managed to land a blow to his cheek, her nails scoring his
skin.  Bright red trails sprang up on his face, blood
spreading across the bronzed surface and he hissed in pain. 
The appearance of blood on his face shocked her into a moment of
stillness; she’d never done that before.

Her brief hesitation proved to be her undoing.  In a blur
of movement, he captured her hands, twisting her arms up and
anchoring them over her head.  Transferring both wrists to one
hand, he pressed his forearm to her throat and slowly bore
down.  Drops of blood mixed with the sweat that trickled down
his cheek.  His brows were lowered, his lips pulled
back.  Her gaze fixed on his white teeth and sharp
canines.

Brandi froze.  All he had to do was press down a bit harder
and her windpipe would be crushed.  She swallowed hard and a
shiver skittered over her body.  Never had she been this close
to such a dangerous male.  The lethal power he possessed was
palpable and she instinctively knew a near feral wolf lurked
beneath his human veneer, dominant and demanding.

The fight was over.  Her attacker had won.

With his broad shouldered body looming above her and blocking
everything from her view, she felt herself being transported back
in time to the days when such a fight would have meant she was now
his to do with as he pleased.  If he wanted to, he could kill
her and throw her broken body to the side or, more likely, she
could find herself being ravished, mated, and marked as his own
despite her protests.

Their gazes locked and at such close range she could see the
flecks of grey and green in his blue eyes.  Fringed with brown
lashes, they seemed to search hers, looking for her secrets. 
She stared back seeing the hardness and determination, the wildness
that hinted he’d never be truly civilized.  His wolf lurked
near the surface and her own beast perked up its ears in interest,
almost ignoring her inner command to stay away from the untamed
creature.

Unwillingly, she was being pulled to this man, drawn in by the
force of his personality, by her instinctive awareness of his
physical presence.  The fight had left them both breathless
and she could feel little puffs of air on her face each time he
exhaled.  Her own heavy breathing caused her chest to rise and
fall, her breasts rhythmically brushing against his body. 
Only the thin material of their sweat-soaked clothing separated
them and it did little to block the tingle of awareness she felt
from having such close contact with him.

Heat from his body mingled with hers.  The scent of sweat
and male surrounded her and, against her will, the warm feeling
rose inside her once again, ancient instincts now refusing to be
denied.  Her muscles relaxed, her body softened, readying
itself to welcome him.  She was at his mercy and strangely
enough, despite her attempts to deny it, that thought sent a thrill
through her.  It began to coil low in her belly, making her
ache for his possession.

Perhaps he felt it too, because at that moment something flared
in his eyes and he leaned in closer, his nose skimming over her
cheekbone, his tousled brown hair brushing against her
forehead.  Her chin began to lift, exposing her throat,
inviting his bite.  Did his hand tighten on her wrists and his
hips bear down on hers?  His cheek was pressed to her
face.  Something warm and wet licked her neck, and wasn’t that
his arousal pressing against her thigh?

Her breath caught in her throat at the frisson of sexual
awareness between them.  His slightest move seemed amplified
as he brushed against her sensitized damp skin and she found
herself straining within his grasp, trying to get closer, wanting
to touch, to explore.  The scent of his arousal surrounded
her, causing her own to grow exponentially.  To her horror, a
whimper of need escaped her.  Did his chest vibrate with a
suppressed rumble in response?  Before she could decide if it
was real or a product of her overactive imagination, he pulled
back.

With an agility not expected in such a large man, he leapt to
his feet and reached a hand down to her, his face suddenly
implacable.

Brandi was stunned by the quick progression of change from
aggression to intimacy to cool indifference, and blinked up at him
owlishly before focussing on the hand he extended to her. 
After a moment’s hesitation she took it, allowing him to pull her
into a standing position.  Her body ached, not only from the
beating it had just endured, but also from the desire that had been
burgeoning within her just seconds before.

Dropping his hand, she forced herself to look away and came to a
stunning discovery.  They weren’t alone!  How could she
have forgotten that?  She swallowed hard and schooled her face
into a bland mask; showing weakness in a room of dominant,
alpha-type males was never a good idea, especially when you were
one of the few females present.

She tried to control her breathing; the exertion had left her
short of breath and panting.  Licking her dry lips, she
grimaced at the salty metallic taste which tingled on the tip of
her tongue.

“And that, class, is how not to defend yourself when in
human form.”  The instructor—her assailant, Reno
Smith—addressed the students gathered in the gymnasium before
giving her a nod and a distracted smile.  “Thank you kindly
for your assistance, Ms Jones.”

“It’s Johansson.”  She murmured brushing her hair from her
face and wondering how he’d been able to turn off his feelings so
quickly.  She was still feeling decidedly off balance. 
Searching his face for some sign that he really had been
affected by the encounter—that it wasn’t just her imagination—she
found none.  Already he was turning away, her presence
seemingly forgotten.  He began to talk to the class and she
knew she’d just been dismissed.

For a moment she stared at his back, her gaze tracing his strong
muscular shoulders that tapered to a trim waist and lean
hips.  Her palms itched to touch him and she clenched her
fists, digging her nails into her own flesh in an attempt to
eradicate the insane desire to cup his firm buttocks and
squeeze.  It was utterly ridiculous.  She couldn’t go
around groping a man who was basically a complete stranger, no
matter how hot his body was!  Besides, he’d just brushed her
off.  He deserved her scorn not her lust!

Whipping herself up into a temper over her ill-treatment at his
hands helped quell some of the desire within her.  Resisting
the urge to stick her tongue out at him—it really was too juvenile
an action for someone who would be graduating in a little over a
week—she satisfied herself with rolling her eyes instead. 
Walking over to the bench at the side of the room, Brandi forced
herself not to limp.  She grabbed her things and made her way
to the door near the back of the gym, refusing to look to see if
anyone was watching her progress.  Damn, this had been an
asinine idea.

When her roommate, Tabitha, had heard Reno complaining in the
hall outside the gymnasium that his volunteer for the self-defence
seminar hadn’t shown up, she’d presented Brandi as a candidate.

“Mr. Smith, my friend here would love to help you.”  Tabi
had pushed her at the man.  “She’s taken the basic
self-defence course and would be perfect.”

Brandi had been shocked.  They’d been on their way to class
when Tabitha had overheard his grumblings.  And before she
could formulate a protest, the man had looked her up and down and
declared that ‘she’d do.’

“Name?”  Without checking to see if she was following, he
barked the question at her.

“Johansson.  Brandi Johansson.  But I don’t
think—”

“Don’t worry, Jones.  It’s just a basic demo.”

She’d hesitated and looked helplessly at Tabitha, yet her
roommate had merely urged her to follow him.  “This is your
chance, Brandi.  Now go.”  Tabi whispered the words in
her ear before giving her a push to hurry her along.

Shaking her head, Brandi had followed, just knowing it was a bad
idea.  In a matter of minutes, she’d found herself in front of
a room full of first year cadets, listening to Reno Smith explain
to the class that she was there to help demonstrate self-defence
techniques.

“I’ll go easy on you,” he’d assured her.  “Just do your
best to take me out.”

At first she’d hesitated.  Attacking someone who was just
standing there didn’t seem right, but when he’d swept her feet out
from under her and she’d landed hard on her rump, accompanied by
the snickers of the students, the proverbial gloves had come
off.  Using every trick she’d ever been taught Brandi had done
her best to gain the upper hand.

Now, barely half an hour later, she was sweaty and sore while
her erstwhile opponent continued on with his class as if nothing
had happened.  She bit back the desire to snarl and pushed
open the changing room door instead.

“So, how’d it go?”  Tabitha was waiting inside, fairly
bouncing up and down with excitement.

Brandi looked at her, stunned that the woman could even
ask.  “What do you mean, how did it go?  You set me up to
be attacked by Reno Smith, one of the toughest Enforcers Lycan Link
has ever produced.  How do you think it went?”  She
huffed and limped over to the sink to examine her appearance in the
mirror.  At least there were no visible bruises… yet.

“I’m sure he was careful not to really hurt you, Brandi. 
And besides, it was a perfect opening for you to ‘accidentally’
meet.  After all, you’ve been crushing on him ever since you
first saw him.  This was your chance to get up close and
personal with the man.  I saw an opportunity and I made sure
you took it.”

Brandi stared in disbelief at her friend’s reflection in the
mirror.  The girl seemed oblivious to what she’d just been
through.  “If this is how you set people up, please do me a
favour and don’t do it again.”

Turning on the taps, she splashed her face, pleased to rid
herself of the sticky sweat that had accumulated there.  Sure
she’d dreamed of getting all sweaty with Reno Smith; it just hadn’t
been from this type of activity!

After shutting off the water, she dried her face and rummaged in
her backpack.  Thankfully, she had a spare top in there. 
Brandi pulled off her sweat-stained garment and donned the fresh
one; it was a bit wrinkled, but it would have to do.  Balling
the dirty t-shirt up, she shoved it to the bottom of her bag.

When she looked up, Tabi was frowning.  “He didn’t ask you
out?”

“No, he didn’t ask me out!  He was in full instructor
mode.  He didn’t even notice me.”  She rolled her eyes,
exasperated both with her friend and the ‘man of her dreams’ who’d
just treated her as a non-entity.

“Now that can’t be true.  When I peeked in the door, he was
lying on top of you.  He had to notice you!”

Brandi snorted.  “Oh sure, he noticed me.  I was an
anonymous body to beat up.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”  Tabi gave her a doubting
look.

“When it was all over, he said, and I quote, ‘Thank you for your
assistance, Miss Jones.’”

“But your name isn’t Jones.  It’s Johansson.”

“Exactly!  He didn’t even know who I was.”  Brandi
shook her head, wondering how her friend could be next thing to a
computer genius one minute and then morph into the poster child for
every dumb blonde joke ever written.  “I know you meant well
Tabi, but don’t do me any more favours, okay?”

“Okay.  Sorry.”  Tabi answered in a small voice. 
Brandi sighed and gave the girl a one-armed hug.  Her roommate
meant well, however, when it came to men she just didn’t think
things through all the time.

“Come on, we have one final lecture before exams start.” 
Brandi finger-combed her hair and pulled the mass of fire-red curls
back in a clip.  After taking a look around to ensure she
wasn’t leaving anything behind, she picked up her bag and headed
towards the hallway.  Behind her, she could hear the sound of
yelling and grunts of pain.  Reno Smith must be beating up on
someone else now.  Poor fools.

 










Chapter 2

 


Reno sat on the terrace outside the cafeteria.  As he
stared across the grassy commons watching the young men and women
who had gathered there, a touch of envy shadowed his heart. 
God, how long had it been since he’d been that young, felt that
carefree?  He took a sip of coffee and sighed.  He might
be only twenty-eight, but as far back as he could remember he’d
been weighted down: duty, responsibility, the need to contain his
wolf…   He snorted and pushed back the self-pity—there was no
place for that in his life—and resumed watching the scene before
him.

Some of the students were studying while others lounged on
benches or under large shade trees visiting with friends.  A
few were engaged in a lazy game of football that involved more
laughing and talking than actual sport.  For all intents and
purposes, it looked like any other college or university; the only
difference was that the entire population was made up of
Lycans.  Residents in nearby towns thought the school was a
private denominational institution and great pains were taken to
maintain that facade.

A shout rose up from one corner of the green space; the football
game had encroached on a group intent on studying and they hadn’t
appreciated the interruption.  He narrowed his eyes and
watched the altercation to see how it evolved.  Hot-headed
young Lycans didn’t always have the best self-restraint.  If
need be he’d step in, but it was preferable to let them learn how
to sort out their own differences.  Soon they’d be in the real
world and needed to know how to handle themselves with
discretion.

Words were exchanged.  One male started to lunge
aggressively and Reno tensed ready to wade into the fight if
necessary, however the fellow seemed to catch himself.  With a
nod of approval, Reno noted the group talking, then the football
game moved over while the others settled back down.

For at least half of the students gathered, exams started
tomorrow and they didn’t want to waste their time on pointless
arguments.  Reno recalled how nerve-wracking finals could
be—flaring tempers were to be expected—and mentally wished them
good luck.

He settled back in his chair and lifted his face to the sun,
pleased the cafeteria had an outside terrace.  Vaguely he was
aware of the patrons who were sitting inside, so busy with food and
conversation that they barely glanced at the view offered by the
large glass wall that separated them from the outside.  Fools,
he thought to himself, enjoying the warmth that beat down on him,
both relaxing his muscles and soothing the beast within.

Not too hot, a clear bright blue sky arched overhead and the
faintest of breezes skimmed his face.  Sighing in contentment,
he slouched back in his chair and closed his eyes.  Summer
days like this were too few to waste and he begrudged the fact that
he’d have to go back to work in less than half an hour.

“Hey, Reno!  What happened to your face?”

Reno opened one eye and noted that a tall blond-haired man
carrying a tray of food was approaching his table.  He gave an
irritated growl.  He’d purposely chosen an inconspicuous seat
in a corner hoping for some time alone, but obviously that wasn’t
going to happen.  Brad was okay in small doses, it was just
that he could talk the ear off a stalk of corn.  Hiding his
displeasure, Reno sat up and nodded a greeting.

“A wild night with the ladies?  Someone get turned on by
your ‘Texas charm’?”  Brad set his food down and looked around
for a chair before borrowing one from a nearby table.

Reno flicked his gaze to the window beside him and noted his own
reflection.  Faint red lines still showed across his cheek,
the tanned skin and dark stubble on his face doing little to hide
the marks.  He touched the scratches he’d received the
previous day, his eyes darkening at the memory of how he’d received
them.  Trust Brad to notice, damn him.

“Nothing that exciting.”  He responded while shifting his
eyes to study the commons again.  “I was doing a demo for new
cadets who are considering taking my course next term.  My
assistant’s nails caught me.”

“Frank has long nails?”  The other man paused in the act of
sitting down and looked at him in surprise.

“Nah.  Frank didn’t show so I grabbed some girl from the
hall to help out.”

“Who was it?  If she scratches, she might be fun.” 
Brad smirked.  His mind was always on sex.

Reno shrugged negligently.  “I don’t remember.  Not
too tall and a lousy fighter.”  He answered the question with
reluctance.  Ever since the encounter he’d been doing his best
to try to forget her big green eyes, curly red hair and lush
curves.  For some reason she’d stirred something in him. 
It made him uneasy and he didn’t like the feeling.  In his job
he couldn’t afford to lose his focus and he tried to keep his
emotions in check.  It wasn’t easy, but it was for the
best.  After all, he didn’t even have a real pack or
home.  He had nothing to offer a female so he’d always gone
with the belief that it was pointless to consider
relationships.  It was a fact he’d come to grips with long
ago; there was little point in constantly revisiting the issue.

“I think her name was Jones.”  The words slipped out before
he could stop them and he cursed himself for hoping the name would
sound familiar to Brad.

“Jones?  Nope, no one I know.”  Brad shrugged and took
a bite of his meal.

Reno pushed down his disappointment.  Her name was
irrelevant.  He had no intention of seeking her out.

“So, how do you like your stint as an instructor?  Find any
promising candidates?”  Brad spoke between mouthfuls of food
as he gulped down a quick lunch.  Reno shook his head before
taking a bite from his own sandwich.

Like himself, Brad was a temporary instructor who’d been
seconded from his usual position at Lycan Link Headquarters in
order to train the next generation of young weres.  Brad’s
specialty was computers and he helped maintain the vital internet
links that allowed the organization to function smoothly.

Reno’s usual job was that of an Enforcer—a combination of police
officer and soldier—but he was presently instructing self-defence
and tracking courses.  All senior Enforcers were required to
do a stint at the Academy once every four years.  This was his
first round and he’d had his doubts about how he’d take to
returning to the halls of academia.

“It’s okay, but I wouldn’t want to do it full time.  As for
finding anyone suitable for my unit… ”  He shrugged.  “A
few possibilities, but no one who really stands out.”

“I heard a rumour they’re changing the name of your group?”

“The ACS?  No.  They wanted to, but Council voted it
down.  There’s no way you can sugar-coat something like
‘ethnic cleansing.’  Sure, Purist activity has died down
lately, but there are still active pockets we need to keep watch
on.  And until we’re able to locate the actual leaders, the
threat of resurgence exists.”

“You don’t think it was just a flash in the pan?  I mean,
sure, halves were discriminated against for centuries, but that’s
all in the past, isn’t it?”

“No.  The core group of believers are still out there and
they’re only aim is to cleanse the blood line.  When they take
over a pack, anyone deemed not ‘pure’ enough is treated like a
second class citizen with no rights.  I’ve come across
situations where halves and their families have had their homes
taken away and have become little more than ‘slaves’ to the
pure-bloods.  There are even a few cases of halves
disappearing, possibly being killed.”  He shook his head in
disgust.  Little wonder he felt old and tired.  Dealing
with the scum of the earth day in and day out did that to you.

“It’s hard to imagine people believing that crap.”

“The Purists are experts at spreading rumours and
misinterpreting the Book of the Law.  Once they get a foothold
in a pack, it’s not long before they’re in charge and have the
members brainwashed.”

“So it sounds like you still need some pretty sharp Lycans on
your team.”

“Yeah, that was why I volunteered to do my stint now. 
We’ve had a few Enforcers ‘retire’ and I need replacements.” 
A muscle twitched in his jaw when he recalled how they’d
retired.  Their wolves had gone rogue and become totally
uncontrollable.  Men who had once worked under him were now
locked up in a high security institution and would likely remain
there for the rest of their lives.  Rogues, once they turned,
seldom regained control.

Making the call had been hard, yet the safety of his other
officers and that of the rest of Lycan society was on the
line.  It was a harsh fact to face but served as a wake-up
call to the whole unit.  A wolf with rogue tendencies wasn’t
unsalvageable, but it did require extra vigilance and those two men
had become sloppy in their duty.

Pushing the unpleasant memory aside, he stretched and resettled
in his chair.  “I still have two months left, though.  I
just started an upgrading course today for anyone who wants to
switch their specialty.  Maybe there’ll be some in this
batch.  After all, the Alphas don’t send wusses to the
Academy.”

“Yeah.  Most of the cadets have a reputation for being
pains in the ass.”

“That’s what I need; weres that are just this side of
rogue:  smart and aggressive, dominant yet still manageable
under the right leadership.”

“Well this is the place to look.  I tell you Reno, I’ve got
a couple cadets in my computer class that… ”

Reno let Brad talk while his attention shifted to studying the
ivy covered buildings, residences, parking lots, and pathways that
made up the Academy.  It was Lycan Link’s version of a
university combined with a training ground.  Many Lycans went
to ‘human’ schools, but some—usually the most dominant males and
some females—chose the Academy instead.

Reno laughed ruefully to himself.  Chose wasn’t
always the proper term.  To be sure, some came for academic
training in courses such as computers, medicine, or law—members of
that group were considered regular students.  Others, however,
were sent by the pack Alpha whether they wanted to go or not,
having been deemed either too unruly or having shown signs of
becoming future pack leaders.  They entered into the ‘cadet’
program, which was far more gruelling and strict.  In that
respect, the Academy served as a reform school and holding ground
for weres that didn’t fit into a pack’s present hierarchy.

In ancient times, such weres would simply have been killed or at
least driven from the pack and left to survive on their own. 
However, Lycans were considerably more enlightened now and the
Academy served as their second chance.  After training in how
to control their inner wolf, some of the cadets returned to serve
their packs in positions of authority, but not all were that
lucky.

There were cases where the pack Alpha still viewed the young
males as too great a threat and barred them from coming back which
left the now homeless Lycans in difficult circumstances.  They
could seek out a new pack, provided any would take them in. 
Some tried to establish their own packs while still others ended up
wandering the world as a rogue.  Lycan Link did its best to
take in as many as it could, finding them a spot in the vast
organization that served weres around the world.  While
working for Lycan Link wasn’t the same as living in a pack, it did
provide a refuge and sense of purpose.  Reno knew that from
personal experience.

“Have you checked out the Black Devils?”  Brad nudged him,
and Reno left his reverie behind to look where his friend was
pointing.  He focussed his gaze on three cadets who were
sprawled in the shade of a tree.  They appeared strikingly
similar from a distance.

“Black Devils?”  He frowned.  “I haven’t heard of
them.”

“They’ve been keeping a low profile lately, but they’re as black
as the ace of spades when they shift.”

Given their colouring that made sense so he nodded.  “What
about the devil part?”

Brad snorted.  “Campus gossip is that those three get into
more trouble than any three hundred cadets combined.  And
their interest in the local ladies contributes to the devil moniker
as well.”

Reno shrugged.  “High spirits are common here and dominant
males have to get the energy out somehow.”  He chuckled as he
mentally reminisced about his own experiences at the Academy. 
“My days here weren’t exactly pristine.”

“Yeah, well they do it better than anyone else.  Rumour
also has it that they’re possessed.  Devil-demons, if you know
what I mean.  Faster, sharper senses, more intuitive; they
could ace every course if they tried.”

“But they don’t?”

“Well, one does.  Kane.  He’s the youngest and most
serious of the lot and tries to keep the other two in check. 
Lord only knows what they’d get into otherwise.  He’ll likely
head home when he graduates and become a co-Beta.  His file
indicates he’s in line as the next Alpha if he just bides his
time.”

“Dipping into the files, Brad?”  Reno looked at his
companion out of the corner of his eye and murmured a slight
rebuke.

Brad grinned and shrugged his shoulders.  “Can I help it if
the security codes here are so easy to break?  Let’s just say
I was testing the system.”

“As long as you report the faults so they can be fixed. 
The Academy wouldn’t want the cadets tip-toeing through their
files.”  Reno knew only too well that it was a prank most
cadets attempted.  He’d done so himself and had never been
caught, but what he’d learned about his psychological profile had
been punishment enough.  ‘Potentially dangerous rogue,’ that
had been the conclusion of his entry tests.  Reading that
label had changed the course of his life.

“Okay, okay, I’ll tell the Academy.  Geez, you Enforcers
are sticklers for rules.”

“Occupational hazard.”

Brad rolled his eyes.  “So, I suppose you don’t want to
know about the other devils?”

Reno hesitated, however his curiosity got the better of
him.  “What did you learn?”

“One is named Ryne; he’s Kane’s half brother, and too cocky for
his own good.  He has potential as an Alpha, but if he’s up
against Kane, it won’t work unless he changes his attitude.  I
can see him heading out on his own one day, kicking around the
world before settling down, maybe even starting his own pack.”

Reno nodded.  He’d been in that boat once himself. 
His older brother had taken over the pack back home in Texas, but
with the knowledge of his own potentially rogue tendencies, he
hadn’t returned.  While he could have fought for the
leadership and possibly won, the peace and stability of the pack
would have been severely damaged.  In the end, he couldn’t do
that to his pack mates, even if it meant condemning himself to the
life of a rogue.  Thankfully, he’d found his place at Lycan
Link.  “What about the third one.  Is he part of the same
family?”

Brad shrugged.  “No one knows.  They look enough
alike, but he was found in a human orphanage.”

“He’s a half?”  Reno gave Brad a sharp look.  A
genetic quirk resulted in most half-breed Lycans being
female.  Not only that, half-breeds usually lacked the
ruthless dominance needed to meet the entry requirements for the
cadet program.

“Nope.  Full-blooded.  Someone noticed his scent in
amongst a group of orphanage children at a park.  Some
discreet investigating revealed he’d just been dropped off
there.  No background records at all.  His adoptive pack
speculates there was a pack war or natural disaster and he was a
lone survivor.”

“But to leave a Lycan pup in a human orphanage… ”  He shook
his head in disbelief.

“Hey, I didn’t say it was right or if that’s even what
happened.  It’s all just speculation.  Point is he was
found, taken in, and when the adoptive pack couldn’t handle him
anymore, he was sent here.  Actually, he’s been enrolled
longer than any other cadet.”

“I thought you said they were some of the best.  Why is he
taking so long to graduate?”

“He keeps screwing around.  Never passes the tests. 
As a matter of fact, if he messes up this time, the Dean is
threatening to kick him out pass or no pass.”  Brad shook his
head.  “Personally, I think he fails on purpose.  He
doesn’t have anywhere to go when he leaves, so he just keeps
hanging around.  And when he hooked up with those other two,
well…   This is home now, I suppose.”

“Nowhere to go, eh?”  Reno leaned forward, propping his
elbows on the table and studied the distant figure of the young
were.  “Is he Enforcer material?”

Brad smiled and took a sip of his coffee.  “I was hoping
you’d ask that question.  When I read his file, he struck me
as exactly what you need.  He’ll take a lot of training
though.  You’ll probably have to knock him down and put him in
his place more than a few times.”

“I can do that.”  Reno sat back and smiled.  He liked
a challenge.  “Hey, if this works out, I’ll owe you one.”

“Want to pay up in advance?”  Brad quirked an eyebrow at
him.

“How?”

“This girl I’ve been seeing—Tabitha—she has this friend named
Brandi who’s interested—”

A football came whizzing between them causing both men to jerk
backwards.  Seconds afterwards, a sheepish looking young man
appeared apologizing profusely.  Reno growled at him and then
exchanged a laughing look with Brad when the youngster took off
with his tail between his legs.

Still chuckling, Reno stood up.  “I’ve got to go.  I
have a class to teach in a few minutes.”

Brad nodded.  “Don’t forget about Brandi, though. 
I’ll point her out to you.”

Reno waved his hand negligently and went on his way.

 










Chapter 3

 


Lycan society is dominated by pack life.  A pack is
more than a large family.  Each member is highly dependent on
the others for nurturing and support.  When one member
falters, the whole pack suffers.  For this reason, pack
members are highly protective of each other, instinctively
recognizing that the common good supersedes personal wants and
desires.

Brandi yawned and stretched before complaining over her shoulder
to her roommate.  “Why would anyone bother explaining pack
life in a text book written for werewolves?  Isn’t it just a
tad redundant?  I mean it’s like explaining swimming to a
fish!  Why do we have to read about something we’ve
experienced every minute of our lives since we were born?”

Spinning around in her chair, she stared at her friend expecting
a quick reply.  Tabitha was usually up for a good debate, but
this time no response was forthcoming.  Long blonde hair hid
most of the girl’s face as she bent over her own textbook, her legs
curled up under her as she sat on the couch.

“Tabi?  Don’t you think studying pack life is
ridiculous?”  She issued the prompt again and eventually
Tabitha mumbled something, obviously lost in her own studies of
computer technology and not really listening.

Brandi sighed at the lacklustre response to her mini-rant. 
She’d really been hoping for something to distract her, but it
seemed nothing would be coming from that quarter.  With a
slight pout, she turned back to her book and began to read
again.

The Alpha is the designated leader and all other pack
members look to him for guidance.  He assumes his title either
by default from his sire or by earning the position through a
political voting process.  On rare occasions a leadership
challenge might occur which usually results in a fight to the
death, however this is less common in modern times.  Political
manoeuvring, even small campaigns within the pack, are becoming
more and more the norm when determining leadership.

Brandi rubbed her eyes and shook her head, trying to stay
awake.  The air in the small apartment was stuffy and far too
warm.  She shifted in her chair, adjusted the small fan so it
blew directly at her, and sat up straighter in the vain hope it
would help improve her concentration.  For the past few days,
her thoughts seemed to have been racing in a million different
directions at once, even interrupting her sleep, and she couldn’t
afford not to be at her best, not this close to exams.

Once an Alpha assumes his role, the mantle of responsibility
weighs heavily.  Alphas are charged with overseeing all that
occurs within the pack from the approval of matings and naming
ceremonies to the conducting of departing services.  They need
to ensure that sufficient sources of food and water are available
at all times as well as proper shelter from the elements. 
This entails obtaining and maintaining a territory of suitable size
to support the pack and protecting said territory from outside
threats.

One of an Alpha’s greatest challenges is dealing with those
rare Lycans that are classified as rogues—a designation not to be
applied too liberally due to its severe connotations.  A true
rogue lacks the proper pack mentality, is disruptive to the
established hierarchy, and can endanger the whole pack with its
aggressive behaviour and reckless ways.  An Alpha must keep
the well-being of the whole pack in mind when contemplating the
fate of a rogue and should employ a variety of intervention
techniques before resorting to banishment or termination.

Brandi scanned ahead a few paragraphs, debating about not
reading them, but her conscience pricked and she forced herself to
plod through every word.  Finals were the following day and it
would be just her luck that they’d ask for an essay on the role of
the Alpha.  Propping her chin in her hand, she continued to
read, the hypnotic ticking of the clock in the background making
her eyelids grow heavy.  Another yawn slipped past her
lips.

The Book of the Law is an Alpha’s most important
resource.  It contains the entire summation of Lycan wisdom
and should act as a guide for all of the Alpha’s decisions. 
Alphas need to maintain order within the pack’s ranks and ensure
that members are treated justly and equitably as outlined under the
Rights and Freedoms Act (revised Lycan Council annual meeting,
1956).

It is important to remember however, that the Book of the
Law was written by the ancient ones after years of persecution and
near extinction of the species.  Harsh times called for harsh
measures.  However, Lycan circumstances have improved
considerably over the past few centuries and as a result some laws
and clauses need to be interpreted with caution.  Alphas need
to reflect wisely on the spirit and intent of a law, rather than
the exact wording, before enacting it.  When in doubt, Alphas
are encouraged to look to their own Council of Elders or to contact
High Council at Lycan Link itself should clarification be
needed…

Suddenly Brandi’s whole body jerked and she sat up, hissing at
the pain that radiated from her neck and shoulders.  For a
moment she was disoriented, wondering why she was face down on her
desk rather than in bed, then it all came back to her and she
growled at herself for dozing off.

Looking around, she saw that Tabi was no longer ensconced on the
couch and the small apartment was quiet.  Forcing her bleary
eyes to focus, she stared at her watch.  Seven o’clock.

“Oh my gosh, I’ve slept through half the afternoon!”

There was no reply to her comment.  Was Tabi even
home?  Scrubbing her hands over her face, she stood up and
padded about the apartment looking for her roommate.

Nope, she wasn’t in the kitchen or the bathroom either.  A
soft tap on the girl’s bedroom door garnered no response, however
there was a note on the message board by the door.  ‘You were
sound asleep, so I let you be.  Gone with Brad.  Back in
the morning.’

Brandi frowned and shook her head in disbelief.  The night
before exams and her friend was out showing off her wide and varied
appreciation of the male form.  Brandi stared at the note and
pondered the name listed.  Brad?  Was that the same one
as last week?  Or had that one been named Ryne?  Not that
it mattered.  Tabitha could sample the male buffet all she
wanted.  Brandi had enough to do without keeping track of her
roommate’s love life.  Too much was riding on successfully
completing this last set of courses.

Her stomach growled reminding her she’d missed a meal, so she
grabbed her text book on the way through the living room and
propped it on the counter in the small kitchenette.  There
were still several sections she needed to read over.  With any
luck she could get through one while she prepared and ate a quick
meal.

The position of Beta follows that of the Alpha.  Betas
are charged with guarding the Alpha as well as enforcing his
edicts.  Betas are protectors of the pack.  They must be
strong and level-headed but also should possess a nurturing quality
and be prepared to assist pack members with problems should the
Alpha be unavailable.

While one Beta is the norm, an Alpha can choose to have
co-Betas should there be suitable candidates within the pack. 
This can be especially useful when a pack is very large and has
extensive resources to manage, whether they be land, money, or
both.

Brandi took a bite of her sandwich while still reading, then
reached for the can of soda she’d set nearby without bothering to
look up.  Fumbling for the container, she inadvertently
knocked it over, and the brown sugary liquid rushed across the
countertop.  Jumping to her feet and cursing, she lifted her
text book just a moment too late.

“Damn!  This might be the most boring book in history, but
I paid a lot for it!”  Grabbing a dish cloth, she dabbed at
the damp pages praying they’d still be readable.  After a
moment of panic it appeared the book was more durable than she’d
thought with only the margins being affected.  Setting the
book aside, she cleaned the counter with efficient swipes and moved
to the sink to rinse out the cloth.

A small window over the sink gave her a tempting view
outside.  The sun was just setting, faint tinges of orange and
pink slowly spreading across the sky while a slightly cooler breeze
whispered into the small apartment, fluttering the edges of the
curtains, and cooling her warm face.  She longed to abandon
her studies and make use of the grassy, park-like area that was
outside her dormitory.  Trees, benches, a baseball diamond,
several tennis courts, and a running track filled the space. 
Usually there were several students using the facilities, but on
this final night before exams it was eerily empty except for…

Reno Smith.  He was out there again.  Brandi squeezed
the dishcloth in her hands, water dripping between her clenched
fingers as her heartbeat accelerated.  Every evening he went
for a run at this time; had she subconsciously brought herself to
the window at just the right moment?  And did it even
matter?

She bit her lip and stared, drinking in each feature.  God,
he was such a hunk.  Just the sight of his hard lithe body
glistening with sweat made her feel weak at the knees.  A
dusting of hair covered his chest and arrowed down to disappear
under the low slung waistband of his gym shorts, shorts that did
little to conceal the interesting bits beneath.  Combine that
with her memory of their close encounter a few days earlier and she
was next thing to a puddle on the floor.

Tabi’s attempt to fix her up with the man had been utterly
ridiculous.  Reno didn’t need to hit on co-eds; certainly not
ones like herself who were a bit too well-rounded and not into
physical fitness.  She was lucky he hadn’t laughed in her face
at her pathetic attempts to ‘attack’ him in class. 
Thankfully, he hadn’t been an instructor a year earlier when she’d
taken her mandatory self-defence course.  Brandi suspected he
wouldn’t have passed her out of kindness like her own instructor
had.

Closing her eyes, she relived the moment Reno had pinned her to
the floor.  She could still vividly recall every second. 
His scent, the weight of his body, the wild look in his eye. 
And that brief moment, when he’d leaned in closer…   How could
the brush of his nose over her cheek be so erotic?  A shiver
ran through her at the memory and she licked her lips, the tip of
her tongue tingling as if she could actually taste the saltiness of
his skin.  What would it be like to hear a rumble of desire
rise from his chest and to feel his hard body pressed intimately
against her core?  Her breathing quickened and for a moment
she was sure she could actually hear his breathing, laboured from
exertion.

The memory faded and a new image took its place.  Reno was
staring down at her.  She could feel the touch of his fingers
as he ran his hands through her curls.  She swore she could
hear him murmuring in her ear, telling her how soft she felt
beneath him, how much he wanted to stroke her creamy skin, explore
her body, cup her curves and thrust…

The daydream faded and with a start Brandi realized that she was
rubbing her hands up and down her own thighs.  God, what was
she, some kind of a pervert?  She licked her dry lips and then
swallowed hard, pushing the erotic thoughts from her mind yet
unable to force her gaze from the scene below.  Instead, she
leaned even closer, pressing her heated cheek to the cool glass of
the partially opened window so she could continue to watch his
progress around the track.

The very first day he’d been at the Academy, she’d noticed
him.  An aura of power and suppressed danger had seemed to
surround him, immediately drawing her attention and causing others
in the hall to step to one side giving him clear passage. 
Tall and lean but obviously packed with muscle, his short brown
hair had a messy just-out-of-bed look, and the beginnings of a
beard had shadowed the lower half of his face.  Some might
have found him intimidating with his strong chin and nose, however
she thought he was fascinating.  So strong and confident, a
dominant male.

He’d passed right by her that day.  Their eyes had met for
a second and she’d noticed how he’d quickly looked her over. 
Her breath had caught in her throat and she’d given him a small
encouraging smile.  For a moment, she’d thought he’d curved
his lips in response as well, but his stride hadn’t faltered and
he’d passed on by.

She’d turned to watch him, admiring his rear view and the way
he’d walked.  It wasn’t cocky like so many of the cadets, just
self-assured, as if he knew exactly who he was and understood the
purpose of his life.  She liked that; knowing what you wanted
and where you were going were important to her.

For herself, she knew she wanted to help keep her people
safe.  Her vivid imagination made her exceptionally well
suited for fabricating the stories that were used to hide Lycan
existence.  Building scenarios, looking for flaws and
loopholes in stories, blending fact with fiction, and creating
rumours—most Lycans had no idea the exacting tasks that Damage
Control involved.  It was hard work but extremely satisfying
as she’d found out during her apprenticeship this past year.

Brandi watched until Reno was out of sight.  Her wolf
whimpered as he disappeared, begging that they go after him, rather
than staying inside.  She sighed.  The creature had no
understanding of why academics were important.

“Mooning over an unattainable man isn’t going to help me pass my
finals, you know.”

“But the male is—”

“Out of our league.  We need to put him out of our mind and
concentrate on what’s important.”  She finished the thought
before the wolf could.  “If we don’t pass, our chance at a
career is over.  We go back to Kolding’s Pass and end up mated
and stuck in the kitchen for the rest of our lives.  Is that
what you want?  To live and die in a pokey, old mining
town?”

Her wolf shuddered at the very thought and begrudgingly
subsided.

With a final look of longing towards where Reno had disappeared,
Brandi returned to her books.  Since Tabi had abandoned the
sofa, Brandi dropped down on it and arranged herself comfortably
before starting to read again.

For the most part, packs are allowed to function with a high
degree of autonomy.  However, Lycan Link does insist that
certain norms be followed.  It goes without saying that
following The Keeping is of primary importance as is following the
Rights and Freedom Act (revised Lycan Council annual meeting,
1956).

If Lycan Link has reasonable suspicion that essential
elements of the Book of the Law are being violated, it is within
its rights to send Enforcers to investigate.  Investigations
shall be pursued in a non-confrontational manner with due respect
to an Alpha’s authority.  At all times, Enforcers will conduct
themselves in a seemly manner that upholds the high standards of
Lycan Link and will strive to find equitable solutions that allow
the pack to remain intact.

Only if all reasonable solutions have failed will Lycan Link
move to takeover a pack.  The Alpha will be given due notice
of this process and can choose to have his case heard before High
Council.  The decision of High Council is binding. 
Lycans who flaunt a High Council decision may find themselves
facing charges and could be placed in a detention facility for an
undetermined amount of time.  Appeals are dealt with on a per
case basis in conjunction with recommendations made by the
attending Damage Control officer.

She let the book drop on her chest and stared across the
room.  Tomorrow she wrote the final test that would either
make or break her chance of being licensed as a certified Damage
Control officer.  Now twenty-two, she’d spent the last three
years preparing for the position and knew in her gut she could do
the job.  Proving it on paper was the final, yet hardest,
step.

Butterflies danced in her stomach at the thought of what passing
or failing could mean.  If her marks weren’t high enough,
she’d have to head back to the pack with her tail between her legs
and accept a mediocre position within the ranks.  A scout if
she was lucky, though it was more likely she’d be pushed into a
mating.

The very thought made her clench her fists.  Not that there
was anything wrong with being a mate and raising pups. 
Someday she even hoped to do that herself, but first she wanted to
do something with her life, to help Lycan society as a whole rather
than just her own pack.

She knew she was seen as an oddity within her very traditional
pack, the female that didn’t know her place, yet she couldn’t help
it.  It was who she was, who her wolf was.  And she
wasn’t so odd.  There were other females at the Academy. 
Not as many as the males, but some.

Finger combing her hair, she drew her knees up and turned to the
next topic in the book.  The evolution of the roles of
Enforcers and Damage Control officers…

 

24 hours later…

Inside the Academy pub, music pounded from speakers mounted on
all sides of the tiny dance floor.  Lights flashed in time
with the beat while Lycans, both male and female writhed to a
popular song.  Over the din of the music people laughed and
tried to carry on conversations with their friends, the mood in the
building celebratory.  Patrons filled almost every square foot
of floor space, the heat of many bodies packed together
contributing to the already rapid consumption of cold drinks. 
Waitresses skilfully wove their way through the crowds, trays laden
with glasses and pitchers balanced over their heads.

One such tray landed on the table in front of Brandi, the
contents of the glasses sloshing from side to side.  Those
sitting with her tossed a few bills into the kitty in the middle of
the table and the waitress swept it up with a nod and a grin,
pleased by their generous spirits.  Exams were done and
everyone was feeling carefree for the first time in months.

Tabitha grabbed a glass and stood up to make a loud enthusiastic
toast.  “To the end of exams, text books, and boring
instructors!”

“Woo hoo!”  Everyone cheered and banged the table top
before chugging back their beer.  Since they were in strictly
Lycan territory, the drinks were considerably stronger than what
would be found in a human bar.  As a result, a pleasant buzz
was affecting most of those present and the group was getting more
boisterous by the minute.

Brandi tipped her glass too far back and some of the liquid
dribbled down her chin.  She set her glass down with a bang
while simultaneously laughing and grabbing for napkins. 
Tabitha observed her predicament and teased her good naturedly.

“Forget how to drink, Brandi?”

“Yep!  I lost the skill.  Too busy studying.” 
Brandi leaned her head back against the leather cushions that
covered the booth and ran her fingers through her hair, feeling
pleasantly relaxed.  God, she’d had more to drink tonight than
she’d had in ages and yet it felt good to cut loose for a
change.  For three years she’d kept her mind focussed on her
career goals and tonight was her night to put all that aside and
just enjoy being young.  Tomorrow, she’d return to her
disciplined ways but for now…

Picking up her drink, she pressed the cold mug to her heated
cheek, closing her eyes for a minute and relishing the cool bits of
condensation trickling down her neck.  God, she hoped she made
it through the evening and didn’t have to bail.  She was so
hot and overtired, solid sleep having eluded her for a number of
days in a row.  Maybe the alcohol would help calm the voices
in her head and she’d be able to get her thinking straight
again!

“Were you busy studying books or studying instructors?” 
Tabitha jabbed her with an elbow and Brandi opened her eyes to
frown at her friend.

“What are you talking about?”

“You know.  Reno Smith.  The guy you have the hots
for?  You’ve watched him every second you could from the
moment he arrived on campus.”

“So?”  She sat up, folded her arm, and jutted her
chin.  “I was never in one of his classes and there’s no harm
in looking!”

“Looking isn’t as much fun as touching though.”  Tabi’s
sing-song voice should have warned Brandi something was up, but too
much alcohol and a lack of sleep had dulled her normally keen
senses.

She shook her head and made a slashing motion with her
hand.  “Tabi, he’s an instructor.  Definitely off
limits.  And you already tried to set something up when you
shoved me into his class last week.”  While the bruises on her
butt hadn’t lasted long, the ones to her ego still stung from the
encounter.

Tabi waved her hand negligently.  “So it didn’t work. 
It was just a one time setback.  That doesn’t mean you can’t
try again.  And the whole instructor-student taboo is just in
your head.  It doesn’t stop Brad and me.”

“Yeah, right.”  Brandi rolled her eyes.  “Nothing
stops you, but it’s a moot point.  Reno doesn’t even know I
exist.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”  Tabitha slid her eyes sideways and
Brandi followed the direction of her gaze.  Reno was across
the room, leaning against the bar and…   Oh God, he was
looking her way!

“Oh my gosh, I wonder if he saw me spill my beer!”  Brandi
slunk down in the booth and tried to disappear.

Tabitha grabbed her arm and pulled her back up.  “Why are
you hiding?”

“Because…   I don’t know…   Because he’s Reno!” 
Brandi sputtered not quite sure herself.  She was focussed on
a career, though lately just the thought of the man made her
lightheaded and it was more than the fact that Reno was a
legend.  As one of the up and coming Enforcers, rumour had it
he could be in charge of the whole unit one day if he’d only toe
the line a bit more.  His methods were effective but
unorthodox and Lycan Link reportedly reprimanded him as often as
they praised him.

No, his infamy wasn’t what was causing her heart to
flutter.  It was something else, though she couldn’t quite
figure out what.  She’d always been attracted to the man, but
now there was an actual pull that made her want to plaster herself
against him.  An obsession seemed to have overtaken her with
thoughts of Reno filling her mind both night and day.  Was it
all her wolf’s fault, she wondered?  The beast wouldn’t stop
talking about him—

“Well, pull yourself together because he’s coming this way.”

Brandi peeked over Tabitha’s shoulder and nearly died. 
Reno was coming her way, threading a path between the
various tables and groups of Lycans.  Oh hell!  She
watched him cross the room, his stride as smooth as that of any
predator.  His low-riding faded jeans emphasized his trim
hips, powerful thighs, and long legs while his t-shirt stretched
over his chest outlining the well-toned muscles beneath.  His
hair wasn’t too short or too long and had the slightly messy look
about it that she found especially appealing.  Clenching her
fists, she could imagine how it would feel to comb her fingers
through the brown locks, to clutch them in her hands while guiding
his oh-so-kissable mouth towards her own.  Warmth swept over
her body and a whimper threatened to escape her lips as her
imagination took an erotic flight of fancy.  How could one man
look so amazingly hot and not appear to be even slightly aware of
it?

“He’s probably looking at someone else.”  She nibbled her
lip, afraid that it was true while at the same time afraid that it
wasn’t.

“Uh-uh.  It’s you.  You know how I know?”

“How?”  Brandi forced her gaze from Reno’s approaching form
to her friend.  She dreaded hearing the answer; her sluggish
instincts were trying to warn her of something but…

Tabitha leaned closer and whispered in her ear.  “I told
him you were interested.”

“You didn’t!”  She stared at the other girl in horror.

Tabitha grinned looking extremely pleased with herself. 
“Sure I did.  Well, actually I had Brad tell him since they’re
friends and that’s what friends are for.  You’re probably
leaving tomorrow and I can’t let you go without having a chance to
get it on with the guy you’ve been ga-ga about for ages.  What
kind of friend would I be if I let that happen?”

Brandi grabbed Tabitha’s arm.  “What did you have Brad say
to him?”  Knowing Tabi, it was probably something
mortifying.

Shaking free of Brandi’s grip, Tabitha laughed.  “Nothing
bad, just that you’d like to meet him.  Now come on, up you
get!”  With that Tabitha stood up and, with the help of a few
others at the table, pulled Brandi out of the booth and to her
feet.  “Go get him, girl!”  Tabitha shoved Brandi forward
with a laugh and the rest of the group whistled and called
encouraging words.

Brandi took a few stumbling forward steps while still glaring
back at her supposed friends and then ran into something very, very
hard.  Her whole body hummed with awareness and even before
she looked she knew who it had to be.

 










Chapter 4

 


“Hey!”  Reno put out his hands to steady the young woman
who had literally bumped into him.  His fingers encircled her
upper arms, lightly gripping the soft flesh.  She turned to
stare up at him, her long hair swinging around her shoulders and
brushing over his hands.  In the muted illumination, with
coloured lights flashing all around, it had been hard to make out
the girl’s features from a distance.  Brad had pointed her out
to him, but he’d only had a general impression of a female tucked
in the back corner of a booth.

Now that they were face to face, his attention was immediately
caught by her hair.  Long, red, and a mass of curls.  He
had a brief impulse to run his fingers through the flowing tresses
but managed to control himself, despite the tingling of his
palms.  Instinctively, he inhaled taking in her scent. 
And that’s when it hit him with all the subtle impact of a mule
kick.  It was the same girl!

His muscles tightened, his body hardened, and his skin seemed to
prickle in anticipation.  It was only when she gave a squeak
of pain that he belatedly realized he’d clenched his hands while
still holding her arms.  Loosening his grip, but not quite
letting go—his hands refused to obey him—he stepped back so they
weren’t touching, hoping she hadn’t felt his erection. 
Nothing like being overly eager, he scorned himself mentally. 
“You’re Brandi, right?”

“Um… ”  Her expression was a strange mixture of shock,
horror, and interest.  She glanced back at the booth she’d
just exited and then turned back to him.

Reno was aware that several pairs of eyes were trained upon him
however he ignored them in favour of watching the way the tip of
the girl’s tongue slipped out of her mouth to wet her lush
lips.  He imagined how they’d feel against his mouth; the way
he’d gently suck on the lower one, then nibble and soothe, the way
they’d taste…   When she spoke, he had to force himself to
lift his gaze.

“Yeah.  I’m Brandi.  Brandi Johansson.”

He frowned.  Johansson?  Hadn’t the girl been named
Jones?

“You… er… beat me up last week.”

“I beat you up?”  Reno felt his eyebrows shoot upwards at
her description of the encounter.  Yep, if he’d had any
doubts, they were gone now.  She was definitely the same
girl.  Damn, he didn’t know if he was pleased or not. 
He’d been trying unsuccessfully to forget her, yet here she was
standing right in front of him as tantalizing in real life as in
his lust-filled memories.

For some reason—perhaps self-preservation—he felt the need to
downplay the impact the encounter had had on him so he faked a
frown as if searching his memory.  “Ah…   That’s
right.  You were the last minute stand-in for my self-defence
class.”

Her head bobbed up and down and she gave a tentative
smile.  “That was me.”

His fingers tightened around her arms again as he recalled the
encounter he’d been trying to push to the back of his mind. 
As a random last minute opponent, she’d been less than effective
and he’d evaded her attempts to fell him with little effort. 
It had been all he could do not to roll his eyes in derision. 
She’d relied on basic moves anyone with a modicum of skill could
counter.  He remembered thinking he’d have to speak to whoever
had run the course previously about the need to upgrade
expectations when she’d charged at him.  The impact had barely
made him step back, but it had brought their bodies into direct
contact and that was when he’d felt it, when his wolf had surged
forward.  Desire, lust, sexual attraction—whatever name you
wanted to give it—had flared to life, dazing him with its strength
and bringing his wolf dangerously close to the surface.

It had knocked him sufficiently off kilter that he’d slipped
into auto-pilot, instinctively flipping her onto the ground before
dropping down beside her.  But then he’d frozen, stunned by
the image she’d presented; a beautiful female laid out before him
just waiting to be taken by a conquering male. While he’d
contemplated how a nocturnal fantasy had turned into reality, she’d
taken advantage of his momentary lapse and almost gotten
away.  Only by yanking her back and rolling on top of her had
he managed to hold her down, though the position had done little to
decrease his growing awareness of her.

She’d begun to struggle in earnest then, kicking and even
scratching him.  Her squirming had heightened his lust even
more.  His heart had begun to pound, his awareness that it was
just a demo had faded.  When he’d finally subdued her, a rush
of desire had torn through him.

Her body had been soft and yielding under his.  Her
scent—heady and sweet—had drifted up, teasing his nostrils,
stirring his wolf even more.  And her eyes—sea green and
framed with thick lashes—had gazed up at him with fear, desire… and
submission.

That look had hit him like a punch in the gut.  His body
had instantly hardened and he hadn’t been able to resist leaning
closer and absorbing more of her sweet scent.  For a moment
he’d wondered if she tasted as good as she smelled and when she’d
tilted her head, offering him her neck, he’d slipped out his tongue
for a quick lick.  His wolf had rumbled in approval, urging
him to bite and claim what was theirs.  Only years of training
and practise in overriding his beast had saved him from making an
enormous mistake.  At the last minute he’d drawn back,
assuming his professional mask and ignoring the aching of his
body.

The cadets hadn’t been aware of what had gone on before their
eyes.  Reno wasn’t even sure how much the girl had
realized.  She’d felt something, he was sure.  He’d seen
the wolf stirring in her own eyes, smelled the desire beginning to
waft from her, but on a conscious level had she wanted him, or had
it been just an instinctive reaction?  Right after the demo
she’d left and while he’d debated about looking for her later,
common sense had kept him from engaging in a pursuit.  Any
attraction between them was pointless.  She was a student and
he was an instructor.  He didn’t want to cross that
complicated boundary nor did he have room for anyone in his life
that wasn’t a casual encounter.

Now he found himself with her in his arms again.  Were the
gods being kind or cruel?  His wolf whined its interest,
obviously wanting to spend time in her company.  He wavered,
weighing the pros and cons.  Well, perhaps his wolf did
deserve some consideration after all.

Reno quirked his mouth and nodded, deciding to see where the
encounter would go.  A few minutes in the female’s presence
should be safe.  “So… ” He allowed a slow smile to spread over
his lips.  “Your name is Brandi.  Unusual.”

“Brandy’s fancier than
moonshine.”            

“Pardon?”  He blinked wondering what she was talking
about.

She rolled her eyes.  “It was my father’s idea.  I’m
from a small town in the mountains—you know, hillbillies, stills
for making moonshine, that sort of stuff?  Well, when I was
born my mama said she wanted a fancy name for me, that her daughter
wasn’t going to be as common as moonshine.  My father said
brandy was fancier than moonshine.”

“And the name stuck.”

“Something like that.”

He gave a soft chuckle at the silly tale then decided to bring
the conversation around to the real reason they were meeting. 
“Brad mentioned that you’re interested in talking to me.”

She paled, then flushed and he wondered why.  Was she
embarrassed about their first encounter?  It certainly hadn’t
been her most stellar moment in showing off her skills.  Or
perhaps it was the attraction between them that had her
flustered?

Someone jostled him from behind bringing him back to awareness
of his surroundings.  Reno glanced about and frowned. 
“This isn’t the best place to talk.  Why don’t we sit over
there where it’s quieter?”  He nodded his head towards a table
near the back, then took her by the elbow and led her away before
she could answer.

Once they were sitting down, he gestured for a waitress. 
“What are you drinking?  Beer?”  She jerked her head in
agreement and after placing the order he turned to look at her
speculatively.  “So…   I hear you’re interested—”

Her face turned bright red again, but she seemed to find her
voice.  “Look, I don’t know exactly what Tabitha told you, but
I’m finding it sort of embarrassing that she actually had Brad talk
to you about this.”  She picked up a napkin from the table and
began to twist it with her fingers.

Reno eased back in his seat and stretched out his legs, crossing
them at the ankle.  “No need to be embarrassed.  This
happens to me all the time.”  He flashed her a crooked smile
and infused his voice with a bit of his Texas drawl, hoping to put
her at ease; she really did seem uptight.  Was she recalling
their ‘fight’ and thinking he’d attack again?

“Really?”  Her eyebrows shot up higher than he thought
possible.  God, she looked cute.

He gave a one shouldered shrug.  “Sure.  Lots of weres
are interested in what it’s like to be an Enforcer and I don’t mind
talking about my job, though I’ve never met a female who wanted to
join up.”

“Your job?”  Her brow wrinkled.  “You think I want to
become an Enforcer?”  She blinked at him, looking puzzled
before her face cleared and a grin slowly appeared.  Laughter
bubbled from her lips and she slumped back in her seat suddenly
appearing relaxed.

“What’s so funny?”  He raised an eyebrow, not getting the
joke, but enjoying the sound of her merriment.

Brandi waved her hand between the two of them. 
“This.  Tabitha told you I was interested—”

“Well, technically it was Brad.  She said something to him
about it and he passed the message along.”

“Hmm…   Well, either Brad misheard or she deliberately
misled him and this is all part of a prank.”  Brandi turned in
her seat and looked back at the booth occupied by her
friends.  None of them appeared to be watching.  “Perhaps
it was just a misunderstanding,” he heard her mutter.

Reno cocked his head, wondering what was going on.  “So…
  You’re not interested in being an Enforcer?”

“No!”  She sounded almost horrified at the idea.

“Well, that’s a relief.”

“A relief?  Why?”  She sat up straight again and gave
him a hard stare.

“You’d never make it as an Enforcer.  You’re self-defence
skills are below par and—”

“That’s not very nice.”  She frowned at him, indignation
radiating from her.

He gave a shrug and continued on, never having been one to hold
his punches when it came to evaluating skill levels.  If
people thought he wasn’t tactful, too bad.  They could blame
it on his rogue tendencies.  “Sorry, but it’s the truth and
it’s dangerous for you to go around thinking you have any skill in
that area.  I’m surprised you passed the basic course.” 
When she bit her lip and shifted her gaze, he looked at her with
narrowed eyes.  “Or did you?”

“I passed… sort of.”  Brandi squirmed when he continued to
stare and finally continued.  “All right, it was a mercy
pass.”  She looked down at the table top and then peered up at
him as if ashamed at having been caught.  “The instructor knew
I was trying hard and really needed the credit.”

Reno sighed and thought he should reprimand her, however the way
she looked up at him through her lashes appealed to his softer
side—wherever that had come from!  He found himself giving an
understanding nod.  “I won’t say anything, but you should
consider retaking the course.”

“I do much better in my wolf form.”  She lifted her chin a
bit and sat up straighter as she made her pronouncement.

“Don’t we all?  But phasing into a wolf isn’t always
possible, so knowing a few human defence tricks never hurts.” 
He allowed his lips to curve into a faint smile to take the sting
out of his words while considering her carefully.  “So if
you’re not interested in Enforcement, what was your friend talking
about?”

“She meant I was interested in… ”  Her voice trailed off
and she suddenly seemed to be absorbed by a napkin she’d been
holding, smoothing out the wrinkles and then carefully folding
it.  Reno found himself enjoying the way her cheeks stained
red.  Not his usual sort—he  tended to choose tall
blondes like Tabitha, Brad’s latest girlfriend—but this little
rounded package was… different.  For one thing her red hair
was fascinating.

When she didn’t continue, he prompted her.  “Interested in…
?”

“You.”  The word was spoken so quietly he almost missed
it.

He cocked his head and analyzed her answer with professional
detachment. She wasn’t just another groupie looking for the thrill
of getting it on with an Enforcer.  No, embarrassment and the
thinnest edge of hope laced her voice.  Not a good sign. 
There were still some shades of naiveté about her.  Definitely
not the kind of female he needed to get entangled with.

“Oh.”  Okay, time to back off and let her down easy, he
told himself.  No strings, no attachments.  That was his
motto.  “Now that’s a coincidence.  I think I’m
interested in you, too.”  Reno blinked in surprise. 
Where the hell had that come from?  He’d had no intention of
saying that!

Brandi stood up.  Setting down the remainder of the napkin
she’d ended up shredding with her fingers.  “Look, I’m sorry
to have wasted your time.  This is all just a big—” She
stopped as his words must have suddenly registered and stared at
him in surprise.  “You’re what?”

“Um… ”  He paused not sure what to say, but his basic
honesty prevented him from allowing her to think she’d
misheard.  “I’m interested in you too.  I haven’t met
many red-headed wolves before.”  A little qualifying of his
answer couldn’t hurt, he assured himself.

Brandi gave him a funny look and slowly sat back down. 
“Oh.  Yeah.  It’s pretty unusual.  It’s not quite as
red when I shift, though.”  She tucked her hair back behind
her ears, then seemed to realize what she was doing and dropped her
hands into her lap.

Reno smiled at her obvious nervousness.  Yep, this was
definitely more entertaining than he’d thought it would be. 
When his friends—fellow instructors—said they were going out for
the night, he’d envisioned having a beer or two at a sports bar and
watching a game on a big screen TV.  The Academy pub had come
as a surprise, though perhaps not totally unpleasant.  Being
surrounded by fellow Lycans allowed one to relax and act natural
without fear of discovery.

Later in the evening, when Brad had sought him out and reminded
him of his promise to talk to Tabitha’s friend, he’d figured it
would just be a quick chat.  After all, a female Enforcer was
unheard of.  Now he hoped the conversation would take a lot
longer.  His conscience pricked him, but he told it to shut
up.  There was no harm in a little conversation.  He
wasn’t promising her anything.

Their drinks arrived and surprisingly enough she did ask him
about his job as an Enforcer.

“So is it true what they say?”  She was looking at him
speculatively while taking a sip of her beer.

“Is what true?”

“That most Enforcers would be too dangerous to have in a normal
pack?”  No sooner had she uttered the words than she winced
and ducked her head, seeming regretful.  “I’m sorry.  I
shouldn’t have asked something so personal.”

Reno shrugged and gave a dry laugh.  “Don’t worry about
it.  It’s nothing new and yeah, most Enforcers are borderline
rogues, ready to go over the edge if we’re not kept in line.”

“Rogues?  That’s awfully harsh.”  She frowned at his
words.  “I’ve always envisioned Enforcers more as frustrated
Alphas that didn’t have a pack to use up all their protective
energies.”

A frustrated Alpha.  Huh.  Is that what you are,
buddy?  He asked the wolf inside himself before focussing back
on the female sitting across from him.  “You’re trying to put
a pretty spin on a harsh reality.  For most Enforcers, our
innate personality makes us aggressive.  We want to lead and
dominate, but a pack can only have one Alpha and they don’t usually
want to give up the position.”

“So in the interest of pack peace, you choose to leave your
home.  You put the needs of the pack first.”

“Or we’re forced out before we become a threat.”  He
shrugged, feeling uncomfortable with how she was trying to elevate
his particular brand of wolf to something nobler than it was. 
He knew the facts, having seen his assessment file when he entered
the Academy all those years ago.  Learning he’d been
classified as potentially dangerous was a shock, but he preferred
reality to fantasy.  It wasn’t a pretty label, but he’d
learned to accept it and had made the best of his life.

She frowned, obviously not happy with his interpretation of the
facts and he tried to reassure her.

“Hey, it’s not that bad.  Lycan Link is a great place to
live.  I have some good friends there, enjoy my job—”

“But it makes no sense.  If all the Enforcers are these
dangerous near-rogue types, how is it that you aren’t always
fighting?”

“There are confrontations, believe me.  Some have more
trouble integrating than others—there’s even a screening process to
see if potential Enforcers can handle being around the others—but
with no real ‘pack’ to fight over it’s easier and we’re kept busy
dealing with situations all over the continent.  Besides that,
the captain is uber-dominant and keeps us all in line.”  Reno
chuckled thinking of all the times the man had literally wiped the
floor with one or another of the men when they’d become too
cocky.

He spent the next while entertaining her with tales of his life
as an Enforcer, sharing a few of his more interesting cases before
moving on to how instructor stints compared to being in the
field.

Just as he was going to ask her what she’d been studying at the
Academy her friends arrived to drag her onto the dance floor. 
She looked at him apologetically, but he waved her on her
way.  It gave him some time to study her, to watch how she
moved, to note the way her eyes reflected her emotions as she
talked to her friend.  No doubt she was scolding the other
girl for setting her up.  Both of the girls looked his way and
he raised his glass in a mock toast.

The blonde—Tabitha—was laughing and seemed to be encouraging
Brandi to do something.  Brandi looked hesitant, nibbling her
lip and shooting more glances his way.  Eventually she nodded,
agreeing to whatever Tabitha was proposing, then the two
disappeared from his view as a group of Lycans passed by.  The
next time Reno saw the girls they were dancing and the
issue—whatever it had been—seemed to have been resolved.

Reno narrowed his eyes as he watched her.  She twirled
around, her long red hair like a fiery curtain, the tendrils
swaying back and forth.  The colour fascinated him and he
wondered what it would be like to have it brushing over his body,
to run his hands through it while sampling her mouth.

He sipped his beer, considering the situation.  He was an
instructor, albeit a temporary one, yet during their brief
conversation she’d indicated this was a celebratory night as her
studies were now over.  Plus she’d never been in any of his
courses—except as a temporary assistant—so there really was no
problem if they chose to associate.

Oh yes there was, his nobler half reminded him.  Enforcers
don’t get attached.  The lifestyle isn’t conducive to
relationships.  But, the devil in him persuaded, who said he
and Brandi had to have a long term relationship?  She was
interested in him.  He found her attractive.  A casual
encounter might be all she was after.  She knew what he was,
even if she did try to put a sympathetic spin on it.

All through his mental wrangling his wolf remained quiet, though
the idea of a quick roll in the hay had its tail thumping. 
Ever since he’d pinned the girl down, the creature wanted to do it
again.  He smiled indulgently.  The beast loved nothing
more than the thrill of the hunt followed by dominating its
prey.  Running a finger over the spot where she’d scratched
him, he recalled how she’d submitted to him, lifting her chin, and
exposing her throat.  A soft growl rumbled in his chest.

Brandi turned about as she danced and ended up facing his way,
her eyes closed, obviously lost in the song.  Her body
undulated to the tempo and his own flared to life again. 
Damn.  Was she deliberately being provocative or… ?  He
stared at her, shivers of desire afflicting his groin, his wolf
becoming increasingly alert, testing the air to catch her
scent.

Lycans surrounded them yet her scent was all too easy to
find.  In the short time they’d sat together, he’d registered
it and it was just as incredible now as it had been that first time
he’d encountered her in his class.  Heady and sweet, it
reminded him of the drink she’d been named after.

“So what do you think?”  Brad slid into a seat beside him,
while placing two beers on the table.

“About the girl?  She’s okay.”  Reno picked up the
fresh drink and gave a negligent shrug.

“No, I meant the Black Devils.”  Brad gestured, and Reno
forced himself to shift his focus.

The three young men Brad had pointed out to him the other day
were leaning against the bar, surrounded by a group of young
females, all obviously vying for attention.  Some were co-eds
while others were likely members of the home pack who had come to
enjoy the end of term celebrations.

Kane was only showing a passing interest in the attention being
bestowed upon him.  He smiled politely at the young blonde
talking to him while Ryne could be heard making inappropriately
suggestive comments, which caused the girls to giggle.  It was
Damien that drew his attention, however.

The kid was slowly sizing up each female, a smirk on his face as
if he knew he only had to make a choice and the girl would fall in
with his plans.  Reno narrowed his eyes.  Yep, Damien was
smirking, yet there was something else there as well.  A
tiredness or cynicism as if he’d played out this scene too many
times and did it out of habit rather than any real interest.

Damien glanced up and caught Reno watching him.  Across the
distance a silent battle of wills began.  Their gazes locked,
neither willing to look away.  Reno forced back the smile
hovering on the edge of his lips.  The kid had more than his
fair share of guts.  Not many Lycans were brave enough—or
foolish enough—to try and stare him down.

One of the young women near Damien, tired of his inattention,
boldly reached up, and kissed him.  Damien obliged her by
grasping the back of her head and kissing her enthusiastically, but
part way through he looked up towards Reno and winked before
returning his attention to the girl.

Reno burst out laughing.

“What?”  Brad looked puzzled, having missed the exchange in
favour of staring at the women dancing before him.

“Nothing.”  Reno didn’t bother trying to explain the
incident to the other man.  “I was just enjoying the antics of
my next recruit.”

Brad glanced towards the Black Devils.  “Damien’s agreed to
work with you?”

“Not yet.  But he will.”  Reno spoke with
assurance.  The kid reminded him of himself.  He’d take a
lot of work, but in the end it would be worth it.  Damien
would make a damn good Enforcer and in return, Lycan Link would
provide him with a home, something he’d be hard pressed to find in
the real world.  Reno couldn’t imagine many Alphas willingly
taking the kid in.

“So how’d you make out with Brandi?”  Brad’s attention had
wandered back to the dance floor.

“Fine.  She doesn’t want to be an Enforcer though.” Reno
raised his brows and looked at his friend.  “Funny how you
managed to mishear that.”

“Yeah, well… ”  Brad shrugged.  “I had to keep Tabi
happy.  And it isn’t as if Brandi’s hard on the eyes.  I
mean, if I wasn’t with Tabi, I’d be after her tail myself.”

Unbidden a snarl rose in Reno’s throat and Brad shot him a
look.  Reno quickly took another drink to hide his own
surprise.  Dammit, every time he thought he had the roguish
beast under control it would rise up and try to gain the upper
hand.  And since when did his wolf get that riled up over a
casual female?

“Feeling a bit possessive?”  Brad smirked.

Reno narrowed his eyes, his wolf very near the surface and quick
to take offence.  “And what if I am?”

“Nothing.”  Brad shifted in his chair and looked away,
instinctively backing away from a more dominant wolf.  “I just
didn’t think you’d be that interested in her given your track
record.  You’re known for your one night stands with no
strings attached.”

“You’re right.”  Reno looked down noting how his fingers
clenched the glass he held, surprised it hadn’t shattered under the
force of his grip.  It wouldn’t be the first time.  He
inhaled deeply and forced his wolf down.  There was no reason
to get in a fight with Brad over a girl he’d just met.  “I
usually don’t go after little co-eds.”

Brad looked relieved that the situation was easing and quickly
resumed his easy grin.  “That’s because you have
scruples.  But neither she nor Tabi are students anymore, so
they’re fair game now.”

“Only now?”  He quirked an eyebrow.  “Then why were
you seeing Tabitha last week when she was still a student in your
class?”

“I was looking to the future, Reno.  I’m a planner.”

“You’re an idiot.”  Reno shook his head at the man’s
logic  and then changed topics.  “Did you know she’s the
girl that helped me out with my demo class last week?”

“No.  Really?”  Brad gave Brandi a puzzled
stare.  “I thought you said you couldn’t even remember
her.  That she was a dud or something.”

“Her fighting skills sucked, but I remember the hair.”  He
didn’t add that he also vividly recalled the feeling of her soft
breasts crushed against his chest as he lay on top of her, of
feeling her breath skitter over his face and of being surrounded by
her scent.

“Maybe you could offer to ‘tutor’ her in self-defence.  You
know, a little one on one wrestling.”  Brad gave him a sly
look.

Reno made a non-committal noise, still thinking about being
pressed closely against Brandi.  His wolf rumbled its approval
and strained to get free again wanting to be nearer the female that
had caught its interest.

“She scratched you, didn’t she?”

“Yeah.”  Reno ran a finger over his cheekbone, reliving the
moment when she’d drawn blood and his wolf had sprung to life,
ready to reciprocate.

Brad grinned.  “If you’re lucky she might leave some more
marks on you before the night is over.”

Reno suddenly focussed back on the train of conversation and,
realizing Brad’s brain was in the gutter, reached over and smacked
him hard on the shoulder.  The action only elicited a laugh
from the man.

“Whatever.  I’m off to get Tabi.  Hope you get to do
some ‘tutoring’ with Brandi tonight.  Maybe you can show her
some new moves.”  Brad winked and left, leaving Reno trying to
push the images evoked by those words out of his head.

He couldn’t be too upset with Brad.  After all, it turned
out the man had done him a favour.

His wolf rumbled in approval as he continued to watch Brandi
dance.  The sound of the music, the din of conversation, and
the clink of glasses faded into the background as he became
mesmerized by her movements.  Only the deep bass throb of the
drums had any impact on him.  It thundered in his ears,
matching the beat of his heart and the ever increasing throb in his
groin.

Unexpectedly, Brandi opened her eyes and he found himself
staring directly into a pool of sea green.  She faltered,
almost coming to a stop before recovering and continuing to
dance.  However, her gaze remained locked with his and he made
no attempt to hide the lust that he knew must be blazing in his
eyes.

Her hips moved, breasts swaying from side to side.  Another
rumble rose in his chest as the ache in his body grew.  The
primitive background music swelled, surrounding him, summoning the
wild creature inside him, and uniting with it.

Reno wasn’t a dancer yet he found himself moving to join
her.  He clasped her hips with his hands, bringing her closer
to him.  Their bodies touched, retreated, then touched
again.  She ran her hands up his arms to his shoulders,
finally resting her palms against his chest.  The heat of her
touch burnt into him and his breath caught in his throat.

God, what was coming over him?  He wasn’t some young pup
who got randy at the sight of any passable female.  Closing
his eyes, he inhaled deeply seeking some self-control, but her
scent filled his nostrils instead, pulling him even deeper under
her intoxicating spell.

Unable to resist, he held her tight, grinding their hips
together, making his desires known.  He felt her body jerk,
her quick inhalation a quiet hiss as she registered his
arousal.  Leaning even closer, he nuzzled her neck and spoke
directly into her ear, his voice rough with need.

“Feel what you do to me.”

She clenched her hands where they rested on his chest, her nails
scraping lightly through the material.  A groan escaped his
lips.  Her muscles tensed, and after a pause, she answered
breathily.  “Me too.”

“Really?”  He leaned back and studied her flushed face, her
heavy lidded eyes.  Through her thin t-shirt he could see her
erect nipples.  It was like a punch to his gut and he
tightened his grip on her even more.  “Do you want to
leave?”

She hesitated and seemed about to look around for her friends
then apparently changed her mind.  A quick nod was followed by
a husky “Yes.”

Her acquiescence notched his desire up even more and he barely
registered how they left the bar or got to his car.  “Your
place or… ?”

“Mine.  It’s close by and no one will be home.  Tabi’s
staying at Brad’s.”  There was a faint trembling in her voice
and he reached out to hold her hand as he drove, following her
directions.  Once he’d parked his car outside her dorm, he
turned to face her.  It was hard to see in the shadowy
interior, but he could sense her nervousness.

“If you’ve changed your mind… ”  He paused, giving her an
out, but she shook her head and surprised him by taking his face in
her hands and kissing him thoroughly.

The feel of her warm mouth was his undoing.  Unclasping his
seatbelt, he twisted around and gathered her close.  He teased
her lips intending to go slow, but when she opened for him he
couldn’t help himself.  Slipping his tongue inside the warm
cavern, he stroked and explored, the tang of alcohol mixing with
her sweetness.

He slid his hands around her body and leaned in, pressing her
back against the seat.  She shifted around and rubbed her calf
against his leg while skimming her hands up and down his
back.  Grabbing the edge of her shirt, he pulled it up then
smoothed his palm over her stomach.  It quivered at his touch
and excitement flared within him.  His wolf narrowed its eyes,
intent on its goal.  A growl rose in his throat and she
responded with a whimper, clutching him even more closely. 
She was eager, nervous yet willing.

“Yes,” his wolf murmured.  “A female for
us.”

Reno broke the kiss and gave his head a small shake, warning his
wolf to remain controlled before returning to nuzzle Brandi’s
neck.  He couldn’t seem to get enough of her scent, inhaling
deeply so that it filled him, reaching out to every corner of his
being.  It wrapped around him, breaking down his reserves and
he revelled in the sense of freedom that burst to life inside
him.

“She is for us.  With her we can be ourselves, wild and
unrestrained.”  The beast within growled at him, but
before he could respond, Brandi pulled his mouth to hers again and
the sliding of lips and tongues made all else fade from his
mind.

Soon their hearts were pounding, their hands pulling at the
barrier of cloth that separated them.

Breaking the kiss, Brandi gasped.  “Inside.  Now.”

They stumbled from the car and moved to her apartment. 
Reno had only the vaguest impression of her home—cheap furnishing,
a student’s dwelling—before she led him to her bedroom.  As
the door clicked shut, desire took over until all that existed was
the inferno of feeling between them.

How they ended up naked on her bed he didn’t know or care. 
She was there beneath him, her hair spread out on the pillows like
a fiery halo, her green eyes staring up at him hungrily.  Her
skin gleamed in the moonlight that illuminated the room, every
curve seductively calling for him to worship her.

How could one female be so beautiful?  So desirable? 
He skimmed his hands down her body, her moans of delight driving
his own desire ever higher until he could barely think.  She
was everything he’d ever dreamed of, warm and soft and lush.

Only at the last minute did he remember to don a condom before
sliding between her willing thighs and sinking slowly into her hot
body.  As her walls enclosed his throbbing shaft and her gasp
filled his ears, he shuddered, fighting against his wolf’s urgings
to possess, to mark…

Reno moved his hips deliberately, drawing out the moment,
listening to her sighs and moans of pleasure.  The sound
wrapped around his heart, but he couldn’t concentrate enough to
wonder why.  Feeling was all that existed.  A delightful
pressure was building inside him, starting at the base of his
spine, and expanding with every slow thrust.

Skin sliding against skin, warm and wet.  Panting breaths,
inarticulate sounds.  Brandi was clutching at his back, urging
him onward while his own wolf was pushing impatiently at the
restraints he imposed.

The animal wanted out.  His jaw ached as his canines
partially extended.  Reno shook his head and tried to force
them back.  No.  No biting.  Despite the command he
found himself shifting position.  His hands were no longer on
her hips; they were bracing his weight on either side of her
head.  He was leaning forward, eyes focussed on the slim
column of her neck.

Brandi whimpered, her head thrown back, her throat
exposed.  He licked the vein at the side, then ran his teeth
over the area not breaking the skin, but wanting to,
desperately.  His body shook with the need and he jerked his
head back, clenching his jaw.

What the hell was going on?  A moment of clarity had him
questioning his own actions.  This had never happened to
him!  His hands fisted and he shook his head trying to clear
his mind.  Focus on this, he told himself as he gave a hard,
deep thrust.  The wetness, the heat, the clenching of her body
around his as she started to climax.  Brandi dug her nails
into his skin and he welcomed the small erotic pain.

“Reno… ?”  There was a hint of panic her voice.  He
blinked, sweat stinging his eyes as he tried to see her
clearly.  Her pupils were dilated, a hint of canines showed
between her parted lips.  It was so damned sexy.  “Reno,
what… ?”  Brandi licked her lips and tried to continue, but
apparently couldn’t.  She rolled her head from side to side,
then stiffened and cried out.

For a moment he watched her come.  Just knowing he’d driven
her to such a loss of control filled him with deep satisfaction
while at the same time, driving his own desire impossibly
higher.

He gave into his own need then, dropping his head into the crook
of her neck.  Giving up the fragile hold he had on his
control, he began pistoning even harder and faster, the primitive
search for pleasure dominating his mind and blocking out all
else.  When his own release came, it was explosive and freeing
as nothing had ever been before.  He groaned deeply, a long
drawn out shudder wracking him as his seed spilled from his
body.

Collapsing on top of her, he struggled to draw in air.  His
heart was pounding and his thinking was fuzzy.  God, that had
been like nothing he’d ever experienced before.

For all that he wanted just to lie there, Reno made himself
slide sideways, relieving Brandi of his weight.  She murmured
in acknowledgement, her eyes closed, faint tremors still wracking
her.  He reached out a hand and stroked her gently, entranced
by the total abandon that they’d created in each other.

“Bathroom?”  He finally forced his lips to form the single
word and she vaguely gestured with her hand.  Not wanting to
leave the pleasant cocoon of feeling that he was wrapped in, he
forced himself to stand.

In the bathroom, he squinted in the harsh light, staring at his
reflection in the mirror.  His face was flushed, his hair
stood on end from Brandi’s wild clutching, however it was his eyes
that really told the tale.  His wolf stared boldly back at
him, challenging, wanting control.

An icy rush of reality doused any passion remaining within
him.  With shaking hands, he gripped the cold edge of the
porcelain sink and braced his arms while he fought an inner
battle.  The wolf couldn’t win; it was too dangerous to be let
loose without other Enforcers around to keep it in check. 
Dammit, things had been going so well lately he’d let down his
guard, which just went to prove what could happen if he became
complacent about the beast.

He wasn’t sure how long he stood there.  Eventually his
wolf conceded and grudgingly stepped back.  Reno murmured
approval of its obedience and it thumped its tail once before
subsiding and sinking into sleep.  A sigh of relief escaped
his clenched lips.  It was a good wolf… once it remembered its
place.

Some Enforcers hated their wolves, calling them demons or
hell-hounds, but Reno tried to live in peace with his
creature.  He was firm and demanded obedience, yet tried to
respect the beast as well.  After all, they were stuck with
each other and might as well try to co-exist.  If not, he’d
end up bitter and haggard from the constant war within.  At
least his way, the war was less frequent and tonight’s episode was
more of an anomaly than a constant occurrence.  Perhaps he was
even at fault.  The creature hadn’t been out for a run in a
few days.

Resolving to head into the woods that weekend for some back to
nature time, he splashed cold water on his face before glancing in
the mirror again.  Wet strands of hair clung to his forehead
and beads of water zigzagged through his stubble before meandering
down his neck to his chest.  Grabbing a towel, he dried off,
pleased to note that his eyes were clear again.

Thankful Brandi hadn’t witnessed his battle—what female wanted a
man around that might suddenly go rogue?—he headed back to the
bedroom, thinking they might have another round.  Easing the
door open, he slipped inside and came to a sudden halt, his plans
fizzling out.  She was sound asleep.

Reno leaned against the door frame, once again marvelling at how
the moonlight highlighted her body.  A faint flush still
stained her cheeks and her hair curled about her bare
shoulders.  He could see other marks on her skin, signs that
their passion hadn’t been gentle.  Just the thought had his
body stirring and he had to fight the desire to climb back in bed
and rouse her.  Swiping his tongue over his lips, he recalled
her taste.

Brandi rolled onto her side and murmured in her sleep, her hand
reaching out for the blanket.  Reluctantly, he stepped forward
and pulled it up hiding her beauty.  A small smile graced her
lips before they slackened again in slumber.

Should he stay the night?  They’d barely shared a few dozen
words and he knew next to nothing about her, yet for some reason he
was reluctant to leave, feeling a need to guard her while she
slept.  However, the battle he’d waged with his wolf just
moments ago reinforced the fact that he shouldn’t get too
attached.  He wasn’t suitable material for a relationship with
her or anyone.

After a moment’s debate, and against his better judgement, he
pulled a sheet of paper from a notebook he found lying on her desk
and scribbled his phone number and the words ‘Call me.’

He never did that.  Brief encounters, one night stands;
that was all he had to offer.  The paper crinkled as his hand
fisted around it.  This was foolishness.  Complete and
utter idiocy.  He was an Enforcer, dammit.  Shaking his
head at his own stupidity, he flattened the page and placed the
note prominently on her desk.  Donning his clothes, he then
let himself out and headed back to his temporary home.

 










Chapter 5

 


Brandi awoke the next morning feeling relaxed and happy after
having slept more deeply than she had in years.  Stretching, a
secret smile spread over her lips as she recalled why.  She,
Brandi Johansson, had had a one night stand with Reno Smith. 
Just the thought made her giddy and she allowed herself to giggle
like a school girl while giving herself a hug.

She relaxed and sank back into the pillows, running one hand
lazily down her side.  Naked.  God, she never slept
naked.  The covers brushed over her skin as she adjusted her
position and she wondered why she’d never tried sleeping in the
buff before.  It made her feel deliciously sexy and wicked; a
woman of the world.  The type of woman who would meet a man in
a bar and take him home.  And it hadn’t been just any
man.  It had been Reno Smith.

Pushing a stray curl from her face, she contemplated how the
previous evening had gone.  When she’d bumped into Reno, her
brain had gone to mush and she’d hardly been able to string two
words together.  He hadn’t seemed to mind though.  In
fact, he’d actually been… nice.  Except for when he’d dissed
her fighting skills, that is.  But then again, he’d only been
telling the truth.  And once the awkwardness had passed, she’d
actually enjoyed his company.  His stories of life as an
Enforcer were both entertaining and fascinating, especially the
parts about his work with the ACS.

When she’d talked to Tabi later on, she’d only half-heartedly
scolded her roommate for setting her up yet again.  And when
Tabi had urged her to grab the opportunity and get it on with Reno…
  Well, just a glance at Reno’s handsome face and amazing
physique had made her own doubts easy to dismiss.

All evening she had felt Reno’s intent gaze as it raked over her
body.  Whenever she’d caught him looking at her she was sure
he was stripping her naked in his mind.  From anyone else, she
might have found that to be offensive, but with Reno it had seemed
right.  Her wolf had revelled in the attention, spurring her
onward, encouraging her to dance more provocatively than
normal.  When he’d finally stood and moved towards her like a
predator closing in on his prey, her breath had caught in her
throat.  He’d ground his hips against hers, his arousal
undeniable.  Heat had flared through her and she’d barely
hesitated when he’d suggested leaving.

Wow.  Sex with Reno had been amazing.  The brush of
his stubble over her skin, the roughness of his palms cupping her
breasts.  Feeling him pressing into her, filling her
completely and then stroking deeper and harder.  He’d driven
her to heights of passion she’d never thought possible.  In
fact, he’d taken her so high that she’d lost complete control and
almost transformed in the middle of the act.  It had been
scary, but then she’d climaxed and after that… well… she’d fallen
asleep!  All that studying, alcohol, and great sex had knocked
her right out!

That little fact was rather embarrassing.  Wasn’t the guy
supposed to fall asleep while the female wanted to snuggle and
talk?  She felt her face flush as she contemplated the fact
that Reno might have been studying her naked body as she
slept.  Her stomach gave a funny little flip-flop at the very
idea and she wished she had some way of knowing what he might have
been thinking.  Yet then again, maybe it was better not to
know!

Rolling over, she buried her nose into the cool pillow beside
her, inhaling deeply to take in the remnants of his scent. 
She wasn’t surprised to find the bed empty.  Reno didn’t
strike her as the kind to stay around after the fact.  A small
hurt twinged in her heart over that, but she pushed it aside. 
Tabitha had told her to go for it.  That she’d probably only
get one chance with Reno and to take the plunge.  Well, for
once she was glad that she’d listened to her roommate.  It’d
been worth it.  A night like that would live on in her memory
for years.

Reluctant to leave the bed and abandon her recollections, Brandi
sighed and threw back the covers.  Unfamiliar aches afflicted
her as she stood and she winced at the evidence of last night’s
passion.  She hadn’t been a virgin, but neither was she that
experienced either.  A brief affair with a cadet during her
first year—before she’d realized he was an egotistical jerk out to
gather as many notches on his bedpost as he could—was the sum total
of her love life.  After that she’d sworn to dedicate herself
to her career, a plan she’d followed until Reno crossed her
path.

A grin passed over her face as she contemplated exactly
how he’d crossed her path.  Too bad it wasn’t likely
to happen again.  Peering in the mirror over her dresser, she
examined her face noting sensitive pink marks on her skin. 
Whisker burn no doubt.  A part of her would like to let the
world see them, like a flag announcing her encounter with the
oh-so-sexy man, while another part wanted to hold the experience
close to her heart, a cherished memory only she knew about.

Would Reno ever think of her, she wondered?  Would he
remember the girl he’d met in a college bar and had a bit of wild
sex with or would she become just a dim memory, another one night
stand in a list too long to contemplate?  She tried to picture
him this morning and a surprisingly clear image came to mind. 
He’d be standing in front of the mirror humming as he shaved and
trying to brush his hair into some semblance of order.  Faint
scratches on his back and shoulder would cause him to pause and
smile, recalling last night’s pleasure and the beautiful woman who
had put them there.

Whoa!  Brandi gave her head a shake.  Where did she
get off calling herself beautiful, even if it was just in one of
her own fantasies?  She pulled a face and scolded
herself.  A bit full of yourself this morning, aren’t you
Johansson?  One roll in the hay with a hunk and suddenly
you’re seeing yourself as beautiful?  With a regretful sigh,
she shook her head again.  Passable was more like it, not
beautiful.

Well… she pulled open the shade and examined her features in the
sunlight that streamed into the room.  Turning her head this
way and that, she relented a bit.  Okay, she was a bit more
than passable, but definitely not beautiful.  That term
belonged to the Tabithas of the world.  Short, curvy girls
were ‘cute’ or ‘cuddly’ but that was it.  Another critical
look had her poking her belly and resolving once again to lose
weight and work out, maybe even retake that self-defence course
like Reno had suggested.

Her alarm beeped and she checked the time.  Darn, she’d
have to hurry.  She had a meeting scheduled with her faculty
advisor to go over the results of her final exams.  With any
luck, she’d passed and would be on her way to a new job before the
week was out.  Excitement curled in her belly at the thought
of finally starting her career.

After showering, she dressed and grabbed her purse off the top
of her desk.  A piece of paper fluttered to the ground and
slid under the bed.  She almost ignored it but then hesitated
for a moment, some inner voice telling her to get down on her hands
and knees to look for it.  It probably wasn’t important…
  Feeling around with her hand, she finally managed to locate
the page and got to her feet.

A quick glance revealed bold male writing.  Reno’s phone
number!  And he said to call!

She pressed the paper to her pounding chest, unable to believe
her luck.  If she’d ignored the paper she’d never have known
he wanted to see her again.  Offering up a quick ‘thank you’
to her lucky stars, she carefully folded the note and tucked it
into her pocket.  There was no time right now, but she’d
contact him as soon as she had a chance.  Almost skipping as
she left the apartment, Brandi couldn’t believe how perfect
everything was working out.  School was over, a possible job
was in the offing, and a fantastic guy wanted her to call.

As she crossed the parking lot to her car, she heard the squeal
of tires and turned just in time to see Tabi slam her car into park
and then storm out of the vehicle.

“Hey, Tabi!  How was your—”

“Don’t you dare ask me about last night.  All men are
assholes!”  Tabi stomped past without even a backwards
glance.

Brandi sighed.  This wasn’t the first time Tabi had made
that pronouncement.  The problem was the girl was just too
impulsive when it came to men.  She was always flitting from
one to the other without really getting to know them first. 
If she’d just take some sound advice and set some goals, her life
wouldn’t be such a constant rollercoaster of emotion.

Well, she wasn’t going to let Tabi’s mood spoil her own. 
Humming under her breath, she climbed in her car and drove off to
her meeting.

 

A few hours later, Brandi was leaning
against a tree near the edge of the campus anxiously listening to
the ringing on her cell phone.  She was calling Reno and her
fingers had actually been shaking as she’d pressed the numbers.

Call me.  That’s what his note had said, yet she still felt
anxious.  What if he’d changed his mind?  What if it had
just been an impulse on his part and he hadn’t really meant
it?  Or maybe he just wanted to ask her something; after all,
she had fallen asleep.  Perhaps he wanted her to
split the bill for their drinks!  She worried her lip and
clutched the phone tighter, the fluttering in her stomach taking on
a more ominous rhythm as doubts began to bombard her.

“Smith.”  Reno’s deep voice rumbled in her ear, sending
shivers down her spine.

For a moment she couldn’t seem to think of what to say and
simply stood there with the phone pressed to her ear breathing
quickly.

“Hello?”  His voice sounded irritated now which did nothing
to quell the nervousness plaguing her.

After swallowing, she finally managed to squawk out a hello.

There was a pause and then he responded sounding doubtful. 
“Brandi?”

He remembered her!  Some of the tension eased from her
body.  She cleared her throat.  “Yeah.  I mean,
yes.  It is.  It’s me.  Brandi.”  Oh God. 
She rolled her eyes at her own blathering; now he’d think she was a
complete idiot.

He chuckled softly.  “I’m glad it’s you.  I wondered
if you’d call.”

Brandi felt her knees weaken and she was glad she had a tree
behind her for support.  He was glad it was her!  Licking
her lips, she explained the delay.  “I wanted to call earlier,
but I had a meeting scheduled with my faculty advisor and—”

“No need to apologize, darlin’.  How’d it go?”

He’d called her darling!  Her heart rate picked up speed
and she had to force herself to focus on his question.  “It
went very well!  I—”

“Wait.  Are you free for coffee?  You could tell me
your news in person.”

“Sure.”  She stood up straight, feeling a grin spreading
from ear to ear.  Reno Smith, of all people, really did want
to see her again!

“Where are you now?”

She explained and they made arrangements to meet at a small
coffee shop just down the road from where he was.

“I’ll cut across campus and be there in about fifteen minutes,
okay?” Brandi mentally calculated the route she’d take.  It
was only a ten minute walk but the extra time would allow her to
fix her hair, maybe put on some lip gloss…

“Sure.  See you then.”

Brandi snapped her phone shut and gave a happy twirl turning her
face up to the sky.  The sun was shining, the birds were
singing…   Well, no, not really.  A rather large cloud
was actually starting to cover the sun, but she didn’t care. 
To her it had to be the most perfect day she’d ever
experienced.  She quickly programmed Reno’s number into her
phone and slipped it into her purse before setting out for their
meeting spot.

Reno was already seated at a table when she arrived.  A
waitress was eyeing him with interest and Brandi smiled thinking,
‘look, but don’t touch.  This one’s mine.’  And God, he
was so touchable.  It was barely past noon and the stubble was
already showing on his jaw, and his hair…   Her fingers
twitched remembering how it had felt to clutch it.

He turned from the view he’d been studying and saw her, an easy
smile breaking out over his face.  She smiled back in return
and tried not to walk too quickly towards him.  Don’t appear
too eager, she reminded herself.  You’re not some little girl
on her first date after all.

When she reached the table, he stood and placed a soft kiss on
her cheek.  The brush of his lips over her skin had
butterflies taking a quick flight about in her stomach and she
pressed a hand to her midriff to try to quell the feeling.

“Hey, you look happy.”  He pulled her chair out and then
sat down across the table from her.  “I ordered you a coffee
and a bagel.  I hope that’s okay?”

“Thanks.  I haven’t eaten yet today.”

“Long meeting?”

“Sort of.  My advisor went over my test results.  I
graduated top of my class.”  She struggled to keep from
sounding too boastful.

“Great.”  A crooked smile adorned his face and he seemed to
be studying her carefully, his gaze drifting over her face, her
hair…

“It gets even better.”  Brandi took a deep breath to
compose herself before delivering her news.  “She had a job
offer for me from Lycan Link.  I start next week!”

“Congratulations!”  He reached out and took her hand,
squeezing it gently, but didn’t let go immediately
afterwards.  Instead, he lazily rubbed his thumb across the
back.

Brandi stared at their point of connection.  Little
electric tingles were running up her arm and down to her core while
her heart began to beat an excited tattoo in her chest.  Her
wolf was murmuring in pleasure as well and she exhaled slowly,
trying to ignore the feelings building inside her.  Honestly,
where was her self-control?  She’d just had sex with the man
less than twenty-four hours ago.  Surely, that should hold her
over for a while.

She forced herself to draw her hand away and focus on talking
about her new job.  “I have so much to do.  I won’t even
have time for a trip back home before I have to fly to Lycan Link
Headquarters.”

“So, we won’t be seeing each other again.”  Reno looked
down and adjusted the position of the spoon on the table.

Brandi bit her lip, the happiness of a moment ago fading. 
She played with the handle of her cup, her stomach clenching at the
idea of being separated from him.  “I guess not.  Unless,
once you’re back at work… ?”  She cast a brief glance up at
him, trying not to sound too hopeful.

Reno paused for a moment, a slight frown on his face, and Brandi
wondered if she’d been too bold.  He’d seemed genuinely happy
to see her just a few minutes ago, but now there was ambivalence
about him.  She took a nervous sip of coffee, her mouth
suddenly dry.

Finally, he nodded.  “Well, I’m here for another two
months, but once I’m back, I’ll try to look you up.”

Relief flooded her; he’d just been thinking of the logistics,
that’s all!

After drinking some of his own coffee, he gave her an inquiring
look.  “What department will you be working in?”

“Damage Control.”  She couldn’t stop beaming as she made
the announcement.  It was the job she’d always wanted.

“Professional Liars?”  Reno looked at her with raised brows
and a faint expression of distaste.

“Well…   I guess that’s what some people call it, but it’s
a very important job.”  Brandi tried not to frown at his use
of the disrespectful slang term.  The fact that he’d say such
a thing hurt and made her feel defensive.  She pulled her hand
back from where it had rested on the table near his.  “As an
Enforcer, you must know how crucial the department is.  After
all, think of how many cases you deal with that need tidying up
afterwards.”

He rubbed his neck and looked away.  “Yeah.  I
suppose.”

His tone further deflated the bubble of happiness inside her and
she instinctively tried to cover the fact with an attitude. 
“You suppose?  If DC officers weren’t around, it
wouldn’t be long before Lycan existence would become public
knowledge!”  She sat up straighter, lifting her chin
slightly.

Reno made a non-committal noise and leaned back in his
chair.  “I’m not saying DC isn’t a necessary evil, but—”

“A necessary evil!”  Brandi felt her face flush and her
temper begin to flare.  Her hands curled into fists. 
“Reno, I really don’t think I like your attitude.  This is my
chosen profession you’re talking about.  You don’t see me
bad-mouthing Enforcers even though some of their methods cause
almost as many problems as—”

“Enforcers don’t cause problems,” he protested, cutting her
off.  He sat up straight, the front legs of his chair making a
distinctive sound as they made sharp contact with the tile
floor.

“Oh yes they do.”  She warmed to the topic, talking faster
and louder.  “During my apprenticeship year, I ran into a lot
of cases that wouldn’t have needed DC help, if the attending
Enforcer had just used some discretion and diplomacy.”

Reno snorted at her statement and rolled his eyes.  “Spoken
like a real DC officer.  You people have no idea what we deal
with.”

“And you have no self-control!”  Brandi shoved her chair
back and stood up, tossing her hair over her shoulder.  “I
think I’d better leave now before I say something I
shouldn’t.”  She snatched up her purse and glared down at
him.  “Thanks for last night.  Too bad you turned out to
be just another jerk.”

“Yeah?  Well, too bad you aren’t as pleasant standing up as
you are on your back in bed.”

She gasped and then stormed out of the cafe, ignoring the
painful clenching in her chest and the tears that stung her
eyes.  Tabi was right.  All men were
assholes!

 










Chapter 6

 


Four months later…

Reno gave a satisfied smile as he looked over the group of
refugees he and his men had rescued that afternoon.  They had
just stopped for a quick meal at a fast food restaurant and would
then travel for another two hours before reaching their final
destination for the day.  God, it felt good to know they were
finally making progress against the damned Purists.

Lately, the ACS had been on the receiving end of several strong
leads that resulted in the discovery of a number of Purist packs in
remote, backwoods areas.  His team was making some real
headway now; rescuing halves and mixed families, finding possible
lieutenants within the Purist organization, and maybe even stopping
the movement’s spread entirely.

His men were standing nearby, laughing and jostling each other
with good-natured high spirits after yet another successful
mission.  He looked on indulgently.  They were all on an
adrenalin high and deservedly so.  Every member had at one
point been classified as a rogue, written off by their pack and
destined for the fringes of society.  Becoming Enforcers had
turned their lives around.  Now they were highly-skilled,
devoted to a cause, and making a positive difference in the world
of Lycans.

Yeah, it was a good feeling.

“I don’t wanna eat!”

A child’s petulant voice caught his attention and he noticed one
of the young halves was huddled in a ball while her exasperated
mother tried to shush her.  The woman looked around nervously
and Reno shook his head.  Poor souls were so used to being
seen as second class citizens; the woman probably thought she’d get
into trouble because her pup was being noisy.

Reno pushed off from the wall he’d been leaning against and
headed over to where they were sitting, planning on explaining that
things were different now.

“I miss Steven!  Why didn’t he come with us?”

For some reason, the child’s words started a knot in his stomach
and his step faltered.  Steven?  Who was that?

“Hey there.”  He hunkered down beside the child, noting the
tear stains on her face and dark circles under her eyes. 
Perhaps she was just tired.  He didn’t know much about kids
after all, but this had to have been a tiring day for her.

“I’m sorry, sir.  I’ll make her be quiet.”  The mother
pulled the child protectively closer, clutching her fingers into
the girl’s shoulders, and giving him a wary look.

He responded with what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 
“It’s not a problem ma’am.  I was just wondering if there was
something I could do to be of help.”

“No, we’re fine.”

“You can get Steven!”

The mother and child spoke simultaneously, but Reno focussed on
the child.  Her voice was filled with hope.

“Who’s Steven?”  He cocked his head wondering what the
story might be behind her sadness.  A pet?  A favourite
toy left behind?

“He’s my friend and you didn’t bring him along.  They were
mean to him, just like they were to us.  Why couldn’t he come,
too?”

“Ma’am?”  Reno stood up and looked to the mother for an
explanation.  “What’s your daughter talking about?”  He
glanced around at the refugees.  “Isn’t this everyone?”

She licked her lips and wrung her hands, her eyes shifting over
the rest of the group.  “Well, I… I thought everyone was here,
but we were all just so anxious to leave and—”

“Who’s missing?”  He barked the question and she jumped,
fear flaring in her eyes.

“One… one family.  The Fishers.  They weren’t home
when your men came by.  I… I don’t know where they were.”

Reno took a deep breath, trying to control his temper.  He
hadn’t meant to scare the woman but, dammit, why hadn’t they said
anything sooner?  Probably because they were still scared
spitless, his more logical half told him.  Well, at least
Langstaff—the town they’d rescued this group from—was only a few
hours away.  This problem could be fixed and it would only
throw them a bit off schedule.

“Damien!”  He called out his partner’s name and the kid
detached himself from the group of Enforcers and wandered over.

“You bellered?”  Damien still hadn’t lost all of his
cockiness, but compared to how he’d behaved when first enrolled in
the Enforcer program, he’d come a long way.  Just last month
the captain had made them official partners.  This was their
first big case together and so far they seemed to be well
suited.

“We have a problem.  One of the families was left
behind.”  He didn’t mention his own exasperation.

“But how… ?”  Damien looked at the woman who seemed near to
tears and shut his mouth.  Given his attitude, it was
surprising how intuitive Damien could be when dealing with the
refugees.

“Doesn’t matter.  You and I are heading back to pick them
up.  Garret!”  He called over one of his more senior
officers and quickly explained the situation.  “You’re in
charge of the operation until I return.  Get the refugees to
the scheduled evening rest stop and wait for us there.”

“Yes, sir.”  Garret nodded and went to inform the others
while Damien and Reno headed off towards the car.  Luckily
they had extra transportation, the refugees being in several vans
driven by Enforcers, while the rest of the team followed in a
variety of vehicles.

“Do we need to notify Lycan Link about the change?”  Damien
asked.

Reno considered the situation then shook his head.  The
Alpha had already surrendered two families; why would one more be a
problem?  “No, I’ll make a note in the final report. 
That’ll be good enough.”

Once they were in the vehicle, he recounted how he’d made his
discovery to Damien.

“A male half?”  Damien gave a low whistle.  “That’s
unusual.”

Reno grunted in acknowledgement and clasped the steering wheel
tightly.  While female halves were poorly treated, a male half
was seen as even more of an affront to the Purists.  It was a
damned good thing he’d overheard the little girl crying about her
missing friend.  He imagined the treatment the young boy
likely received and his mental pictures had him pressing down a
little harder on the accelerator.  The sooner he got there and
removed the lad from the pack, the better.

 

The trip back was uneventful, yet when they pulled up near the
woods that surrounded the pack house, a chill swept over him. 
The scent of blood was heavy in the air.  He exchanged worried
looks with Damien, some sixth sense telling him something was very,
very wrong.

Exiting the car, he started barking out commands.  “Call
Headquarters and tell them it looks like we might have a critical
incident.  Then contact the rest of the squad.  Half need
to stay with the refugees, but we need the others here.  And
make sure a medic comes along.”

“Will do.  But Reno…   Be careful.”  Damien
issued the warning while pulling out his phone.

Reno began to follow the scent, his stomach knotted, his legs
feeling heavy.  Fear had his heart pounding so loud he could
hear it echoing in his ears.  Somehow he knew what he’d find
and the fact that he was responsible, that he’d messed up and
likely caused a tragedy, had bile rising in his throat.

Everything seemed so surreal, like he was disembodied and
watching a movie playing out before him.  A bright clear moon
was suspended in the sky, its cold light sending everything into
stark relief.  Deeper and deeper he penetrated the woods,
pushing through thick pines, splashing through a small
stream.  Branches scratched his face and tore at his clothing,
however he barely noticed.  Dread was like a pile of stones in
his gut.  He didn’t want to find the source of the bloody
scent, but it drew him forward anyway, dulling his senses to all
else until finally a keening wail pierced through the protective
numbness that enshrouded him.  Everything came crashing in at
him all at once:  children crying, shouted accusations, snarls
and growls.  The sound of flesh hitting flesh, a female cry of
pain…

He began to run, shifting without even being aware of it, his
wolf taking charge as he raced through the woods.  When he
finally came upon the scene, he faltered unable to believe the
sight before him.  The pack was gathered around in a circle,
the Alpha—his muzzle already covered in blood—was poised to strike
again   A youngster was injured on the ground, a
wolf—perhaps his father—lay dead beside him while two other female
children huddled nearby.  The mother was struggling to escape
the Beta, trying to intervene, while the rest of the pack stood
around doing nothing.

Reno charged into the clearing, totally losing himself to the
wolf inside.  He attacked the Alpha, ruthlessly using every
trick he’d ever been taught.  The fact that his opponent was
biting him, that claws were shredding his flesh, barely impinged on
his consciousness.  Rage drove him onward and he fought as if
possessed, ripping out the Alpha’s throat without compunction and
leaving the bastard bleeding out on the ground.

Three others were on him by then yet he shook them off like a
mere annoyance, spinning around and snapping the foreleg of one
before going for the underbelly of another.  Blood dripped
down his face, blurring his vision.  One of them had savaged
his ear but he could still hear the cries and screams of fear that
echoed through the night.  It was those sounds that drove him
onward.

Damien’s sudden appearance on the scene only dimly registered in
his crazed mind and, following on his partner’s heels, members of
his own team.  They must have taken it upon themselves to
follow him when he’d originally left the refugees at the
restaurant.  However, a deep bark of acknowledgement was all
he gave them for by that time a full out battle was ensuing.

How long they fought, he had no idea.  Snarls and yelps of
pain, the slipperiness of blood on the ground.  His senses
were immersed in the battle and then, just as quickly as it had
started, it was over.

The haze of rage cleared and his wolf began to subside,
exhausted from its frenzied efforts.  Reno looked around
surprised to see some of his team herding the remaining members of
the Purists into a small building.  An injured wolf, bloodied
and panting, cowered at his feet, while others lay scattered about
the clearing.  Dark damp patches stained the soil.  The
scent of death filled the air.  And in the middle of it all, a
small group of people were huddled on the ground, illuminated by a
patch of moonlight.

A shiver cascaded over him at the sight and he shifted forms,
knowing he needed to investigate.

On shaking legs he approached the weeping mother who was
crouched near her injured son and dead mate.  She was a human,
mated to a were.  The injured child, quiet and in shock, was
being tended by one of his team with a medical background.

Licking his lips, his mouth drier than he’d thought possible, he
forced himself to speak.  “I’m sorry.”  The gruffly
spoken words were inadequate, but what else could he say?

“Sorry?”  The woman rose to her feet, dirt and blood
smeared on a face contorted with anger.  “You’re sorry? 
Is that all you can say?  They killed my husband and attacked
my son!  They dragged us out here and made us watch as
they—”  Her voice faltered on a sob and he reached to touch
her arm, however she slapped his hand away.  “Damn you! 
Don’t touch me.  Don’t you dare touch me with your filthy
Lycan hands!  This is your fault.  You left us behind and
they made an example of us!  You bastard!  You’re no
better than they are!”

The accusations spilled from her lips, each word eating into him
like acid on his soul.  When she began to hit him, pounding
his chest with her fists—fists red with the blood of her dead
mate—he did nothing to stop her.

Her words were true; he deserved whatever punishment she wished
to perpetrate on him.  He’d been too cocky, too caught up in
his pride, in congratulating himself as if he’d finally done
something worthy with his sorry excuse for a life.  He hadn’t
double checked with the other mixed families and halves to make
sure they hadn’t missed anyone.  It was his team.  His
mistake.  His fault.

Her blows rained down upon him until another Enforcer finally
led her away.  Then he walked to his car, leaned on the fender
and retched his guts out.  Too tired—too shocked—by what had
occurred to even think or feel, he just stood there staring blankly
ahead.  That’s how Damien found him.

“Reno, I just got off the phone.  Headquarters has some DC
officers coming in on a private jet and… ”  Damien paused and
frowned.  “You okay?”

He shook his head.  No, he wasn’t okay, but it was too much
of an effort to speak.  Besides how could you explain to
someone your own self-loathing?  He’d fouled up.  Caused
more pain and suffering to be dumped upon the very ones he’d sworn
to protect.

“Hey… um…   Listen.  Why don’t you get in the car and
I’ll drive you to the motel.  I’ve called ahead and arranged
rooms.  You can wait there and I’ll send a DC to get the
particulars from you, okay?”

He nodded, dimly thankful that Damien was taking over.  His
brain seemed to have shut down and he was operating solely on
autopilot.

At the motel, he sat on the bed unable to think of what to
do.  The sight of the boy’s bloodied body and the dead father
couldn’t be erased, nor would the accusations of the mother quit
ringing in his ears.

Time passed.  He had no idea how long.

At one point he roused enough to note there was blood on his
hands but he didn’t know or care if it was his own or someone
else’s.  His fingers looked swollen too.  Experimentally
he moved them and welcomed the pain that shot through him. 
Probably broken, not that it mattered.  As the pain dulled, so
did his senses and once again he drifted on a sea of
nothingness.

A knock on the door barely stirred him.  The sound of it
easing open didn’t even cause him to blink.

“Reno?”

He looked up and saw Brandi Johansson there and for some reason
wasn’t even surprised by the fact.  It had been several months
since their encounter in the cafe.  She worked at Lycan Link
Headquarters now, but their paths had yet to cross.

“Hey.”  He stared at her, unable to think of what to say,
yet feeling an inexplicable wave of comfort wash over him at her
presence.

She gave him a faint smile and stepped further into the room,
pressing the door shut behind her.  “They sent me to help
control the situation.”

“The situation?”  He gave a short bark of ironic
laughter.  “Yeah, I’d say we have a situation.”

“I’ve already talked to Damien Masterson so I have some idea of
what went on.  I need to hear your side now.”  She eased
in closer and seemed to be studying him carefully.

“My side?  I screwed up.”  He turned his head away,
unwilling to see the disappointment in her face when he admitted
his failings.  “I left a family behind and those Purist
bastards killed their pack mate then attacked a child in front of
its mother.  It was a ‘warning’ of what would happen if they
ever complained again.”

Tears stung at his eyes and he swallowed hard.  He was an
Enforcer, dammit, and Enforcers didn’t cry.  You’re next thing
to a rogue, he reminded himself.  No pack, no ties, no excess
emotions.  You do your job, that’s it.  Firming his jaw,
he continued, his voice flat and unfeeling as he forced the words
past the lump in his throat.

“I made them pay.  I killed the Alpha and maybe some
others.  I don’t know.  I don’t remember.”  He raked
his uninjured hand through his hair and exhaled slowly.  “It
doesn’t really matter though.  That boy might die, his
father’s dead, and it’s all my own fucking fault.”  He darted
a glance her way wondering what she was thinking, if she despised
him as much as he despised himself.

Brandi was standing by the bed now and she sat down beside him,
her hands folded neatly in her lap.  He noted the sheen of
moisture in her eyes, but her voice was calm and cool.  “So
you’re omnipotent now?”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”  She got his
attention with that one.

“It means you’re all powerful and can control everyone’s
actions.  Sort of like a god and no one can hide anything from
you.”

“I know what the fucking word means.”  He snorted in
disgust.  “Yeah, I really knew everything this time.  I
had no idea there was a third family.  No one said anything
until we were two hours away.”

“So, if you didn’t know and no one told you, how is it your
fault?”

“I don’t—”  He broke off and snapped his mouth shut. 
Damned DCs always thought they were so smart.  After a moment,
he glared at her.  “It just is, okay?”

“No.  It’s not okay.”  She glared back at him, her
temper—the one that matched her hair—was starting to show
through.

So much for expecting tea and sympathy, he thought.

“The Alpha was purposely deceitful.  The other families
were so wrapped up in themselves they didn’t mention the ones left
behind.  Yes, maybe your team should have double checked, but
this has never happened before.  It’s not your fault,
Reno.  It’s a tragic, unfortunate incident that we’ll all
learn from so something similar never happens again.”

He looked at her and blinked.  Her words were slowly
sinking in, making at least some sense though it irked to admit
it.  A shuddering sigh escaped him—he hadn’t even realized
that he’d been holding his breath—and then he allowed himself to
fall back on the bed, his eyes closed.

The coolness of the mattress pressing against him seemed to
eradicate the numbness of his body.  Suddenly he was aware of
every single screaming nerve ending.

“God, I hurt everywhere.”

“And so you should.  Just look at you!  You’re ripped
to pieces.  There’s blood all over the bed and there’s a trail
leading from the parking lot to here.  I’ve already had to
stop the motel manager from calling 911.”

“Really?”  He opened one eye to look at her.  She was
standing beside the bed glaring down at him, her hands firmly
planted on her hips.  “What’d you say?”

“That you were a bleeder with a large paper cut, but I had the
proper medical supplies to deal with it.”

She said it with such a straight face that he started to laugh
before wincing in pain.  A gash on his side throbbed and his
ribs hurt with every breath he took.

“Come on.  Get up.  Go take a shower and when you come
out I’ll patch you up.”  Brandi clapped her hands like she was
commanding a dog to perform a trick.

“Don’t you have to be somewhere?”  He grumped, easing
himself off the bed to comply with her instructions.

“Nope.  My new partner, Al Zimmerman, is at the scene right
now.  I was sent to deal with you.”

“Drew the short straw, did you?”

“Something like that.”  She gave a soft laugh and followed
him into the bathroom.  After adjusting the water, she started
to undo his shirt.

“Still can’t keep your hands off me, I see.”  Even feeling
like crap, he couldn’t seem to resist teasing her.

“Still full of yourself, I see.”  She quipped back as if
she hadn’t a care in the world, however he noticed how she hissed
and furrowed her brow upon seeing the gash on his side.  “I’ll
bandage that up once you’re clean.”

He fumbled with his belt, his broken fingers not up to the
task.  With a soft growl, she pushed his hands away,
efficiently undoing the buckle and only turning away as his jeans
started to slide from his hips.

“I’ll set your fingers, too.  Call me if you need
anything.”  She left the room as he kicked off his shoes and
dropped his pants.

As the door clicked shut, he stepped under the steaming
water.  Every cut and scratch stung, breaking through any
remaining fog that might have addled his senses and bringing him
into full awareness of how battered his body really was. 
Bloody water swirled around his feet and he winced as he washed the
various wounds clean.  Thankfully, his Lycan metabolism was
already healing the minor injuries while the deeper cuts were
slowly showing signs of improvement.

Wrapping a towel around his waist, he headed back into the
bedroom.  Brandi was there with a pair of shorts in her
hand.

“Come prepared, do you?”  He took the clothing, wondering
why she had men’s underwear with her and why that fact bothered him
so.

“They’re Al’s, my partner’s.  I took them from his
suitcase.”  She turned her back and he let the towel fall to
the ground and began to don the shorts.  Just as he was
pulling them up, he glanced her way and noticed she was watching
his reflection in the mirror.

“Enjoying the show?”  He smirked as their eyes met and she
flushed bright red.

“I just wanted to make sure you didn’t fall over.  You
don’t seem very steady on your feet.”

“Liar.”

She huffed and looked away, hurt evident on her face, and he
mentally kicked himself.  He’d called her a professional liar
the last time they’d met but had forgotten until that moment.

“Look, Brandi, I… um… I didn’t mean that the way it came
out.”

“It doesn’t matter.  It’s slang for my job.  I’m used
to it now.”  She shrugged and picked up a first aid kit she
must have brought in from the car.  With a flick of her hand,
she gestured for him to sit on the bed.

Wordlessly, she patched up the worst of his wounds and he
struggled not to react to the feel of her hands on his body. 
Her hair fell forward hiding her face and he stifled a groan as the
silky strands teased his skin.

“I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”  She pushed her hair out of
the way and looked up at him, concern in her eyes.  He
wondered if she’d noticed the thundering of his heart and what she
attributed it to.

“No, it’s okay.”  He let his gaze wander over her features,
taking in her big green eyes and thick lashes, the curve of her
cheek, her soft pink mouth.  She darted her tongue out and wet
her lips and he bit back another groan.

“Good.”  She exhaled her answer, her breath feathering over
his flesh and he clenched his fists, trying to hide his
reaction.

Gently she smoothed a final piece of gauze into place, pressing
the tape to his chest.  When she would have moved away, he put
his hand over hers, trapping it against his chest and preventing
her from leaving.

She looked at him, their eyes almost level and he felt himself
being pulled towards her.  Something was there, something more
than just her wolf.  It was like another part of him was
waiting, a siren calling out for him to come and be united so he
could finally feel whole.  At that moment he was sure Eve and
the apple had nothing on the temptation that was before him.

Using his other hand, he cupped her cheek, brushing his thumb
over her lower lip.  Memories of how she felt, how she tasted
flooded him.  Despite his aches, his body sprang to
life.  “Brandi, I—”

“Shh… ”  She pressed her fingers to his mouth. 
Closing her eyes, she swallowed hard.  “Not now, Reno. 
Maybe later.  Right now, you’re too…   You need to get
some rest.”

A pang of regret filled him, as she slowly pulled away, her
fingers briefly caressing his chest before breaking contact. 
However, he said nothing, merely grunting and sinking down onto the
pillows.

“You go to sleep.  I’m just going to sit here and start
making some notes,” she said as she packed away the first aid
kit.

He was too exhausted to question why she didn’t have her own
room and let his body relax into the soft mattress.  Tense
muscles unclenched and his eyes grew heavy.  Mentally and
physically he was exhausted.  On a deep exhale, he closed his
eyes and tried to sleep.

 

It seemed like his eyes had only been shut for minutes when he
started to relive the horrific events of the night.  Blood
everywhere, children crying, snarling wolves.  He began to
thrash about; he had to go, to help save the halves, but something
was holding him back.

He tried to run but his legs were like dead weights.  The
cries were louder.  They were calling his name, begging him
for help yet the harder he tried, the slower he seemed to
move.  Tree branches were reaching down, blocking his path,
holding him back.  His feet were sinking into the ground.

Looking down, he frowned wondering where the thick mud that
mired his ankles had come from.  And then he realized the
ground was red.  It wasn’t mud.  It was blood. 
Shocked, he glanced around and saw blood dripping from the trees,
splashing on the soil below and forming puddles that seemed to grow
impossibly fast.

And still the voices of the halves cried out to him, asking why
he’d left them behind, why he didn’t save them…

“Reno.  Reno!”  The voice was right beside him
now.  Hands were shaking him.  He started awake and sat
bolt upright, breathing hard, shivering as the air-conditioned air
played over his sweat-dampened skin.

“I’m coming!”  He stared around in panic and tried to climb
out of bed determined to find the halves that needed him. 
Soft warm hands pushed against his chest, preventing him from
getting up.

“Reno.  Snap out of it!  You’re just having a bad
dream.”

“What?”  Something caught his attention and he blinked,
finally noticing Brandi crouched beside the bed, her face pale and
tear stained.  She’d been crying.  The sight of her tears
was like a knife to his heart.  Pushing his own feelings
aside, he reached out with shaking hands and brushed a salty drop
from her face.  “Are you okay?”

“Me?”  She gave a half laugh and shook her head. 
“Yeah, I’m fine.  You’re the one having the nightmare.”

“A nightmare?”  Reno frowned and the horror of Langstaff
came rushing back to him.  He closed his eyes and took a deep
shuddering breath trying to rid himself of the suddenly queasy
feeling in his stomach.  It was a struggle, but he brought it
under control.  When he opened his eyes again, Brandi was
studying him carefully.

“Are you okay now?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.  Why are you crying?”

“These?”  She wiped her face.  “Just watching a sad
movie.”

He flicked his gaze towards the TV.  It wasn’t on.  He
opened his mouth to say something, then changed his mind. 
Sometimes a person just wanted to be left alone.  She’d tell
him her problem if she wanted him to know.

“You need to go back to sleep.”  She pressed her hands
against his chest, forcing him to lie down again.  He
complied, still tired and a bit disoriented.  She pulled the
covers up around him, tucking him in causing a hint of a smile to
grace his lips.  How long it had been since someone had done
that for him?  “I’ll just sit here beside you on the bed and
read for a bit.  If you need something, I’m here, okay?”

He nodded and closed his eyes.

There were rustling sounds as she found reading material; next
the bed dipped and the springs squeaked when she climbed onto the
other side.  In the background a clock ticked.  The
swishing of tires as vehicles sped by on a nearby highway
occasionally punctuated the night.  Everything was as it
should be, yet Reno held himself stiff, unwilling to chance sleep
again, to face the nightmares that magnified his failings.

He fisted his hands and tried to distract himself. 
Brandi.  She was beside him.  Why not focus on her, on
the rhythm of her breathing, the sound of pages turning.

She shivered and he opened his eyes, noting she was just wearing
a t-shirt.  Goose-bumps showed on her bare legs and arms.

“Get under the covers.”  The words came out more gruffly
than he’d intended and she shot him a nasty look.

“Reno, this is hardly the time—”

“Brandi, I feel like a bag of shit.  I’m not trying
anything.  You’re cold.  Get under the covers.”  He
gave her a level look and she eyed him for a moment before
nodding.

Slowly, she pulled the blankets back and scooted underneath,
carefully ensuring she was on her side of the bed.

He gave a grunt of approval and closed his eyes again, though he
kept his ears alert to the sounds she made.  After a few
minutes, he heard her exhale softly, felt the bed jiggle as she
adjusted her position and once again noted the quiet flick of a
page turning.

Slowly, the heat from her body crept across the space separating
them.  Her presence beside him was comforting, providing him
with a sense of peace that had escaped him these past few
months.  Cautiously, he allowed his tense muscles to relax,
his jaw to unclench.  He thought of her curly hair and soft
skin, inhaled the sweet scent that was uniquely her.

Eventually, he fell into an untroubled sleep and when he woke in
the morning, she was lying wrapped in his arms.  It seemed the
most natural thing in the world to kiss her.

“Reno?”  She looked up at him with sleep laden eyes, a soft
smile playing over her lips.

“Shh…   It’s still early, I think.  Go back to
sleep.”

She murmured something, then closed her eyes and snuggled in
closer, her thumb idly stroking back and forth across his
chest.  It felt so right being with her like that, feeling her
soft warm body pressed to his, her rhythmic breathing feathering
over his chest.  He inhaled deeply, her sweet heady scent
filling him.  His eyes drifted shut just as his wolf raised
its head, suddenly alert.

Still half asleep himself, Reno didn’t bother to remind the
beast who was in charge.  He was tired and it felt good just
to drift along as an observer.  Without even being aware, he
began to stroke Brandi’s back, cupping her hips to pull her
closer.  She whimpered softly and nuzzled him, her tongue
licking at his collarbone before gently biting down.

A pleased rumble rose from his chest and he rolled onto his back
taking her with him, enjoying the feel of her blanketing his
body.  Tangling his fingers in her hair, he raised her head to
kiss her and she responded with enthusiasm, gripping his shoulders,
then caressing his chest.  His groin stirred to life as she
wiggled on top of him and then worked her hands beneath the
waistband of his boxers.  He found the hem of the t-shirt she
was sleeping in and slipped his hand underneath.

The need to connect with someone—with her—surged within
him.  She felt so soft and warm while inside he was cold and
empty.  Lately it had been like he was only half alive, as if
something vital was missing and now, with her in his arms, the
lifelessness was fading.

He ran his hands up and down her back, relearning the feel of
her, the curve of her hips, the sweetness of her breasts.  She
straddled his thighs, pleasuring him with her hand while he kneaded
her soft buttocks.  It felt so good…

Like an inferno, a sudden frantic need seemed to burst to life
inside both of them.  Clothing was pushed aside and a frenzied
coupling began.  It was wild and fast and unrestrained. 
Flesh hitting against flesh, panting breaths, moans of
delight.  Tension coiled low in his belly then her body
clamped down hard around him.  Her cries of ecstasy sent him
over the edge and he gripped her hips tightly, thrusting hard and
deep before spilling his seed with a groan of pleasure.

When he came back to himself, she was sprawled on top of him,
her hair spilling over his chest, her legs entangled with
his.  The contrast between her creamy skin and his darker tan
seemed incredibly erotic and unexpectedly he felt himself hardening
yet again.

“Hey,” he whispered.

“Hey yourself.”  Brandi lifted her head up to look at him
with a glowing expression, curls damply clinging to her face. 
“That’s quite the way you have of starting the day.”  A smile
played over her lips as she gently traced the bridge of his nose
with her finger tip.

“Yeah, well I’d hate to be boring and just say good morning like
everyone else.”  He quirked a smile at her, all the animosity
of their last meeting having faded away.  Instead a cocoon of
comfort had wrapped itself around him.  Lightly he ran his
hands up and down her back, enjoying the feel of her warm silky
skin.

“I’ve never associated the word boring with you.”  She
pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth, then studied him with
concerned eyes.  “How are you doing this morning?”

For a moment he was lost in the green depths, then the question
brought the previous day’s events slamming home to him and he felt
a heavy sadness settle on him, erasing the delightfully sated
feeling brought on by the morning’s activities.  He sighed
heavily and ran a hand through his hair.  “Fine.  I’ll be
fine.”

She watched him for a minute while making idle patterns on his
collar bone.  He sensed her waiting for him to expand on his
statement, but wouldn’t give in to her silent expectations. 
Sharing his feelings wasn’t something he did easily and he’d
exposed himself more than enough last night.  Finally she
nodded and sat up, sliding off him.

“Good.”  Her clipped tone let him know she was hurt by the
way he’d suddenly shut her out.  For a moment he considered
telling her his emotions were still raw at the memory of what had
happened.  That he still blamed himself.  That the
mother’s words still echoed in his ears.  He even opened his
mouth to speak, but stopped.  He was an Enforcer. 
Enforcers couldn’t afford to have feelings or show weakness.

Looking around she found her t-shirt and slipped it on. 
“Do you mind if I shower first?  I have to get to work.”

“Work?”

“Yeah.  Not only do we have to explain why three families
suddenly decided to move from the area without a word to anyone,
but we now have several deaths to explain.”  She pulled her
hair back from her face and frowned.  “Perhaps we can say the
three families moved to start a joint business venture—”

“Two.  Not three families.  Two.  I missed one,
remember.”  He pointed the fact out, bitterness rising inside
him.

“Well, it’s three now.  The remaining members of the third
family will be secretly airlifted out so no one will know they
didn’t leave together.  I’ve already fabricated a story to
explain the death of the Alpha.  A rumour will be spread that
it was a chainsaw accident.  He was clearing trees in his
woodlot and his family is having a private funeral out of
state.  Closed casket.”

“And the dead father and injured boy?”

Brandi shook her head, her brow furrowed as she became lost in
the intricate web of lies she was spinning.  “No.  They
won’t be mentioned.  We’ll let people assume—”

“What do you mean, they won’t be mentioned?  They’re more
important than that bastard of an Alpha!”  He sat up and
stared at her, uncaring that the blankets had fallen from his hips.
The heat that had hardened his body just moments ago had been
replaced by ice water as he listened to her callous words.

“They’ll be in our official report to Lycan Link, but to the
human world, they’ll have just moved away.”

The story soured his stomach.  That a murder and the
assault of an innocent child could be swept under the carpet as if
it had never happened was wrong and he said so.

“So the local human population will never know what a bunch of
bas—”

She cut him off.  “That’s right.  They’ll never
know.  That’s how it’s done, how it’s always been done. 
You know that as well as I do, Reno.”

He climbed out of bed and pulled on his shorts.  The topic
of conversation had ruined the sense of intimacy between
them.  “It still sucks.  These weres—the ones that stood
by and did nothing—will continue to live in the community and their
neighbours will never know what scum they are.”

Brandi sighed and tried to explain again.  “This is the
best way to handle the situation, Reno.  Mentioning the
father’s death and that a child was injured brings too much
publicity.  When an adult dies, it can be passed off any
number of ways, but when a child’s involved, people start to ask
questions, and we can’t let that happen.  Lycan Link will be
apprised of the situation and the remaining pack members will be
dealt with appropriately according to our laws.  I shouldn’t
have to tell you that.”

By now she was standing with her hands on her hips, glaring at
him.  Vaguely he noted how cute she looked with tousled
ringlets cascading around her face and the short t-shirt she wore
exposing her legs, but the issue between them cancelled out any
appreciation he might have had for the sight.

Instead, some devil inside—his own guilt perhaps—pushed him to
keep questioning her, arguing with her reasoning.  He knew she
was right, but at that moment he couldn’t let the matter go. 
In the end, he stormed out of the room cursing DCs and went in
search of Damien.
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A month later, Brandi sat in her small apartment, her arms
wrapped around her knees, rocking back and forth.  Tears
streamed down her face, punctuated by the occasional hiccup. 
Oh God, this couldn’t be happening, there had to be some
mistake.  There was no way she and Reno had made a…

She couldn’t even get the words to form in her mind, let alone
say them out loud, yet all the evidence pointed that way.  The
emotional roller coaster she was on, the trouble she had
sleeping.  Her stomach clenched again and she fought against
being sick but it was a losing battle.

Racing to the bathroom, she heaved into the toilet, the meagre
contents of her stomach exiting in a disgusting swill.  By the
time the ordeal was finished, her limbs were shaking and her skin
felt clammy.  She flushed away the evidence then stumbled to
the sink to wipe her face and rinse her mouth of the foul acidic
taste.  Damn.  Why did her stomach have to be her weak
spot?  Whether she was excited, nervous or scared, the
pernickety organ made itself known, usually in a most inelegant
way.

Leaning against the wall, she slid down to the floor, allowing
the coolness of the tile to creep into her.  The stark
whiteness of the room was somehow soothing and the forest green
towels lulled her with the impression of nature.  Eventually,
her breathing slowed and the clammy feeling was replaced by a more
normal temperature.

When she was sure the risk of being ill had passed, she made her
way back to the living room.  The springs of her cheap sofa
creaked softly as she sank down onto the cushioned surface,
reminding her that her rookie wages didn’t allow for luxuries
yet.  Just a few weeks ago, she’d bemoaned having to budget
but what did that matter in the face of a situation such as
this?

Pulling her legs up, she returned to the comforting fetal
position she’d assumed soon after arriving home from the clinic,
and continued to ponder her fate.

At first, she hadn’t been able to figure out what was
wrong.  The stress of exams and a new job had possibly thrown
her off-kilter, but after several months, that explanation had worn
itself out.  And now…   Well, the evidence was right
there in front of her.

She flicked another glance at the paper on the table.  It
was crumpled and partially stained on one side—evidence that in a
fit of panic she’d thrown it in the garbage and pushed the
container into a corner.  However, after circling her small
apartment several times, logic had prevailed and she’d fished the
page back out of the trash.  It was childish to think that not
looking at the evidence would solve the problem.  What was
done was done and she had to face up to it.

The blood test was positive.  At her insistence, the Lycan
Link doctor had double checked the results.  There’d been no
mistake, no lab error.  Thankfully, he was bound to keep the
information confidential; it wasn’t the sort of news she wanted
spread around.  Wouldn’t the office gossips have a field day
if they ever found out?

She could just picture how everyone would huddle around the
photocopier, whispering about the juicy tidbit of news.  And
then they’d scurry off to tell someone else, spreading the sordid
tale like an insidious plague until every employee at Lycan Link
knew what had happened.  People would stop and stare at her as
she walked down the halls, each one wondering what Reno had seen in
her, how he’d react, and who would be brave enough to tell him.

And what would Reno do when the news finally reached
him?  What would he say?  Would he hate her?  Fly
into a rage?  Think she’d tried to trap him?  The idea of
facing his anger had her curling into an even tighter ball, fear
spiking her nerve ends into hyper-sensitivity.

She rubbed her temples and tried to stay calm.  Maybe he’d
be pleased.  You never know, there was always a chance his
reaction might not be negative.  The corners of her mouth
curved into a small smile at the idea of Reno looking at her with
the light of happiness shining in his eyes.  He’d suddenly
realize this was what he’d wanted all along and sweep her into his
arms…

Brandi snorted.  Was her brain completely fried? 
There was no evidence to support such an idea.  The chance of
Reno being happy about this turn of events was negligible.  He
was a career Enforcer after all.  No ties, no pack. 
There was no room for her in his life.

She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.  Okay, he
might not be happy but, what if by some miracle, the news didn’t
horrify him?  How did she feel about it?  Did she really
want to be joined to him like this for the rest of her life?

By his own admission he was a potential rogue and for all that
she might scoff at the whole ‘rogue mystique’ there was more than a
grain of truth to it.  True rogues didn’t form lasting
bonds.  They didn’t integrate with a pack.  They were
loners who clung to the edges of society more comfortable in their
wolf skin than their human.  And rogues could be extremely
unpredictable and dangerous.  She’d read about that and viewed
the evidence with her own eyes when she’d toured Langstaff. 
The damage Reno had inflicted there had made her shudder. 
Mind you, there’d been good cause but still…

The kettle she’d put on earlier started to whistle and she got
up and made herself some tea, hoping the soothing beverage would
help.  Cradling the cup in her hand, she wandered to the
window and stared out at the gloomy day.  Everything was grey
and dull and muddy.  The streets were empty, many of the shops
already closed for the day.  There were no people to watch,
nothing to distract her from her problems or perk up her
spirits.  With a sigh, she turned away from the depressing
scene and stared around the empty apartment.  If only she had
a roommate to talk to.

No sooner had she completed the thought, than an idea popped
into her head and she hurried over to the phone.  Tabi! 
They hadn’t talked in months, but she’d been there when this whole
mess with Reno had started so maybe…

Impatiently she listened to the phone ringing and gave a sigh of
relief when someone picked up.

“Hello?”

“Tabi?  It’s Brandi.”  She tried to sound normal, to
keep the worry from her voice.  Small talk first and then
she’d broach the subject.

“Oh, hi!  I was going to call you this weekend but here you
are!”

Brandi found herself smiling as the other girl’s bubbly nature
came through in her words.  “Well, I—”  She didn’t get to
say anymore though as Tabi kept right on talking.

“You’ll never guess what happened!  You know how I got a
job at one of Lycan Link’s outposts?  Well, first of all it’s
so dull here; the only excitement is watching the corn grow. 
And their computer system is totally ancient.  I couldn’t
believe it the first day I walked in but I guess that’s why they
needed me here.  Anyway, I’ve been working all this overtime
with this other guy named Finn.  He’s such a nerd but… ”

Rolling her eyes, Brandi took a sip of her tea.  Same old
Tabi, talking a mile a minute.  One guy after another. 
Was it possible to say a wolf had the morals of an alley cat? 
Oh well, at least she had a good heart and when Tabi broke up with
a man, she wasn’t left with a permanent reminder!

“So, do you think you’ll be able to come?”

“Pardon?”  Brandi realized she’d missed something
important.

“To the bonding ceremony.  Finn and I are going to be
mates.”

“What?”  Shocked at the news, she didn’t know what to
say.  She’d never pictured Tabi settling down, at least not so
soon.  “Oh.  Well…   That’s… um…   That’s
fantastic news.”  She tried to inject some enthusiasm into her
voice but knew her tone didn’t match her words.  Thankfully,
Tabi didn’t seem to notice.

“Isn’t it?  It was so romantic, the way he proposed. 
And you won’t believe this, but we’re waiting!”

“For what?”  Brandi blinked having no idea what her friend
might be referring to.

“To blood bond, silly.  I know it’s hard to believe, but
Finn’s sort of traditional and wants a proper ceremony overseen by
an Alpha first.  It’s been really hard to control myself but…
”

Brandi fought back a new wave of nausea.  This was so not
what she wanted to hear about right now.  She was glad for her
friend; however stories of ‘happily ever after’ were just too much
to take at the moment.

Tabi chattered on and Brandi made what she hoped were the
appropriate responses, but all the while her thoughts were in
turmoil as she compared her own situation to her friend’s.

It wasn’t fair.  Tabi was the flighty one, going from man
to man while she worked her butt off, always following the rules,
staying focussed on the future.  Shouldn’t there have been
some kind of pay-off for her dedication?  Not that she wished
bad things for her former roommate but how could life be so
cruel?

Blood bonds.  Just hearing about it made her throat tighten
with unshed tears.  Something so personal, so sacred, the
thing every female werewolf dreamed about with stars in her eyes…
  Well, her stars were well and truly burnt out now, nothing
but bits of scorched rock.  There’d be no fancy bonding
ceremony for her, no giggling conversations with girlfriends about
what it would be like to finally be one with the man you loved.

“Brandi, I’m sorry.  I’ve been so busy talking that you
haven’t had a chance to say anything, have you?”

“No, but that’s okay.  I just wanted to… er… to see how you
were doing.”  She fumbled through an explanation and then
ended the call as soon as possible.

Hanging up the phone, Brandi sank down into a nearby armchair
and let her head fall back onto the cushions feeling totally
exhausted.  Calling Tabi hadn’t helped at all.  It had
just made her feel even more alone, more unsure of what to
do.  Tabi could announce her news to the whole world and
expect gushing congratulations, but that wasn’t an option Brandi
could consider.

She gave a dry laugh and wondered if anyone would even believe
her if she told them.  Wouldn’t that be a strange
conversation?  Everyone lounging in the break room, drinking
coffee, and she’d saunter in with a big smile on her face to make
her announcement. “Hey guys, guess what?  I accidentally blood
bonded with Reno Smith!”

The room would go dead silent and then a buzz of questions and
expressions of disbelief would erupt.  What do you mean? 
How is it possible?  How could you accidentally blood
bond with someone?

Brandi shook her head.  Yeah, as if anyone would believe
that story.

But it was true.  A totally freak accident had landed her
in this mess and she’d just figured it out.  And now that she
knew, what the hell should she do about it?

Brandi glanced towards her computer where a file was
displayed.  She’d been doing some research on accidental blood
bonds; however, information on the phenomenon was scant and mostly
based on anecdotal reports rather than actual scientific
research.  Apparently partial blood bonds sometimes occurred
when one party nibbled during the sexual act but the other
didn’t.  However, the odds of a truly accidental blood bond
occurring, the type she had with Reno, were astronomically
small.

At first, she’d never suspected she was the victim of such a
strange happenstance.  When random thoughts and feelings
started flitting through her brain and haunting her dreams, she’d
attributed it first to stress from exams, and then to moving and a
new job.  Her mind had been racing a mile a minute trying to
assimilate all the changes in her life, so it made sense that her
thoughts and emotions might go a little haywire.

However, last month during the Langstaff case, it had all
started to make sense.  She had just finished her orientation
training and had been partnered with Al Zimmerman.  They’d
been assigned a few minor cases, more or less opportunities to get
their feet wet and learn to operate as a team, but nothing big had
landed on their duty roster.  Then, a call had come in that a
critical incident was going down on the outskirts of a small town
called Langstaff.  She and Al were the next team up and in no
time she’d found herself aboard a private jet heading towards her
first major case.

Information had been sketchy but she’d occupied herself by
reading over the file containing the preliminary reports.  She
noted Reno Smith was heading the case and barely suppressed a
snort.  Of course there’d be a critical incident if that man
was involved.  His foul-ups were legendary.  Sure, he got
the job done but he seldom followed regulations.  Rumour had
it he’d flushed his copy of the manual down the toilet and operated
solely on gut instinct.

Brandi had just sighed, hoping she was up to dealing with the
man, when out of nowhere waves of deep and intense emotions had hit
her.  It had been worse than ever before:  fear, anger,
soul-gutting grief, self-hatred…   A rollercoaster of feelings
bombarded her while vague images had flicked before her eyes: blood
and fighting, death, children crying, shouted accusations,
pain…

She must have paled, even looked ill, for Al had inquired about
her well-being.  He’d found a cool cloth for her and asked if
she was prone to air sickness, even finding her a small bag to hold
‘just in case.’  Somehow she’d managed to pull herself
together all the while fearing she really was going insane. 
And then when she’d arrived on the scene and realized the visions
had been of that exact location…   Well, she’d been almost too
shocked to talk.

Thankfully, everyone attributed her behaviour to it being her
first big case and she’d been sent off to check on Reno.  She
hadn’t been keen on the idea, given how they’d parted, but she’d
put on her professional face and found his room.

The professional face hadn’t lasted long though.  His grief
had become her grief, his pain was hers.  How she’d hidden it,
she still didn’t know.  Maybe he’d been so caught up in his
own horrific thoughts that he just hadn’t noticed.  Whatever
the case, she was grateful to have been given some time to come to
grips with the idea.  To be sure, knowing she wasn’t becoming
mentally unbalanced was a relief, but learning you were blood
bonded to someone…   Well, it just wasn’t something you could
put into words.

She’d left Langstaff armed with her new knowledge, but still
clueless as to how it had happened.  They’d only had sex once
before and neither of them had done any biting to break the
skin.  For days she’d gone over every encounter they’d had and
it wasn’t until she’d accidentally scratched herself with a broken
nail that a vague memory had provided her with the key.  It
had happened during their impromptu encounter in his self-defence
class.  She’d scratched his face, his bloodied cheek must have
brushed her mouth when he’d nuzzled her neck and voila!

Usually a minute blood exchange wouldn’t have been enough to
start the bonding process, but their mutual arousal—and she had no
doubts now that he had been aroused—must have released
sufficient levels of the bonding hormone in her system to initiate
the process.  Unknowingly licking the small smear of blood
from her lip had done the trick.  The faint salty metallic
taste on her tongue was just a dim memory.  The consequences,
however, were not.

Just to be sure, she’d gone to the clinic at Lycan Link and had
some discreet blood work done, the results of which had been handed
to her today.  She was definitely bonded to someone, the
doctor had proclaimed.  While it was a weak bond, rather like
a light bulb partially screwed into a socket, flickering on and off
depending which way it was jiggled, there was no denying its
existence.

Her stomach clenched yet again as she contemplated what her next
step should be.  According to her wolf, there was no
question.

Tell him.  He needs to know.  He is our
mate.

But he didn’t plan on this.  We aren’t mated.  We
aren’t even dating.

It makes no difference.  The bond is there.  He is
our other half now.

But does he want to be my other half?  And do I want
him?

Don’t be silly.  Of course you do.  We need a
mate.

She stood and paced the small living room, glancing at her
phone, wondering if her wolf was right.  This did involve Reno
since she was privy to some of his thoughts and feelings now. 
And it was unlikely he was even aware of the fact given that it was
a one way bond.  So telling him was the honourable thing to
do.

Giving a little nod, she reached for the receiver only to draw
her hand back.  What would she say?  It really wasn’t
something you could blurt out over the phone.  Perhaps she
should ask him over and make him a nice meal before breaking the
news.

No, that wouldn’t work.  He was already angry at her about
the Langstaff case.  She winced, thinking of the upcoming
hearing during which she might have to testify against him. 
The very thought made her already nervous stomach do even more
flip-flops.

The day after she’d arrived in Langstaff, Reno’s team had been
summoned back to Headquarters and a full investigation was
launched.  As one of the attending officers, she’d supplied a
report, and while factual, it looked damnably bad for Reno. 
She’d tried to frame her wording so people would understand why
he’d acted as he did, yet the fact remained that the risk of
exposure had been high.  It was only through the quick efforts
of Al and herself that suitable explanations for the events of that
day had been constructed.  In fact, rumour had it she might
even be given commendation for her work by the time the hearing was
over.

While the acknowledgement of her skills was gratifying, she’d
also seen Reno storming down the hallway and heard him ranting
about her report.  Based on precedent cases, he’d likely be
docked pay and even have a black mark added to his file if he
wasn’t demoted from head of the team.

No, inviting him over definitely wouldn’t work.  And if
someone found out, they might think Reno had instigated it in the
hopes of swaying her testimony.

Oh God, what a mess!  The only way this could be worse
would be if she were pregnant as well.  Thank heavens she
hadn't been in heat during the Langstaff case!

She resumed pacing, nibbling at a fingernail and wondering what
to do. Her own feelings were in such disarray, she didn’t feel
equipped to handle him right now.  Maybe… just for the moment…
she'd keep quiet and let fate take its course.  Some might
think it was the coward’s way out…   Hell, who was she
kidding?  It was the coward’s way out.  But she
was just too overwrought to come up with a better idea.  And
if she and Reno were meant to be together, something would happen
to steer the course of events, right?










Chapter 8

 


Reno resisted the urge to drum his fingers on the table and
instead gripped the arm of his chair even tighter.  The
Langstaff hearing was drawing to a close and he was damned sick of
the whole business.  Spending days listening to people reading
reports and giving testimony was a waste of time.  Everyone
knew what had happened.  Why sit around rehashing the
case?

He eased himself back in his chair and bit back a sigh, having
been told by his appointed representative to look sharp and guard
his expression.

“They won’t deal kindly with you if they see bored contempt on
your face.”  The elderly man—Ricardo Machado—had hissed the
instruction at him at least a dozen times over the past week. 
Machado was akin to a lawyer in the Lycan world and represented any
of the Enforcers who were brought up on charges from events that
occurred in the line of duty.  His job was to ensure that Reno
and his squad were treated fairly and without prejudice when facing
the Council of Elders.

The fact that his squad had been brought into this mess angered
Reno almost more than the charges that were against him.  His
men had done nothing wrong.  They’d followed orders, and if
there was any wrong-doing, it was his fault alone.

Of course, Damien and the others had shot that story to hell and
back as each man insisted they’d acted under their own initiative
and not Reno’s orders.  It had made him both humble and proud
that his team was standing up for him and not leaving him to hang
in the wind by himself.  Yep, they’d come a long way from the
ragtag team he’d started with; near rogues more interested in
fighting with each other than working towards a common goal.

Too bad he’d have to beat the crap out of them for being such
fools!  If the whole team went down, who would be left to deal
with the Purists?  It was better if one man took the fall
rather than risking the whole of the ACS.  Of course they
hadn’t thought of that.

He shook his head at their misplaced loyalty, and began to scan
the room trying to keep himself occupied while waiting for the
final verdict to be read.

A long empty table occupied the front of the room.  Soon it
would have members of the Council of Elders seated at it; a group
of elderly Alphas whose grey hair and lined faces provided visible
signs of the years of experience each brought to the job.  To
be on such a council was a great honour.  Only past Alphas who
had abdicated their position of pack leader due to advancing age
were considered for the position and they had to have displayed
exemplary leadership throughout their years of service.

Shifting his gaze, Reno noted some of those seated on the far
side of the room.  His team filled the first two rows of
chairs.  They were awaiting the verdict as well, though
Ricardo had assured them the most they’d face was a reprimand
placed in their files.  Still, it had to be nerve-wracking for
some of them.  With an experienced eye, Reno assessed each man
looking for signs of unusually high anxiety or tension.  His
men were usually solid, both mentally and physically, but these
weren’t normal circumstances for them.  Thankfully, each
appeared relatively calm.

Reno made eye contact with Damien and the younger man pulled a
face showing he found the whole process boring in the
extreme.  While inwardly he concurred, Reno frowned at his
partner though it did little good.  With typical irreverence,
Damien flipped him the finger before grinning and turning towards
the cute brunette seated behind him.  With benevolent
exasperation Reno watched the kid using his charm on the young
female.  No doubt before the day was done, Damien would be
dating her.

Shaking his head, Reno checked out the rest of those
gathered.  Captain Fielding, his immediate superior, was there
along with a number of other Lycan Link employees who’d gathered to
offer moral support.  Near the back, a few reporters and
curious members of the general Lycan public filled some of the
seats.  And, of course, Brandi Johansson had to be
there.  She was sitting very straight in her chair, her eyes
firmly fixed on the door that the Council would enter through.

He took in her appearance, the way her curls were restrained in
a knot at her nape, and the grey tweed business suit that did
little to disguise her curves.  She seemed pale, dark shadows
smudged under her eyes as if she’d been sleeping poorly.  Reno
narrowed his gaze noting the way she twisted her fingers in her lap
and the nervous tapping of her foot against the leg of her
chair.

What was she so tied up in knots about?  He was the one who
might lose his job, perhaps even be thrown in detention if they
decided his wolf was becoming unmanageable!  A growl escaped
him as he thought of all the questions the Lycan Link psychologist
had asked him in the mandatory sessions he’d attended. 
Thankfully the man hadn’t ordered him to be locked up—yet—and he’d
been allowed to roam freely as long as he stayed within the Lycan
Link compound.

A sound from the front of the room drew his attention and he
turned to see the Council filing in from their consulting
chambers.  The quiet hum that had filled the room for the past
half hour quickly disappeared as everyone fixed their eyes on the
Council.

Reno eyed each member, careful to keep his gaze mildly curious
and not challenging in case one should look his way.  For all
that he might scoff at Ricardo’s advice, only a fool pissed off an
entire table of Alphas.  Their expressions gave nothing away
and he bit back a curse, shifting yet again in his seat.

The designated Speaker cleared his throat and stood, a sheaf of
papers in his hand.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.  I apologize for the
delay but this was a complex case and we had some difficulty
reaching a consensus on appropriate consequences and
recommendations.  However, we have reviewed the evidence
presented:  the eye-witness accounts, the reports of those
involved, the video footage taken after the fact, and the victim
impact statements.  As I said, this was a complex situation
given the number of Lycans—both full and half-breed—that were
involved, the tender ages of some of the parties, and the emotional
factors that came into play.”

He scanned the room, then flipped a page and began to
read.  “The events at Langstaff were regrettable and
preventable.  Had proper procedures been in place the loss of
life could have been prevented.  To this end, we are
establishing a committee to form the Langstaff Protocols, a set of
rules and policies that shall be followed whenever… ”

Reno gave a small nod as he listened, pleased that something
positive might come out of the debacle.  He wondered if he’d
be allowed any input; given the fact that he’d replayed the case a
thousand times in his mind, he felt he was more than qualified to
offer some suggestions…

The man paused, adjusted his glasses and then looked directly at
Reno.  “Mr. Smith, will you please stand.”

Reno slowly got to his feet.  This was it.  The room
was silent save the faint scraping of chair legs as his seat slid
backwards.  He clasped his hands behind him, standing straight
with his shoulders back.  Following Ricardo’s instructions, he
kept his expression as bland as possible; however he couldn’t stop
himself from looking each Alpha directly in the eye.  If he
was going down, he wouldn’t cower before those sentencing him.

“Mr. Smith.  We’re curious.  Do you have any regret
for your actions at Langstaff?”

Was this a trick question?  Did his fate rest on his
answer?  He gave a mental shrug and replied honestly. 
“Only one, sir.  That I didn’t do an initial check to ensure
all the mixed families and halves were accounted for.  My
negligence resulted in the death of a wolf and the serious injury
of his pup.”

“The death of one wolf?”  One of the seated Elders quirked
a brow.  “There were several killed at Langstaff, at least one
by your own hand.”

Reno compressed his lips but gave a quick nod.  “I stand
corrected.”  He wanted to add that the Alpha he’d killed
didn’t deserve the title of wolf, but Ricardo’s timely kick to
Reno’s shin served as a reminder to watch his mouth.  Somehow
the man must have sensed his client’s thoughts.

“Humph!”  Whether his answer impressed the Elder or not,
Reno had no idea, however several of the Alphas leaned together to
exchange private comments.

“Do you have anything else to add?”  The Speaker looked
Reno’s way.

“No, sir.”

“All right, then.  We, the Council of Elders, find you
guilty of misconduct.”

A murmur spread through the room, several chairs were shuffled
and a female gasped softly.  Reno was sure it sounded like
Brandi yet didn’t turn to look.  A curl of nervous tension was
growing in his gut.  He kept his eyes fixed on the Speaker
wondering what his punishment might be.  His wolf stirred
anxiously as well, not totally understanding the proceedings but
sensing possible danger.

The Speaker waited for the noise in the room to die down before
continuing.  “Your team is exonerated from any wrong
doing.  While they each claimed to be acting independently,
you were in charge and thus must bear the brunt of
responsibility.  However, a letter of reprimand will be placed
in each of their files.”

Reno nodded, feeling some relief that his men would be left
alone.  A letter of reprimand was nothing.  He’d
collected his fair share over the past few years.  The ACS
could continue the fight against the Purists without him. 
He’d trained them well.  Damien showed potential as a leader
for the group but was too new to the team to be promoted. 
Perhaps Garret…   The sound of Brandi’s name being spoken
jerked his attention back to the Speaker for the Council.

“It is our belief that Brandi Johansson and Allan Zimmerman were
instrumental in containing this situation.  For their
exemplary work, a certificate of recognition will be awarded and
noted in their files.”  The Speaker paused and smiled towards
Brandi.  “As well, an extended weekend shall be granted
with pay due to the amount of overtime you were required
to perform.  Please make arrangements with your supervising
officer so that this does not negatively impact the schedules of
your coworkers.”

“Thank you, sir.”  Brandi’s voice—barely a whisper—sounded
strained and was almost drowned out by Al’s enthusiastic
response.

“This brings us back to the matter of dealing with you, Mr.
Smith.”  The Speaker stared at Reno for a long moment before
continuing.  “Your actions endangered us all.  You
responded irresponsibly and emotionally, with no forethought as to
the possible repercussions.  An Enforcer who allows his wolf
to take over has no place within this organization.”

Each word was like a nail being pounded into Reno’s
coffin.  He forced himself to stand straighter.  Here it
comes, he thought to himself.  I’m about to be kicked out of
the only place that’s ever seemed like home, the only place that’s
ever accepted me.  A wave of regret washed over him yet he
knew, given the same circumstances, he’d do it all again.

“Your record is riddled with accounts of infractions, rules that
were ignored or bent, reports that you failed to complete or
fudged.  In short, Mr. Smith, you are what is known as a
reckless pain in the ass and we should be throwing the proverbial
book at you.”

Another long pause followed as if the Speaker was waiting for
the meaning of his words to sink in.

Yeah, I’ve fouled up a few times, Reno thought to himself. 
Why go over it again and again?  If you’re going to have my
head on a platter, then just get on with it.

The Speaker sighed and rattled the papers in his hand. 
“However, there is the irrefutable fact that despite your record
you have somehow managed to be of great service to Lycan
Link.  The number of successful rescues of half-breeds and
their families that you’ve led is impressive.  And in my hand,
I have a number of letters from some of those you helped
relocate.  Amazingly enough, they all bury you with
praise.”  He stared down at the pages in his hand, a frown
evident on his face as if he couldn’t believe what was right before
his eyes.  He gave his head a shake before continuing. 
“Given these facts, we feel we need to keep you in your present
position as an Enforcer with the ACS.  Eliminating you would
punish those already being persecuted by removing one of their few
hopes for rescue.”

Relief washed over Reno while small sounds of happiness rippled
across the room.  He wasn’t headed to detention or being
kicked out of Lycan Link.  A smile began to curve the corner
of his lips.

“But… before you begin to feel too pleased with yourself, there
will be consequences applied as well as some safe-guards to ensure
we don’t have a repeat of the Langstaff incident.  First off,
you will be docked a month’s pay for your actions and yet another
black mark will be placed in your file.  One more and you will
be gone, Mr. Smith, regardless of your effectiveness.  Is that
clear?”

The man arched his brows and gave Reno a hard stare.

“Yes, sir.”  Reno nodded.  “I’ll try to toe the
line.”

“You’ll do more than try.  You will undergo
extensive training in negotiation skills.  You will
reread the manual outlining proper procedures and be quizzed on the
content.  Your paperwork will be checked on a monthly
basis and it will be properly completed and submitted on
time.  As well, you… ”

The man droned on however Reno was no longer listening. 
He’d read it over when he got a copy of the final decision from
Ricardo.  Right now he was too pleased about keeping his job
to care about all the paperwork bullshit they wanted him to
do.  Damn, he’d been worried—not that he’d admit it to anyone,
of course.  Thank heaven no one knew what was really going on
in his head; the nightmares, the self-condemnation…

People began to stand.  The Speaker had obviously finished
and Reno had missed his final words.  He gave a shrug and
began to accept the handshakes and congratulatory backslaps from
colleagues.

“We knew you’d beat this, Reno.”

“You can’t keep a good wolf down.”

“Way to go, man.”

The conversation swirled around him but over it all he was
acutely aware of the silence coming from one corner of the
room.  He glanced over the heads of those surrounding him and
saw Brandi standing near the door.  Her arms were wrapped
tightly around her waist and she was staring directly at him.

Their gazes locked.  She opened her mouth and he sensed she
wanted to say something to him.  She even took half a step his
way then paused looking nervous.

“It was touch and go for a while, wasn’t it, Reno?” 
Someone was talking to him however he barely glanced at the
individual.  “Some of those reports were really damning. 
Johansson really did a number on you, the bitch.”

Before he even realized what he was doing, Reno had the
individual by the collar and was giving him a warning shake.

“Watch your language, buddy.”  He growled the words, his
tone low and menacing.

“Mr Smith!”  Ricardo grabbed his arm while looking
nervously about.  “We haven’t even left the hearing yet and
you’re already in danger of breaking the conditions the Speaker
outlined!”

“Oh. Yeah.”  Reno let go of the man—he still wasn’t sure
who the idiot was—and watched as the vermin scurried away. 
Glancing back to where Brandi had been standing, he saw that she’d
left.  He rubbed the back of his neck feeling oddly unsettled
at her absence which was just damned ridiculous.  He had
nothing to say to her.  They were like oil and water and it
was best if they stayed far apart.

~~~

Brandi stood in a quiet corridor not far from the hearing
room.  She was leaning against the wall, her hands pressed to
her pounding heart.  Reno was going to be okay.  Her
worst fear hadn’t come true; he wasn’t being sent to
detention.  He’d never survive in such a restrictive
atmosphere.  His wolf would rebel or his spirit would be
broken.  And if her report had contributed to such a sentence…
  She compressed her lips and shook her head knowing she
couldn’t have lived with that knowledge.

But he was going to be allowed to continue his work, so that was
good.  And she might get to see him now and then, maybe even
work with him and that was… good?  Well, she wasn’t sure about
that.  She still hadn’t worked up the nerve to speak with him
about the bond—not that there’d been much opportunity.  His
team had stuck pretty close to him these past few weeks and when he
wasn’t with them, he was meeting with Captain Fielding or Ricardo
Machado.

The sound of doors opening and a number of footsteps drew her
attention.  From her hiding place she watched Reno walk past
surrounded by his friends.  He never glanced her way which was
perfectly fine.  She wasn’t in a fit state of mind to speak to
him right now anyway.

She hadn’t had much sleep lately.  Reno’s thoughts kept
invading her mind as she slept.  For the most part, she was
able to block his thoughts during the day, however at night her
defences slipped and his dreams melded with hers.  Some were
embarrassingly erotic while others revealed his true worries about
the hearing, his memories of Langstaff and his
self-condemnation.  Those were the times she’d wake to find
tears streaming down her face and a knot of anxiety twisting in her
stomach.

Just the thought had her rubbing her temples.  There had to
be a way to erect a twenty-four hour mental wall between herself
and Reno.  Staying constantly awake was not a viable
solution.  She couldn’t do her own job properly when she was
sleep deprived.  Smothering a yawn, she pushed off from the
wall, determined to get some more research completed on partial
bonds.

Stepping out of the small corridor she headed towards the
parking garage.  Lycan Link was busy today.  People
swirled around her.  Snippets of conversation drifted
past.  She got in line to use the elevator and idly began to
listen in on those chatting around her.

“Did you see Smith grab that guy in the hearing room?”

“Yeah, from the look on his face, I thought Reno would kill
him.”

“I wonder what he said to piss him off?”

“Who knows?  With a rogue it can be anything… ”

The elevator arrived and Brandi was pushed forward with the
surge of Lycans all trying to fit into the small cubicle.  She
missed the rest of the conversation, but it had her thinking
again.

Reno was dangerous.  She’d watched him grab the
man by the collar, seen the rage in his eyes.  Did she want to
be bonded to someone like that for the rest of her life?  What
if she angered him at some point?  Would he become physically
violent?  The very idea had a shiver running through
her.  No.  Reno wouldn’t do that… would he?

She nibbled her lip nervously.  There had to be a way to
break the bond or at least control it.  There just had to
be!










Chapter 9

 


Two and a half years later…

Reno slammed his hands down on the table, the corded muscles of
his forearms standing out as he leaned belligerently into Joseph
Bronte’s face.  “I don’t give a damn about your rights as an
Alpha.  Those wolves are going with me.”  His voice was
low, barely above a whisper, yet the menace in his words couldn’t
be denied.

His whole body was alert, muscles tensed ready for the slightest
sign of aggression from Bronte or his Beta.  He’d been on edge
all day as if his inner wolf knew something was about to
happen.  A fight would be the perfect way to ease the
feeling.  However, neither man moved, seemingly frozen in
place by the sheer force of his personality.  Reno curled his
lip.  Cowards, he thought to himself.  All talk and
bluster, picking on the weak, but put them up against a real wolf
and they cowered like suckling pups.

Easing back from the table, he stood straight, keeping his arms
loose at his sides.  “Nothing to say?”

The room was silent except for the faint creak of an old ceiling
fan that lazily circled about in a vain attempt to cool the
sweltering room.  Sweat trickled down Reno’s back and his
shirt clung irritatingly to his skin, yet he never let his gaze
waver from the man before him.

A nerve ticked in Bronte’s cheek, his fingers clenched and
unclenched on the arms of his chair.  Seconds passed, but
still Reno waited.  A fly buzzed lazily by, heading towards
the window, no doubt wanting to escape the oppressive
atmosphere.  Heat and humidity wrapped around the room’s
occupants like a wet wool blanket.  Summer in the bayous
wasn’t for the faint of heart.

Finally, Bronte looked away.  He cleared his throat and
leaned back in his chair, trying to appear at ease, as if Reno
hadn’t intimidated him.  It wasn’t working though.  There
was a shadow of uncertainty in the man’s eyes despite his efforts
to hide it with a sneer.  “Half-breeds aren’t wolves. 
They’re human dogs that can perform a few minor tricks.  Only
pure-bloods deserve the title of wolf.”

Reno snorted, but didn’t rise to the bait.  Bronte was
taunting him, trying to make him lose his temper.  He knew it
was useless to argue with the narrow-minded man.  Almost every
Lycan on the continent had some mixed blood if you searched back
far enough.

“Whatever.  Damien, signal the rest of the Enforcers to
start collecting the refugees.”  He called the instructions
over his shoulder to his partner who stood poised by the
door.  “Use Langstaff protocols.  There should be
twelve.  Make sure none are left behind by ‘accident.’ 
We wouldn’t want that now, would we, Bronte?”

It was a well known fact that while the Purist packs despised
half-breeds, they also liked having them around as servants and, in
some of the worst cases, for hunting practise.  Sometimes
half-breeds were hidden away by their ‘owners’ who didn’t want to
lose the unpaid help.

The screen door creaked open behind him and Reno could imagine
Damien stepping out to give the signal to their squad that was
poised outside.  His men would spread out through the small
compound and gather the half-weres and their families.

“Of course.  Take them all.  It will be good to not
have to smell their stench or share our resources with them.” 
Joseph Bronte talked tough, but Reno could see the man’s
frustration.  They’d spent three weeks gathering sufficient
evidence, then negotiating for the freedom of the
half-breeds.  The Alpha wasn’t pleased that Lycan Link had
been sticking its nose so closely into his pack.

Too bad, scumbag, Reno thought to himself.  If you want to
be left alone, you shouldn’t violate the Lycan code of Rights and
Freedoms.

“It’s a go, Reno.”  Damien returned and leaned against the
door frame, waiting for him to wrap things up.  Inwardly, Reno
gave an indulgent smile.  The kid took their partnership
seriously and would never consider leaving him alone with two
Purists.  It was a nice feeling, knowing someone had your
back, even if it wasn’t needed.

Picking up the file that he’d brought in with him, Reno pulled
out a sheaf of papers.  “Sign here.”  He pushed them
across the table towards the Alpha and tossed a pen at him,
too.

The Beta growled a warning and shifted his stance.  Reno
watched the fellow out of the corner of his eye.  Come on,
just try it, he said to himself.  One little aggressive move
and I can have the satisfaction of wiping the floor with you.

Bronte was eyeing the papers, but made no move to pick them
up.  “What’s this?”

“Relocation papers.  You’re giving up all rights over the
refugees and agreeing that they can live wherever they wish. 
You will have no authority over them and cannot contact their new
packs, ask for their return, nor make any aggressive moves or
threats against the packs that take them in.”

Many Purist Alphas followed the most ancient codes in the Book
of the Law, viewing pack members as mere possessions.  When
dealing with them it was necessary to make sure every ‘i’ was
dotted and every ‘t’ crossed.

“Fine.”  Bronte grabbed the papers and signed the top page
then flipped to the next.  “And what’s this one for?”

“Charges.  You’re admitting that you violated The Book of
the Law by denying pack members the rights and privileges due
them.  It also states that you agree to quarterly inspections
by Lycan Link’s authorized representatives to ensure that no
further violations are taking place and Purist propaganda isn’t
being spread.  Should you continue to pursue your current
philosophy, steps will be taken to remove you as leader of the
pack.”

“I won’t sign that!  This is my pack.  No one
looks over my shoulder and judges what I do.  Who the hell do
you think you are?”  The man surged to his feet and shoved the
table aside.

That’s it, Reno thought, coiling his muscles.  His fingers
twitched and he had to force back the growl that rose in his
throat.  Under no circumstances was he allowed to initiate an
altercation, however, should someone else start it…

“Sorry.  You have to sign.  It’s what we agreed
upon.  If you don’t, I’ll drag you before the High Council and
have your sorry hide thrown in Detention.”

“Detention?”  The man’s face turned red with rage. 
“Are you threatening me, Smith?”

“I don’t make threats, Bronte.”  Reno shook his head. 
This was getting farcical.  The Alpha was putting on a show
while the Beta…   A shift in the shadows alerted him.

The Beta dove at Damien and Reno half turned, purposely giving
Bronte an opening.  Hard hands grabbed Reno’s shoulders and
spun him around, then a fist connected with his jaw, snapping his
head to the side.  As he staggered backwards, the Alpha
shifted into a yellow coloured wolf.

At last!  Reno’s own wolf almost howled in joy as he set it
free.  Quickly shifting forms, he met Bronte head on. 
The self-restraint he’d exercised over the past weeks was gone and
he could finally give vent to his feelings.  He threw himself
forward, teeth slashing at the other wolf’s side, before spinning
around to snap at its legs.  The miserable bastard had abused
and starved fellow wolves based solely on genetics and he deserved
to be punished.

Snarls filled the room as the wolves battled.  Snapping
teeth, the scrambling of claws against the floor, yips of pain,
panting breath…   Reno twisted and dove, sliding in to bite
then dashing away, toying with the Alpha as it tried unsuccessfully
to overpower him.

Reno’s own injuries were just minor annoyances, stinging rather
than hurting.  Adrenaline surged through his system.  He
was on a high, exulting in the use of his strength and skill. 
It wasn’t often he could completely loosen the rein under which he
kept his beast and to have such freedom was a heady rush.

He played with his opponent, attacking then retreating, causing
the other wolf to expend its energy, all the while herding it ever
closer to the corner of the room.  With its back to the wall
the creature would have no means of escape.

Finally, there was a lull in the fight.  The yellow wolf
stood before him, legs spayed and sides heaving.  It was
covered in blood and saliva dripped from its jaws as it struggled
to stay upright.  Reno paused and cocked his head giving it a
chance to surrender.  Something flickered in its eyes and then
it lunged forward going for his throat.

Leaping aside, he twisted in mid-air, grabbed hold of the back
of his opponent’s neck and shook the Alpha as hard as he
could.  Finally letting go, the momentum sent the creature
crashing into the wall.

Even as the wolf tried to regain its footing, Reno was on him
again, clamping his jaws on the animal’s throat, biting down
hard.  The wolf thrashed about, trying to break free, but Reno
held on tight ignoring the pain of the other wolf’s claws digging
into his belly.  A whimper of defeat finally came from his
opponent and he loosened his grip and stepped back.

The wolf remained submissive and Reno dared glance at his
partner, though there was no need to worry in the quarter. 
Damien was a fighter and had the Beta well in hand.  With a
shake of his fur, Reno shifted back to human form and the others
did as well.

For a moment he stood panting, allowing his wolf to calm, and
his human half to regain control.  Then he grabbed Bronte by
the collar, hauled the man to his feet, and shoved him towards the
table, where the pen and papers lay miraculously undisturbed by the
commotion in the room.

Growling in frustration, Bronte scrawled his name across the
pages before throwing them back at Reno.

“Thank you.”  Reno calmly picked up the documents as if a
violent fight had not just occurred, double checking Bronte had
indeed signed in the correct places.  Satisfied that all was
in order, he closed the file and nodded.  “I’d like to say
it’s been a pleasure, but we both know that would be a lie. 
If the gods are merciful, I’ll never have to see your sorry face
again.”

Bronte’s fists clenched, yet he said nothing, so Reno turned and
left.  As the door closed behind Damien and himself, he could
hear the sound of furniture breaking.  A wide grin slowly
appeared on his face.  Damn, he enjoyed pissing off bastards
like Bronte.

“That went well,” Damien said with a solemnity that belied the
twinkle in his eye.

“Yep.  Nothing worth reporting happened, wouldn’t you
say?”  He slid his gaze sideways and looked at his
partner.  Like himself, Damien showed few signs of the fight
that had just occurred.  A small bruise on his cheekbone was
already fading and a wound on his chin was healing nicely.

“Uh-huh.  The release of the refugees was negotiated
without incident.  It was a text book case of the benefits of
diplomacy.”  A faint smile played at the edges of Damien’s
mouth.

Reno bit his cheeks to hold in his own grin and nodded in
agreement.  “That’s what my report’s going to say.”

The two men looked at each other and began to laugh.  What
Headquarters didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

“It’ll take at least an hour before the refugees are ready to
roll.  Do you want to head into town?  I met a couple of
girls and—”

Damien began to give his usual spiel but Reno cut him off.

“A DC officer is going to be showing up.  Someone has to be
here.”

“Aw, come on, Reno.  You only live once.”  Damien
slapped him on the back, but Reno shook his head.  He knew
Damien was on a high from the fight.  The kid still hadn’t
learned to gear down and needed to burn off his excess
energy.  Sex was his usual choice.

Sometimes Reno worried about his partner.  Damien was a
good Enforcer; smart, strong, quick on his feet, and for the most
part he kept his inner wolf in line.  But there were times,
like today, when a certain look came over him, a restless, reckless
attitude that made Reno wonder what the future might hold for the
kid.  Was it that rogue quality on the edge of breaking free
or just the high spirits of youth?  Reno didn’t know and kept
his concerns to himself.

There was no point in trying to stop Damien.  He liked to
live life on the wild side and didn’t want anyone telling him what
to do.  That was okay with Reno—he’d suffered from the same
malaise before becoming head of the unit and being forced to be
more responsible—he just hoped his partner wouldn’t end up in real
trouble one day.

“Go on and have fun.  Just don’t do anything that requires
a DC officer to cover it up.”  The light warning was all Reno
allowed himself to give.

Mischief glinted in Damien’s eyes.  “Reno, you worry too
much.  You’re like an old man sometimes.”

“Wise, not old, kid.  I’ve sown my wild oats and know the
pitfalls.”

“Wild oats?”  Damien rolled his eyes.  “When was the
last time you did that?”

Reno held back a frown.  Damien had unwittingly hit on a
sore spot, though he didn’t let on.  “When you’re old, you’re
discreet.”

“Uh-huh.  Sure you are.”  Damien taunted him good
naturedly and Reno took a half-hearted swipe at him, but the kid
danced back out of the way.  “Well, I’ll ‘sow enough oats’ for
both of us and be back in an hour.”

With a final warning, Reno started to walk away.  “If
you’re not, we’re leaving without you and you can walk back.”

“That’s what you always say.”  Damien called after
him.  “Have fun dealing with the DC officer.”

Reno flipped him off then listened to Damien laughing as he
loped in the direction of town.

Damned kid’s going to make me really mad some day, Reno
mused.  Maybe it was time to take a round out of him
again.  His frown soon morphed into a smile though. 
Damien was like a younger brother and a friend all rolled into one
and their good natured teasing was just part of their
relationship.

Whistling under his breath, he made his way across the parking
lot to where the transport bus was awaiting the refugees. 
They’d be taken to the Lycan Link compound on the border of Canada
and the US to be processed, given medical attention and counselling
as needed and then integrated into a new pack and a life of
freedom.

Yep, it had been a good couple of weeks’ work.  He ran his
hands through his short unruly hair and flexed his shoulders. 
Damn, it felt good to get in the occasional fight; it helped work
all the kinks out of a fellow and kept the inner wolf more
manageable.  The scuffle had left him hot and sweaty though so
he pulled off his shirt and wiped his face and neck on the garment
before throwing it over his shoulder.

Despite the early morning hour, the air was heavy with
humidity.  Reno wiped another trickle of sweat from his face
wondering what the temperature might be and then decided he didn’t
want to know.  Thinking a cold drink would be a welcome sight,
he wondered if the town sported a bar or not.  Damien would
know, but Reno had been too busy on the case to pay much attention
to the local amenities.  Besides, this was such a two-bit
place that it didn’t even rate a pinpoint on local road maps. 
The chances of finding a good brand of beer didn’t seem very
likely.

He looked around at the moss laden trees and lush foliage so
typical of the bayous while swatting at a mosquito that dared to
land on his arm.  It was interesting territory, not something
he was familiar with, and if he’d had more time, exploring might
have been interesting, even if there was no bar in sight.

A waterway, so still it appeared as smooth as glass, was to his
right and a small dock extended out into it with a rowboat tied to
a post.  Perfect for sitting back and fishing, he
decided.  Add a cold frosty beer, a hat to keep the sun off
and maybe some music playing softly in the background and it might
just be a perfect vacation spot, if he ever decided to take one,
that is.

Yeah, that’d be the life.  He inhaled deeply imagining
himself in the scene, then frowned when a female suddenly appeared
in the picture.  She had long bouncy curls, was dabbling her
toes in the water and laughing, likely scaring all the fish
away!  Foolish female, didn’t she know there could be ’gators
in the water?

Scowling, he gave his head a shake and abandoned his
daydreams.  Someday he’d plan a vacation, just not now. 
He had a schedule to keep and fishing wasn’t even close to being on
the agenda.  Shifting his attention back to the parking lot,
he headed towards the bus that would carry the refugees to Lycan
Link.

The sun was just starting to move higher in the sky and he
squinted at the brightness of its reflection off the large
vehicle’s windows.  He donned his sunglasses and immediately
his step faltered.  Now that he could see clearly, he became
aware that his nemesis was parked beside the bus.

Damnation.

Well, that explained the vague sense of irritation that had
plagued him all day and the woman who had messed up his imaginary
fishing!

Whenever he found himself in a bad mood, Brandi Johansson was
always somewhere nearby.  How the hell did one woman have the
power to irritate him so much?  And with all the Damage
Control agents employed by Lycan Link, why did the captain keep
sending this one?

He narrowed his eyes and jutted his chin as he stared at the
woman before him.  Involuntarily, his hands fisted, every
muscle in his body tightening at the very sight of her. 
Desire and irritation battled within him, but he could allow
neither one to win.  One slip up, one unprofessional comment
and the annoying woman would have his butt in a sling… again.

Brandi Johansson was perched on the hood of a midnight blue
sports car, her face tilted up to the sun, and her curvaceous body
displayed in all its provocative glory.  Lush breasts, rounded
hips, fire-red hair trailing down her back.  Her skirt was
hitched up revealing shapely legs that ended in bare feet.

Reno felt his mouth grow dry.  He recalled, all too well,
how those thighs felt cradling his hips.  His body responded
to the memory, but he forced himself to ignore it.  Their
relationship had soured considerably since their last encounter and
he knew from personal experience that while she might look like the
answer to every man’s dreams, reality was completely different.

Brandi wasn’t as sweet as her name might imply.  Instead
she was as fiery as her hair and about as easy to take as gargling
broken glass.  Real brandy might have slid down his throat and
filled his belly with comforting warmth, but Brandi Johansson set
him afire like no other female ever had.  She was hot tempered
and feisty.  Her acerbic comments set his teeth on edge and
made his temper boil.  As far as he could tell her only saving
grace was the fact that she gave him a hard-on, not that he’d give
her the satisfaction of knowing that, of course.

As one of the top agents with the Damage Control branch of Lycan
Link, Brandi was often called upon to manage tricky situations such
as this one.  Unfortunately, while she might be good at her
job, she was also the bane of his existence.  If she wasn’t
breathing down his neck watching every move he made, she was
complaining to the higher ups that he caused too much trouble,
didn’t follow protocol, and doubled her work load.

Well, to his way of thinking, if she had to create a few more
lies to keep the existence of werewolves hidden from the human
population, then so be it.  His job was to save lives and to
ensure the Book of the Law was followed.  Keeping things neat
and tidy wasn’t his problem… or at least he wished it wasn’t. 
Ever since the Langstaff case he’d been forced into behaving like a
tight-assed pencil pusher more worried about protocol than getting
the job done.

How Damage Control officers managed to suck up to scumbags like
Bronte without puking was beyond him.  He could barely stand
to breathe the same air as the slimeballs.  Schmoozing with
them until they agreed to the cover stories…   Reno curled his
lip in disgust.  You’d never catch him being a ‘professional
liar’ as the DC officers were sometimes called.

Wiping the sweat from his upper lip, he exhaled slowly as he
approached the vehicle.  The woman, who was now sitting up and
looking at him expectantly, always set him on edge and he had to
school his features into a suitably bland expression to face
her.

“Smith.”

“Jones”

Her eyes barely flickered and only a trace of a furrow appeared
on her brow at his purposeful error.  Once, years ago, he’d
called her Jones by mistake.  Now he used it as a way to
irritate her.  It was childish, but something about Brandi
always brought out the worst in him.

They nodded at each other with false politeness.

“Out of uniform again, I see.”  Brandi slid off the hood of
her car, looked him up and down, and then sniffed.

Reno purposely flexed his muscles and smirked as Brandi’s gaze
fixed on his six-pack abs, the tip of her tongue peeking out to
lick her lips.  To hell with being politically correct. 
He thickened his usually faint western drawl.  “Just for you,
darlin’.  I figured you could use some eye candy to sweeten
you up a bit.”

She rolled her eyes at his mocking tone, her annoyance
palpable.  He almost smiled, pleased to have irritated her
once again, and braced himself for her comeback.

Instead of snapping back at him as she usually did, she
surprised him by merely shifting her gaze so she was staring over
his shoulder.  “So how big a mess did you leave me this
time?”  Brandi didn’t attempt to disguise the exasperation in
her voice.

A wave of disappointment washed over him that their verbal
sparring was over so quickly, however he hid it and answered her
question instead.

“Hardly anything at all.  The Alpha was real
cooperative.”

“What?  No brawls in the street?  No wolf
sightings?  No wounds inexplicably healing before human
eyes?”

“Nope.  The asshole kept this group close to home. 
The townsfolk hardly ever saw them.  All you need to do is
make up a pretty story to explain three families moving away.”

“Three families?”  For a second there was a shadow of
concern in her eyes.  “Everyone okay?”

“Yeah.”  Reno firmed his jaw and stared at her
levelly.  Brandi knew how he reacted when one of the halves
got injured.  She’d been there that one time…   He
blocked the painful memory not wanting her to know it still had an
effect on him.

“Good.”  Their eyes met and for a brief second he thought
he saw something there—a yearning, shades of loneliness—then she
blinked and the moment was lost.  The look in her eyes became
detached, her tone business-like.  “Okay, here’s the
plan.  You load them up while I talk to the Alpha and help him
create an acceptable scenario to explain the three families’
departure should anyone in the human community ask why they
left.  Once I’ve supervised the pack meeting and ensured
everyone understands, I’ll catch up to you at the first stop. 
Here’s the itinerary listing all rest stops, suggested supplies,
and cover stories if you’re questioned.”

She tried to pass him an envelope, but he shoved his hands in
his pockets instead.  “Brandi, I’ve done this before.  I
don’t need—”

“Too bad.  Regulations state that it’s part of my job to
ensure relocations run smoothly.”  Brandi poked him in the
stomach with the envelope and he grabbed it from her to stop the
annoying action.  “Thanks for your cooperation.  Now I’d
better get inside and start calming down Alpha Bronte.”

She fished some sort of clip out of her purse and quickly
twisted her hair up into a professional looking knot, jabbing pins
in here and there, then picked up a blazer that was draped over the
door of the car and worked her feet into a pair of high
heels.  As she started to go, he reached out and caught her
arm before he could stop himself.  She raised her brows and
stared pointedly from his hand to his face.

“Be careful.  He’s not in the best of moods.”  Reno
wondered why he felt the need to caution her.

“They never are once you’re done with them.”  She tried to
pull her arm free.  “I’ve done this dozens of times,
Smith.  I can handle the situation myself.”

“Yeah.  I’m sure you can.”  He let her go and watched
her retreating form, trying not to notice the slight hurt caused by
how she’d brushed off his concern.

Someone hit him on the shoulder.  “Hey Reno, wake up.”

“Huh?”  He turned to see Al Zimmerman, Brandi’s partner,
standing beside him.  “Oh, hey Al.  I didn’t see you
there.”

“No?  Something else caught your attention?”  Al gave
a knowing grin and jerked his head in Brandi’s direction. 
“Don’t worry about her.  She’s got more guts than half the
Enforcers I know.”

Reno grunted in acknowledgement.

“Besides, I’m there to watch her back.”  The tall thin
werewolf cracked his knuckles and Reno laughed knowing the man was
a lot tougher than he looked.  Al was as easy to get along
with as Brandi was difficult.

“Then go do your job and I’ll do mine.”  Reno nodded
towards the Alpha house where Brandi could be seen knocking on the
door.

“Sure.  I’ll see you tonight at the first stop.”  Al
loped across the parking lot to catch up with his partner and Reno
climbed into the bus to confer with the driver.  It would be a
three day trip back to the Lycan Link compound.  While flying
was faster, coordinating a large group through all the security
checks on such short notice was too complicated.  Keeping a
low profile was more important than speed.  He’d accompany the
bus for the first leg of the journey until they were well out of
Bronte’s territory and after that a lower ranking Enforcer would
take his place.

Once free of this duty, he’d return to Headquarters to ensure
everything was in place for when the group finally arrived, and
then he’d begin the paperwork that such a rescue mission always
involved.  He hated paperwork, but knew it had to be
done.  At least there was less than there had been a few years
back when the Purists movement had first re-emerged.  Maybe he
could try and pawn it off on Damien.  Naw, the kid hated
paperwork as much as he did.  And if it wasn’t done properly
and on time, the captain would be breathing down his neck.

After talking to the driver, Reno eased himself into a seat and
leaned his head back while he waited for the halves to
arrive.  Maybe he could catch some shut-eye before they
boarded the bus.  He yawned and scratched his chest, then
closed his eyes only to have images of Brandi Johansson pop into
his head.

Damn, that woman was annoying.  Every time he tried to be
friendly, she got pissed off about something.  The only time
they really got along was when they were having sex.  Mind you
it was great sex, but he knew there was more to life than getting
off.

Not for the first time, he tried to analyze where they kept
going wrong.  The day after their first time together they’d
met for coffee.  He recalled waiting for her at a small cafe,
watching the sky darken with the promise of rain and wondering why
he’d given her his number.  It had been a bad idea, he
shouldn’t have encouraged her, and yet a small bubble of hope had
been growing inside him.

The previous night at the bar, she hadn’t turned away in shock
when he said he had rogue potential and apparently she hadn’t been
with him just for the thrill either or she wouldn’t have called him
and agreed to meet again.

He’d had that happen before; thrill seekers, danger junkies,
females who flocked around Enforcers just because of the edge of
risk involved.  Some even tried to provoke him, wanting to see
what he’d do; however, once the roll in the hay was over, they
couldn’t even give him the time of day.  He’d learned early on
not to expect too much.  A round or two of sex and then it was
time to move on.

Brandi had seemed different though, and so he’d allowed himself
to hope.  When she’d walked into the coffee shop, the day that
had been turning grey suddenly seemed to brighten.  He’d
thought about how she’d put a pretty spin on being an Enforcer and
how responsive she’d been in bed, the way she’d danced with sensual
abandon, how her body had felt against his.

His wolf had wanted to mark her the previous night; in fact it
had been a very close call.  Why the creature would want to
blood bond with a werewolf he’d just met had been beyond him. 
Perhaps the beast had experienced the glimmer of hope as
well.  Or maybe it had been the beer he’d been drinking or the
fact that he’d been up late the night before reading cadet files,
looking for potential Enforcer candidates.  Whatever the case,
it had happened and he’d had a long talk with the beast on the way
home to ensure the situation didn’t arise again.

He smiled thinking of how Brandi had greeted him that day, so
excited to share her news with him.  It had come as a bit of a
shock to learn she’d be working at Lycan Link.  He’d been
happy for her, even pleased they might see each other in the
future, but it worried him as well.  She might think they
could have a real relationship and that would never do. 
Despite his hopes, in his heart he knew it wouldn’t work. 
Enforcers didn’t take on mates.

Well, he hadn’t had to worry for too long.  She’d announced
she was going to be a DC officer and he’d opened his mouth and
then… well… things had gone to hell in a hand basket.  Maybe
he could have been a bit more tactful, but in his experience Damage
Control was a pain in the rear, always complaining he wasn’t
careful enough, going out of their way to work with the perps, and
he’d said as much.

Their date had ended in a shouting match.  His own
disappointment in how things were going had made him especially
crude and in a way he’d been surprised she hadn’t slapped him.

He’d stood there watching her leave, inordinately angry with
both himself for messing things up and with her for storming
off.  The bud of hope inside him had been as fake as snake oil
and he’d been a sucker for having entertained thoughts to the
contrary.  Throwing some bills down on the table, he’d headed
into the woods to take a long run, trying to erase her from his
memory.

That had set the precedent for most of their encounters over the
past three years.  Brandi was self-righteous and snipped at
him every chance she got while he gave as good as he
received.  They were like oil and water yet something kept
drawing him back to her.

Reno rubbed his face.  The answer to the puzzle that was
their relationship was no clearer now than it had been before his
trip down memory lane.  Best to put it out of his mind again
and try to get some much needed sleep.  He had guard duty
tonight and needed to be alert in case Bronte decided to have them
followed.  It hadn’t happened… yet, but he’d learned to put
nothing past a Purist Alpha.  Damned bastards.










Chapter 10

 


Inside the Meeting House, Brandi gritted her teeth and
maintained a pleasant smile as she sat listening to Joseph Bronte
talk to his pack about the injustice they’d experienced at the
hands of Lycan Link’s Enforcers.  It was all propaganda. 
Well… most of it was.  Bronte had a certain ruffled look about
him that seemed to follow most of the Alphas who Reno dealt
with.

She didn’t doubt Reno had exerted a certain degree of pressure
on the man to make him sign the relocation papers for the
halves.  If she had her way, Reno could have broken both the
man’s arms, however that wasn’t her call.  Expressing her true
feelings was not part of the job description.  Soothing
Alphas, calming down situations, helping packs blend into the
background so the human population over-looked them, that was her
assignment.

The faintest of sighs threatened to escape her lips and she bit
it back unwilling to start bemoaning her fate.  This was her
chosen career and she was damned good at it.  She could
analyze situations and find minor points that might tip off the
humans.  She could create scenarios to explain away almost any
occurrence and she had a friendly persuasive way about her that
convinced even the most ornery of Lycans to go along with her
plans.  Those were her God-given talents and for the past
three years she’d used them well.  If sometimes it irked her
to be oh-so-politically correct, well that was just part of the
territory.  Over the years she’d become an expert at
controlling her thoughts and expressions and could hold her tongue
no matter what the provocation.  Today was no different than
any other.

“I saw you talking to Reno in the parking lot.”  Al
whispered to her.  She shot him a look out of the corner of
her eye.

“So?”

“So he seemed concerned about you heading in here by
yourself.”

Brandi shrugged and whispered back.  “Reno’s too full of
himself.  I can handle these situations without his ‘manly’
help.  Besides, you’re here.”  She gave Al’s knee a
friendly pat.  The poor man had his long legs curled up as
best as possible, but his rangy form would never fit comfortably in
a small chair.

“Uh-huh.  I know that.  He does too, but he still
worries about you.”

She held back a snort.  “He’s not worried.  He’s
looking for an opportunity to find fault.”

“Maybe.  Maybe not.”

“Look, Al.  Lay off.  You know how Reno and I
are.  We’re like oil and water.  Whenever he’s around I’m
cranky and on edge.  Smith brings out the equivalent of PMS in
me.  He’s never forgotten that report I made on the Langstaff
case.  The man goes out of his way to make my job harder.”

“Langstaff is old news and Reno doesn’t carry a grudge. 
Maybe at the time he did, but once the emotional turmoil settled
down, he recognized that you were just doing your job.”

“My job.”  She gave her head a barely perceptible
shake.  “That’s the problem.  He hates DC officers.”

“Now hate’s a strong word, Brandi.  Enforcers and
DCs naturally clash, but we’re all working towards the same
goal.  If you want to know what I think, you and Reno—”

Having had enough of Al and his theories in the past to know
what was coming, she cut him off.  “Shh!  I’m trying to
listen to Alpha Bronte, now be quiet.”

Al settled back in his chair with a knowing smirk.  Brandi
pursed her lips and exhaled slowly.  When Al got an idea in
his head, he wouldn’t let it be and for some reason he felt she and
Reno belonged together.  The man was an idiot.

Shifting in her chair, she tried to push Al’s words from her
mind and instead thought about how warm the blazer was making her
and how constricting it felt.  The pins that kept her long
hair under control dug into her scalp painfully, rivalled only by
the way her shoes pinched her toes.  She hated being dressed
up and much preferred yoga pants, a tank top and bare feet. 
However, the job called for professionalism, so here she was.

Digging her fingernails into her palm, she waited for her turn
to speak.  When she’d first become interested in being a DC
officer, she’d envisioned working with Lycans who had accidentally
slipped up; shifting forms not knowing humans were about,
unthinkingly growling in public.  It had seemed a useful way
to put her over-active imagination to work.  And the fact that
she was ‘pulling one over’ on the human population seemed like
harmless fun.

However, the deeper she delved into the job, the more the
seriousness of the position became evident, as did the fact that
her ‘clients’ weren’t always the nicest of Lycans.  She held
back another sigh; it was a dirty—

Al poked her and she realized the Alpha was introducing
her.  Picking up her notes, she moved to take the
podium.  A well practised spiel was already on her lips. 
How many times had she done this?  Too many, as far as she was
concerned.  Each time she swore it would be the last, but
another situation would arise and she’d be called in to help. 
Sometimes being good at your job was a curse.

“Hello, fellow Lycans.  Thank you for allowing me to speak
with you about the recent events that occurred within your
pack.  I know many of you are shocked, angry, perhaps even
saddened… ”

Brandi gave her speech, fielded questions, and outlined the
story to be used should any human question the sudden disappearance
of a dozen people.  Her research on the pack—its history and
idiosyncrasies—paid off and she knew exactly what approach to take
with them.  By the time she was done, the Bronte pack was
calmer.  Most were viewing her as a helpful friend and even
the few that still harboured ill-will could at least see the logic
behind her proposals.

After ensuring they all knew how to contact her should they have
further questions or difficulties, she turned the meeting back to
the Alpha, and then she and Al slipped out of the meeting
hall.  A tired sigh escaped her as they walked to the car and
she began to pull the pins from her hair.  Leaning a hip
against the fender, she took off her high heels and wiggled her
thankful toes, then rolled her shoulders to ease the tension that
had been slowly building there over the past few days.

Ever since she’d seen this case on her roster, the butterflies
had started to move about in her stomach.  Dealing with normal
DC cases was tiring, and when Purist Alphas came into the mix, the
job became both physically and mentally draining.  She had to
be polite and professional, keeping firm control on her real
feelings lest they be detected and deter the offending pack from
falling in with her plan, while still being on the alert for any
deceptions they might be trying to slip by her.  Basically it
came down to the fact that she had to exude enough charismatic
leadership that the pack was swayed to her way of thinking despite
the Purist indoctrination they’d been subjected to.

It was exhausting work, rather like putting on an extended
one-man theatre production, and she always needed to psych herself
up for the task days ahead of time.  Knowing she’d be dealing
with Reno one-on-one just added to the burden and the closer the
actual encounter came, the more flip-flops her stomach did. 
The butterflies turned into small sparrows and then grew to the
size of crows before mutating into turkey vultures.  She’d
barely been able to eat for the past two days and her sleep had
been punctuated by vividly erotic dreams, which melted into nasty
verbal clashes.

At least her mental defences were well and truly in place. 
The wall between her thoughts and Reno’s seldom breached
anymore.  Her thoughts and her dreams were her own.  Of
course the energy it took to maintain such control left her short
in other areas.  Heaven forbid she ever had to shift forms
quickly!  Someone could mistake her for one of the halves if
they watched her pathetic attempts as of late.

God, she was a mess, and as usual it was all Reno’s fault. 
But did he care?  Of course not!  He flexed his muscles
and used that drawl of his to set her off balance and then smirked
when she got flustered.  The man was probably laughing right
now, hoping she’d screwed up.  Well, she hadn’t.  Over
the years, she’d learned more than a few tricks for dealing with
his effect on her.

“Damn, you’re smooth,” Al complimented her.

She shrugged and massaged her throbbing temples.  “It’s
what I’m paid to do.”

“Yeah, but the way you schmooze with those guys makes a listener
think you’re in cahoots with them.”

“You do your part.”

“I just do the background work.  You’re the one they listen
to.”

“All part of the show, Al.  You know that.  If I were
belligerent and demanding, they wouldn’t agree to the planned cover
story.  I’d end up spending several weeks in the area trying
to act as if I actually like them.  This way, I go in, do my
thing, and in a few days it’s all over and done with.  Then I
can go back to Headquarters and try to forget that packs like
Bronte’s exist.”  Brandi wiggled her jaw back and forth,
trying to loosen the tight muscles.  The sympathetic smile
she’d kept pasted on her lips for the past few hours had made her
face ache.

“Until the next time.”  Al added.

“There won’t be a next time.  I told you, I’m moving to
another division.”

“That’s what you keep saying, yet every time there’s an opening
you seem to find a reason not to go.  I’ve bought more
farewell gifts for you than I have for all my girlfriends
combined.”

Brandi rolled her eyes at his comment, but continued to try to
explain her position.  “I don’t find reasons.  They find
me.  There’s always another last minute case and
administration says I’m the only one who can effectively handle the
situation.  By time the situation is under control, the new
position I wanted is filled.”

“That’s your story, but if you really wanted to go—”

Brandi stood up straight and took off her jacket and tossed it
in the back seat.  “Al, get in the car before I leave you here
in this godforsaken place.”

“It’s not godforsaken.  Kinda pretty, actually.”  Al
looked around and Brandi had to admit that the sun filtering
through the Spanish moss and then reflecting on the water was
picturesque.

“True.  But there are also mosquitoes and I don’t want to
be on the dinner menu.”  She swatted at one of the annoying
insects that was buzzing about her head.  “Now get in the
car.”

Al complied and promptly settled back in his seat to nap. 
Brandi knew he wasn’t about to drop the subject of herself and
Reno, but at least she’d have an hour or two reprieve before he
started in on her again.  The man had it in his mind that she
purposely found reasons not to leave.  It was all based on a
drunken confession after a particularly stressful case.  He
knew she had a history, however brief, with Reno and seemed to
believe that’s what kept her from leaving.

Well it wasn’t true, as he’d soon find out.  She was
leaving this time for good.  This job was getting too
stressful and she wanted into the less intense Casual Incidents
crew.  The situations were less critical and the clients were
simply Lycans who had made a mistake.  A few months there and
she’d be up for her own territory.

Rumour had it that two senior DC officers were planning on
retiring soon.  With her own territory, she’d be working out
of a satellite office away from Lycan Link and away from
Reno Smith.

This isn’t a good idea, her wolf murmured.  We
need to stay near him.  He is ours.

He doesn’t know that, she countered.  And there’s my career
to think about.  Besides, Reno’s annoying.

Strong.

“And pig-headed—”

He’d be a good provider.

“And a rule breaker—”

He haunts our dreams.  We can sense him.  The
connection has been started, if you’d just—

“No!”

“Brandi, what are you muttering about under your breath?” 
Al poked her in the side with his elbow.

Brandi glanced sideways and saw him frowning at her.  Darn,
she’d thought the man was asleep.

“Just arguing with my wolf.  It wants to go for a run
tonight.”  The lie slipped easily from her lips and she
grimaced.  Professional hazard.

“In that case, I agree with you.  Going for a night run
isn’t a good idea in the bayou.  I was listening to some of
the locals talk and they have snakes and ’gators this big.” 
He stretched his arms out to show her and Brandi swatted at
him.

“Get your arm down.  You’re blocking my view of the
road.”

“Sorry.”  He rummaged around in a tote at his feet and
pulled out a bag of liquorice.  “Want some?”

“No.  God, how can you eat so much junk and still stay so
slim?”

“Good genetics.”  He grinned around the liquorice whip he
had partially shoved in his mouth.  “If your wolf insists on
running tonight make sure you take someone with you.  I’m sure
Reno would go along if you asked.”

“As if I’d ever ask a favour of him.”

“Who knows?  I think he’s interested.  Maybe he’s just
waiting for you to sweeten up a bit—”

“I’ve already been ‘sweet’ to Reno.  Twice.  It didn’t
work out.”

Al chewed on his liquorice and Brandi knew he was just gathering
his thoughts for his next ‘you and Reno belong together’
lecture.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel.  It was going
to be a long drive.

 

Surprisingly, Al didn’t rag on her about Reno and they made it
to the first stop still on speaking terms.  The refugee bus
was pulled off to the side of the motel—one owned by a Lycan
couple—and the halves were safely ensconced in the rooms she’d
pre-booked.

“I’ll go register us,” she told Al.  “You check if anyone
needs anything.”

Al nodded and strolled off to carry out his job.  Brandi
stood beside her car stretching and watching her partner.  He
really was a nice guy.  Friendly, eager to assist, always
ready to listen and supportive of her ideas.  She sighed
wishing she could find a spark of interest between the two of them,
but there was nothing.  It was a shame, too, since Al was good
looking.  Sandy blond hair, soft brown eyes, and an easy,
friendly smile ensured he got a second glance.  All the
females at Lycan Link felt he was quite a catch and she agreed with
them whole-heartedly; he just wasn’t the catch she wanted.

Shrugging, she turned away and headed to the front office to
collect the room keys.  Farida and Badru—the couple that owned
the motel—had helped her out several times before with various
cases and she knew they would have made sure the rooms contained
some ‘extras’ for the now homeless halves.  After working with
the likes of Bronte it was a pleasant change to deal with nice
ordinary Lycans.

Sometimes Brandi feared that her job left her with a skewed view
of her people.  Always seeing the bad could make her forget
that most Lycans were exemplary citizens with a high degree of
concern for their packmates and the world around them.  Most
just wanted to live normal lives and blend in with the human
population.

See, she told herself as she pulled open the door to the office,
yet another reason to leave Critical Incidents.  She was
getting way too cynical constantly dealing with the scum of the
earth.

“Brandi!”  Farida slipped around the check-in counter and
enveloped her in a welcoming hug.  “So good to see you. 
And Al?  Is he here too?”  The dark-skinned woman peered
towards the door looking for her partner.  Farida had it in
her head that Brandi and Al would make a perfect couple and didn’t
miss an opportunity to point out the fact despite both of their
protests.

“He’s checking on the others.”  Brandi barely stifled a
yawn and then smiled apologetically.  “Sorry, long day.”

“Then I won’t keep you.  We can talk in the morning. 
I’ve convinced Badru to make a large buffet for everyone
tomorrow.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Brandi protested.

“It’s our wish.  A celebration for the Lycans who are
starting a journey to freedom.  Besides, it’s good for him to
keep in practise.  One day he wants to build a large
restaurant on the other side of the parking lot.”  Badru was a
trained chef, though for the time being he was confined to making
small meals for travellers staying at the motel.

Brandi glanced through the window to the piece of land Farida
was speaking of.  Presently it served as a small playground
with several trees, a swing set, sandbox, and teeter-totters.

“We’ll move the playground equipment over there… ”

Brandi didn’t hear the rest of what Farida was saying.  It
was almost dusk, yet in the fading light her attention was caught
by the sight of Reno playing with the refugee children.  He
was giving a little girl gentle pushes on the swing while talking
earnestly to a young boy who had a suspiciously new looking bucket
and shovel in his hand.  That’s strange, she mused.  Sand
buckets weren’t on the list of supplies she’d authorized nor were
the bubble wands, toy trucks, and skipping ropes she saw being used
a few feet away.  She had a sneaking suspicion where they’d
come from and wondered how Reno would justify them on his expense
account.

After a few minutes, he lifted the girl from the swing and
balanced her on one hip allowing the young boy to lead him by the
hand to the sandpit.  Once there, he proceeded to help the
child build a mighty sandcastle.

A soft chuckle escaped her at the incongruous picture it
made.  The tough Enforcer that made unlawful Lycans quake in
their boots was hunkered down digging in the dirt with a purple
plastic shovel.  Soon two other youngsters came to join them
and somehow a wrestling match evolved.  Reno was chasing the
children and they were screaming with delight when he caught them
and swung them about.  A wistful smile played at the edge of
her lips as she envisioned him playing with his own pups,
her pups.  He’d be indulgent yet firm and she’d…

“Brandi.  Brandi?  Did you hear a word I said?” 
Farida waved a hand in front of her face and Brandi gave a
start.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you.  I was just watching
the children playing.”

“The children… or the man with them?”  Farida slid a
sideways look her way.  “He’s a fine looking Lycan.  Well
built, with an air of command about him.  Very polite when he
arrived, and good with pups… ”

“Farida, if you’re thinking of matchmaking—”

“I’m not, I’m not.”  She held up her hands in mock
surrender.  “I was just pointing out what I’ve observed. 
And since you requested separate rooms for yourself and Al yet
again, I figured perhaps your interest lies in a different
direction.”

“Well, it doesn’t lie with Al, that’s for certain.  The man
is more like a brother than a potential lover.”  Brandi
conceded.  “And as for Reno… ”  She sighed.  “We
don’t get along very well.”

“Sometimes that’s how the best relationships start,” Farida
nodded wisely.  “A spark that seems to be animosity is really
just two individuals fighting against fate rather than each
other.  That’s how it was for Badru and me.  Did you know
his name means ‘born at full moon’?  I’d tease him and say the
full moon made him crazy like one of those fake Hollywood
werewolves and—”

Brandi shook her head.  “That’s not the case between
us.  Besides, he’s an Enforcer through and through and we all
know what they’re like.”  She hardened her heart and spoke the
words even though her wolf protested the injustice.  “A rogue
by any other name is still a rogue.”

“For some,” the woman conceded.  “But not all. 
Sometimes I think the whole rogue mystique is just propaganda put
out there to make the Enforcers seem more fierce and
formidable.  I mean, just look at him with the children. 
A true rogue wouldn’t be bothered.  And you should have seen
how concerned he was for the parents.  That’s not typical
behaviour either.  I know from experience how a rogue can
be.  They’ve stayed here before and you can see it in their
eyes.”  She nodded towards Reno.  “That one isn’t
unsalvageable, not if the right woman was willing to undertake the
project.”

Brandi gave a small smile and turned away.  Listening to
people point out Reno’s good qualities did nothing to help the
turmoil inside her.  Part of her wanted to be the she-wolf who
tamed him; however, the other part of her was too nervous, too
afraid of how he’d react and of the possible consequences. 
Besides, her career was important to her.  Settling down
wasn’t at the top of her list.  She forced another yawn and
extended her hand.  “Farida, can I have those keys?  I
really am tired and I need to get some sleep.”

“Hiding doesn’t change facts,” the woman pointed out as she
dropped the keys into Brandi’s hand.  “If you’re interested in
the man—and I can tell you are—then you need to go for it. 
Staring at the man from a distance will only give you
eye-strain.”

Brandi didn’t answer her, merely murmuring a good night. 
With one last wistful look in Reno’s direction, she headed for her
room.










Chapter 11

 


A week after the Bronte case, Reno sat in his office glumly
dealing with the piles of paperwork that had mysteriously appeared
on his desk during his absence.  The pile hadn’t been
that big when he’d left on Friday, he was sure of
it.  Maybe Damien had somehow snuck in and shifted some of the
work over.  Nah, the kid wouldn’t do that to him… would
he?

He narrowed his eyes and stared across the room at the clear
surface of Damien’s desk.  How had his partner managed to deal
with all the work and still have time to head out for a long
weekend?  A low growl sounded in his chest; the kid must have
bamboozled him!  Reno decided to have a long talk with the boy
when he got back which—he glanced at the clock—should have been two
hours ago as it was almost eleven now.  He rubbed his chin and
frowned.  Captain Fielding would be pissed off if he found
out.  The old man was a stickler when it came to rules. 
Well, if Damien got caught it would serve him right for leaving all
the paperwork to his partner.

Reno shook his head and returned to his own work grabbing the
top file from the pile.  He scanned the heading—budgets—and
rolled his eyes.  Turning on his computer, he brought up the
appropriate form and settled down to work.  A reluctant smile
played about the corners of his mouth as he glanced one last time
at his partner’s empty desk.  He could never stay angry at him
for too long.  Damien’s stunt was one he’d have pulled himself
when he was younger.  And damned if Damien didn’t have more
luck than any Lycan deserved.  The kid would probably manage
to slip in late and Fielding would be none the wiser.

The door to the office swung open and a blonde bundle of energy
known as Jenny Norfolk breezed into the office and dropped a thick
file in front of him.

“Here you go, Reno.  Hot off the press and ready for you to
read.”

He glanced up from his computer screen and grunted his thanks
while pushing the file to the side, and returned his attention to
the budget.  Travel expenses?  How the hell was he
supposed to remember all his travel expenses?  Groaning, he
thought of all the crumpled pieces of paper on his dresser at
home.  Dammit, he’d have to go through them all and see which
ones were from this case.  Some of them were personal, others
were bills for meals and gasoline, and then there was the shirt
he’d ruined climbing over the…

“Uh… Reno?”

With a start, he realized Jenny was still standing by his
desk.  He quirked an eyebrow at her.  “Was there
something else?”

“Well… ”  She paused and took a deep breath.  He could
see her fingers tighten on the files she was still holding, and
then she began to speak in a rush.  “A bunch of us are getting
together at Clancy’s after work and I… I mean… we were
hoping you’d be able to come.”

Reno groaned inwardly but gave a politically correct
answer.  “Thanks.  If I get my reports done in time, I’ll
try to make it.”

“Great!  I’ll see you there!”  A wide grin spread over
Jenny’s face, causing Reno to cringe as he watched her bounce out
of the room.

He sighed as he thought of how the evening would go if he dared
set foot in Clancy’s.  Jenny would stick to him like a burr on
his butt.  Sure, the girl was as cute as a bug’s ear, he just
wasn’t interested and she wasn’t getting the message.  And now
it seemed she’d misinterpreted his tentative agreement and was
expecting to see him tonight.

Hell, why did they always have to flock around him?  Years
ago he’d revelled in the attention until he realized it was the
danger he represented, rather than himself, that drew them. 
And now, Damien said it continued because they thought he was
brooding and saw cheering him up as a challenge. 
Brooding?  Ha!  He wasn’t brooding; he was just cynical
and had a lot of responsibilities.  Besides, Enforcers didn’t
run around grinning like idiots.  Well, Damien did, but that
wasn’t really a grin.  It was more of a smirk while he tried
to decide who to pull one over on next or which female to go
after.

Sometimes he wondered if Damien didn’t send some of the local
ladies his way, just to annoy him.  The kid had a twisted
sense of humour.  But why would he have picked Jenny? 
There was nothing wrong with the girl, but Damien should know he
wasn’t interested in the cute, perky blonde type.  He rubbed
his chin and made a face.  Come to think of it, he wasn’t
interested in any type lately… unless they had long red hair. 
He scowled when he realized his thoughts had brought him back to
Brandi Johansson.  Even when she wasn’t around, the woman
wouldn’t leave him alone!

The door opened.  Jenny had returned and he resisted the
urge to bark at her to leave him alone.  “Sorry, Reno.  I
forgot to give you this letter.  See you tonight.”  She
set the envelope on his desk, waggled her fingers at him, and
left.

Reno eyed the letter, a muscle working in his jaw.  All
thoughts of Jenny and her silly finger waggling faded as he
contemplated the plain white envelope.  He reached over and
pressed save on the computer.  Gingerly, he picked the letter
up by the edges and sniffed it to see if the scents on it held any
clues.  No—there were too many and they were too intermingled
to be of any use.  He turned the envelope over in his hands,
studying the label, the stamp…   There was nothing remarkable
about it.  Damn!

He knew what it was.  It was the fourth he’d received in as
many weeks and of course, there wouldn’t be any finger prints
beyond those belonging to Lycan Link staff.  With a sigh, he
opened it and scanned the contents.  Just as he suspected, it
was more threatening mail from the Purists.  Well, technically
it didn’t say it was from the Purists but there was little
doubt.  It contained the same vitriol as the last three
unsigned letters…

Lycan Link was misguided and corrupt and, by association, so was
he.  They were violating the Book of the Law by taking halves
from the packs that ‘owned’ them.  The downfall of Lycan
society was imminent if they didn’t cease their actions and return
to the true way of the werewolf.  Should he and his team
persist, necessary measures would be taken to stop them.

Reno set the letter down and rubbed his neck in
frustration.  Despite his best efforts and that of Lycan Link
to promote tolerance and acceptance, the Purist movement continued
to exist.  It was on the fringes, yet still had enough
momentum to be a continuous source of trouble, especially with the
smaller packs in more remote areas.

God, he was so sick and tired of the Purists’ narrow-minded
views.  Eight years as an Enforcer, four of which he’d spent
working the ACS, and he still couldn’t believe the injustices he
encountered.

Reno pushed off from his desk, his chair scraping across the
floor, and strode over to the window.  He was one of the lucky
ones with an above ground office and an actual view, such as it
was.  His office looked out onto the inner compound, which was
basically several acres of grass and small pathways with a screen
of trees and a high fence blocking most of the view of the outside
world.  Several small to medium sized buildings dotted the
area, some hiding the entrances to the larger underground complex
that actually made up Lycan Link.

Pulling the blind aside he stared down to where last week’s
group of refugees stood huddled around several picnic tables. 
The youngsters would recuperate the fastest; already some were
playing a game of tag.  It was the adults, who’d been
victimized by their neighbours, who would take much longer to feel
safe enough to trust another pack.

Finding them a new home would take time and considerable
effort.  Screening possible packs, matching temperaments,
researching employment opportunities and available housing were but
a few of the steps that needed to be taken before permanent
relocation would occur.  And even after that, support—both
mental and financial—would be offered through Lycan Link’s service
groups.  In some of the worst cases, the victims never did
completely recover.

A heavy weight settled in Reno’s chest as he contemplated the
fact that, for all his efforts, he could never completely undo the
damage the mixed families and halves had endured.

It usually started simply enough.  A Lycan mated a human,
which while not exactly encouraged, was allowed.  They started
a family and all was well until the Purists moved in, taking over
the territory and turning the pack against them with tales of
pure-blood supremacy.  Eventually they ended up as little more
than slaves with no rights or freedoms, sometimes underfed and
often mistreated.

Once the Purists were in charge of a pack, the only hope
half-breeds had was to try and escape or smuggle a message out to
Lycan Link.  When a case was discovered, his unit was quick to
react, but how many undiscovered cases still existed?

Reno shook his head in disgust.  What did it matter if a
Lycan was pure-blooded or half?  Sure, some limitations
afflicted halves; their control when shifting often meant they
couldn’t maintain clothing during a transformation but it was more
an inconvenience than anything else.  The quarter weres that
existed might even need assistance to shift at all, yet in these
modern times it wasn’t that important.  Shifting was more for
enjoyment, not a life and death situation.

He let the blind fall back into place.  This last mission
had taken its toll on him.  A month of diplomacy wasn’t his
thing and yet he’d found himself biting his tongue and trying to be
polite to an ass of an Alpha in order to secure the release of this
last batch of mixed families and halves.  Going in with a
squad of Enforcers and whipping the Purists’ butts until they
begged for mercy, was more his style, but Lycan Link insisted that
diplomacy be tried first.

As much as he hated to admit it, the talks had gone well this
time, though whether it was because his negotiating skills were
improving or the Alpha had been weaker than most, he wasn’t
sure.  The halves and their families were now free but whether
or not the remaining pack members would change their ways was yet
to be seen.

It was almost noon, so he decided to share the letter with the
captain after lunch.  There was no point in giving himself
indigestion sooner than he had to.  Maybe Damien would be back
by then and they could bounce some ideas off each other as to who
might be responsible.  The leadership of the Purists was still
a mystery and in between half-breed cases, his team worked on
determining who the individuals might be.

Reno rubbed his chin and wondered what might be holding Damien
up.  While the kid liked to push the rules, he took his job
seriously.  Hopefully, nothing had happened to him.  Nah,
if there was a problem, Damien would call him.  The two of
them had forged a strong bond over the years, closer than most
Enforcers ever got to their partners.  They knew they could
count on each other, no matter what.

After three years, Reno felt he knew Damien Masterson inside and
out.  Fresh out of the Academy, Damien had been cocky and
unruly, ready to break any and every rule just for the hell of
it.  Reno had taken to the kid on sight, not that he let
Damien know it.  For the first few months, he’d slapped him
down so often, it was surprising the new recruit hadn’t quit. 
Damien had taken it all on the chin, though, and had kept coming
back for more.

In the end, the kid had learned to control his attitude and
turned his sharp mind to working within the rules—usually—rather
than constantly trying to break them.  Now they made up one of
the best teams Lycan Link had ever produced.

Speak of the devil…   The door swung open and Damien walked
in looking more dishevelled than he should after a supposedly
restful long weekend.

“Hey Reno!”  He flopped down in a chair and leaned his head
back.  “God, I’m tired.”

“Had a good time, I see.”  Reno sat on the edge of his desk
and observed his partner.  His black hair hung messily over
his forehead, stubble graced his chin and dark circles were evident
under his eyes.  Yep, he looked like shit.

“I met a girl.  Beth.”  Damien responded without
opening his eyes but a smile played over his lips.

“So what’s new?”

“She’s really something.”

“She must be if spending three days with her makes you look like
this.”

Damien opened one eye briefly.  “She’s very… unique.”

“Say no more.  I don’t need to hear the sordid details of
your love life.”  Reno held up his hands to stop the flow of
words.  “Just tell me that you were discreet and I don’t need
to contact the DC office.”

“It wasn’t like that.  We spent most of the weekend
talking… and a few other things.”  He laced his fingers behind
his head, looking smug.

“Good.  We don’t need any more complications than we have
right now.”

“Complications?”  Damien opened one eye again.

“We got another letter this morning.”

“Shit.”  Shaking off the groggy look he’d been wearing,
Damien sat up straight and extended his hand.  “Can I see
it?”  After scanning the contents, he tossed it onto the
desk.  “Nothing new there, just the same old ranting. 
Have you shown the captain yet?”

“Nope.  Thought I’d wait until after lunch.”

“Good idea.  God, I could use a cup of coffee.” 
Damien rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands then followed
Reno to the cafeteria.










Chapter 12

 


Brandi looked around her office one last time to make sure she
hadn’t forgotten anything.  She’d spent three years working
out of this room and it was surprising how much she’d
accumulated.  This last week she’d divided her time between
finishing up loose ends, apprising co-workers of ongoing cases, and
purging her desk and files of unnecessary items.  When she
started her new job, she didn’t want to arrive with a lot of
clutter.

“I can’t believe you’re really leaving us.”  Al Zimmerman
stood in the doorway, his arms folded across his chest. 
“You’re making me a very unhappy man.”

“Al, we’ve been through this before.  You’ll get along fine
with a new partner and we’ll still see each other.  I’m just
three floors down, not halfway across the continent.  And it
will be at least a few months before I’m assigned my own territory
and leave completely.”

“That’s not why I’m unhappy.  I lost a bet because of
you.”

“What bet?”  Brandi frowned at her soon-to-be former
partner.

“The one about whether you’d really leave or not.  You’ve
always changed your mind at the last minute.  I said you’d do
it again this time, too.”

“Sorry.  How much are you out?”

“Fifty bucks.”

“Ouch.”  She winced then playfully stuck her tongue out at
him.  “Next time, don’t bet against me.  I told you I was
done, that I was tired of dealing with the crazies.  I want a
nice quiet job for a change.  One that will give me a chance
at leading a normal life.”

“What’s so great about a normal life?  It’s way
over-rated.”

She began to check the desk drawers to ensure they were
empty.  “Well, I want to find that out for myself.  With
any luck, I’ll be assigned to a small territory with half a dozen
nice, normal packs.  I’ll spend my time helping cover up
simple wolf sightings on the edge of town perpetrated by high
spirited pups.  I might even get to be part of a real pack
again.”

Al was quiet for a minute, and when he spoke again it was in an
uncharacteristically serious voice.  “You miss that don’t
you?  Being part of a real pack.”

Brandi closed the final drawer and straightened. 
“Yeah.  A few years ago, I couldn’t wait to escape pack life
but now… ”  She shrugged, idly twisting a paper clip she’d
found.  “Don’t get me wrong, the pseudo pack that we form
within our unit is wonderful.  Everyone is supportive and
caring but it’s not the same.  I won’t find a mate here and I
can’t raise pups when I’m traipsing all over the continent, gone
for weeks at a time.  I love my job but I want a real
relationship, too.”  She looked up at Al and gave him a sad
smile.  “You understand, don’t you?”

A part of her felt guilty about deceiving Al with her story of
wanting to find a mate.  However, a simple lie was easier than
explaining the real reason she needed to leave.  That was too
personal to share, even with a good friend like Al.  Besides,
it wasn’t just her story to tell.  It was Reno’s too, even if
the man didn’t know it.

“Yeah, I understand.”  He stepped closer and gave her a
one-armed hug.  “But you know, if you just hang in there, you
and Reno could—”

She cut him off.  “Al, enough is enough.  I’ve tried
having a relationship with the man and both times he’s turned on me
simply because of my job.”

“Maybe he’s just not tactful.  Being an Enforcer, you have
to be pretty blunt.”

Brandi sighed.  “Al, what is it with you?  Why do you
keep trying to play matchmaker?”

Al shifted his feet and shrugged.  “I’m a romantic at
heart.  You had a thing for him once.  And you’re both
the best at your jobs.  It just seems right that you should be
together.”

“It’s not going to happen, so give it a rest, okay?”  She
shook her head thinking how much she was going to enjoy
not hearing Al harp at her about Reno.  The way he
was fixated on the two of them being together was just weird.

“If you guys hook up, you’ll stay and I won’t have to break in a
new partner.  Who knows? She might be a hard task
master.”  Al gave her a pleading look and she laughed.

“The puppy dog eyes won’t work on me, Zimmerman.  And now I
know your real motive.  You don’t want a new partner because
she might actually make you do some real work.”

“I work!”  He looked around and grabbed a stack of
boxes.  “See?  I‘m carrying boxes for you.”

She folded her arms.  “Those are empty.”

“Oh.”  He set them down and grabbed another set, faking
grunting and straining under their weight.

“You don’t have to help.  I can carry them.  I
wouldn’t want you to strain anything.”

“No, I’ll help.  Otherwise you’ll be late for your farewell
party at Clancy’s.”

“A farewell party?  Al, I’m only going on a week’s vacation
and then switching offices.  That hardly constitutes the need
for a party!”

“We know, but it’s a chance to cut loose.  Besides, Clancy
gives out free finger food if it’s a special occasion.”  Al
waggled his eyebrows and laughed.

Brandi rolled her eyes and watched Al grab another box and tuck
it under his arm before heading towards the elevator.  She’d
really miss the goof-ball, but it was time to move on.  Three
years of living in her own personal purgatory was enough.  She
could only hope that the old adage was wrong and distance didn’t
make the heart grow fonder but would, in fact, dull the ache inside
her.  With any luck she’d find a pack that was to her liking,
make friends, and start a new and fulfilling life.  As for a
mate and pups, well…   She rubbed her tongue against her teeth
and sighed.  That part was doubtful given her one-sided
bond—however, maybe without constant reminders and sufficient
time…

Picking up a box, she followed Al down the hall.

“So, where are you going on vacation?”  Al pushed the
elevator button with his elbow.  “Some place exotic?”

“No.  I think I’ll head back home to my birth pack.  I
haven’t been there since I left for the Academy except for a quick
trip when my mother died.”

“You’re going home?”  Al gave her a funny look.

“What?  Is that so unusual?”

“No.  It’s just that I thought you’d cut all ties with
them.  You said you didn’t want to be associated with a
two-bit mining town hidden away in the mountains.”

“And I don’t… exactly.”  She furrowed her brow and tried to
explain.  “It’s like I’ve always said, growing up in Kolding’s
Pass was akin to being a hillbilly.  Minimal contact with the
outside world, stuck in the mountains.  People work hard,
under hard conditions and die young.  The coal mine was almost
played out about the time I was born and—”

“So why go back?  Your family is gone.  Do something
fun.  Go to a resort.  Don’t let yourself get dragged
back into that depressing scenario again.  They might ask you
to stay and you’re too good a DC officer for that.”

“Don’t worry, Al.  I won’t.  A quick visit for a few
days to see my aunt and cousins.  That’s all I’m planning
on.”

“It’d better be.  If you’re not back in a week, I’ll come
looking for you.”

“And here I thought you didn’t care.”  She made a face at
him as the elevator doors slid open and they both stepped
inside.

~~~

Reno had a dull throbbing headache.  All day he’d been
dealing with paperwork, attending briefings on proposed amendments
to the interpretation of the Book of the Law, and now he was stuck
in yet another discussion about the anonymous threatening letters
his unit had been receiving and their possible ties to the Purist
leadership.

The conversation was going around and around with no real
solutions being reached.  The leader of the Purists kept
himself carefully out of the limelight.  No one knew who he
was or where he could be found.  His lieutenants were also
hard to track down and even when they were, they always claimed not
to know his real identity.

“Someone has to know something,” Captain Fielding grumbled as he
flipped through the thick file they’d accumulated on the group.

“If only they’d do something outright illegal that we could pin
on them,” Damien complained.

“They’re not stupid.  Stating their opinion about halves
isn’t against our laws.  It falls under freedom of speech,”
the captain explained.

“But it’s spreading intolerance.”  Damien countered.

“According to the Purists, that’s open to interpretation. 
In their mind the Book of the Law states weres and humans aren’t to
associate.  The bonding laws state it clearly and it’s
implicit in the Keeping.  Interacting with humans endangers us
all and should be punished.  What is a half but the product of
an association between the species?”  Reno played devil’s
advocate.

“Very well put.  You sound like a card-carrying Purist,
Reno.”  The captain gave him a surprised look.

Reno shrugged.  “I pay attention at the meetings.”

“Glad someone does,” Fielding grumbled under his breath.

Damien gave a heavy sigh.  “I know all that.  I just
get frustrated and wish Lycan Link would move faster with the
changes it’s trying to implement.”

“If they move too fast, there’s the danger of a backlash from
the more traditional packs.”  The captain rocked back in his
chair and steepled his fingers.  “You’re both too young to
remember this but the Revised Rights and Freedom Act caused quite
an uproar when it came out.  Change takes time and we don’t
want to drive packs into the Purists’ arms.”

Reno nodded, understanding where their leaders were coming from
even though it annoyed him.  However, he’d had enough for now
and showed it by standing up.  “We’ve talked this to death and
not really made any progress.  Let’s call it a day.”

The captain sighed and sat up straight, his chair making a faint
sound as the front legs came into contact with the floor.  “I
agree.  Dismissed.”

“That was a fun way to spend my first day back after a long
weekend,” Damien quipped as they walked down the hall.

“Glad you enjoyed it,” Reno pressed the elevator button and
leaned against the wall to wait for its arrival.  “If you’d
been here on time this morning instead of coming in two hours late
you could have had even more fun, like helping me complete all the
paperwork that mysteriously appeared on my desk.”

“Hmm… I don’t think so.”  Damien grinned.  “Morning
sex is way better than doing paperwork.”

“Dammit, I knew all that paperwork wasn’t mine.”  Reno
growled and took a swipe at him.

Damien chuckled and nimbly stepped out of arm’s reach. 
“You snooze, you lose.  If you hadn’t left early on Friday…
”

“Five minutes hardly counts as early.”  Reno pointed
out.  “Besides, is that any way to treat your partner? 
Dumping your work on my desk definitely calls for payback.”

“Such as… ?”

“I’ll let your imagination think of the thousands of ways I can
get even.  Then, one day when you least expect it… ” 
Reno smacked his hands together.

In the past a hint of worry might have marred Damien’s brow; now
he just huffed a laugh and shook his head.  Reno smiled and
they fell into a companionable silence. 

The elevator seemed exceptionally slow that day.  Reno
yawned loudly and rolled his shoulders.  “I’m beat.  When
I get home, I’m going to crack open a beer and put my feet up.”

“Quit acting like an old man.  You’re only a few years
older than me.”  Damien jabbed at the elevator button again,
despite the fact that it was still lit from the initial push.

“Five years in age but in experience it’s a lot more.  This
job ages you fast, kid.”

“Yeah, right.  Hey, why don’t you stop by my place? 
We’ll order in pizza and you can meet Beth.”

“Beth?”  Reno frowned.  “Is that the girl you were
with this weekend?”

“God and you say I don’t listen!  Yeah, she’s the
one.  She’s amazing but… ”  Damien frowned and Reno’s
senses went on alert.

“But what?”

Damien shifted his weight from side to side.  “Well, there
are a few problems.”

“She’s an Alpha’s daughter?  She hates your guts? 
She’s already spoken for?”  Reno began listing off some of the
situations that Damien had already encountered in his long and
varied love life.

“Well, she’s a half and I—”

Before Damien could finish, Jenny stepped out of the elevator,
her eyes lighting up when she saw who was standing there. 
“Perfect timing!  I was just coming to remind you not to
forget to stop by Clancy’s tonight.”

Reno grunted, having planned on conveniently forgetting about
the gathering.  To some extent Damien was right.  He
was turning into an old man.  Nights out held little
appeal to him these past few years and nights out avoiding intense
females were especially low on his list.

“What’s going on?”  Damien enquired.

“It’s a party for Brandi,” Jenny replied.

“What’s she done now?”  The words were out before Reno
could stop them.

Jenny shook her head.  “Don’t you listen to any of the
gossip around Headquarters?  She’s switching departments and
moving to Casual Incidents.”

The news was like a physical blow and he actually faltered for a
moment.  “Oh.”  He honestly couldn’t think of what else
to say.

Damien slapped him on the back.  “We’ll be there, won’t we,
Reno?  You can’t miss an opportunity like this.  I’ll go
pick up Beth and we’ll meet you at Clancy’s in an hour.”

Reno nodded, feeling numb and confused.  While he didn’t
get along with the woman, she was a constant in his life.  A
constant pain in the rear, to be sure but…

The elevator doors slid open and he realized he was in the
parking garage without even recalling how he’d arrived.

“I’ll see you in town,” Damien waved casually while heading to
his car.

Reno didn’t respond; instead he silently made his way to his
vehicle and climbed in.

Brandi was leaving.

Well, not really leaving.  Casual Incidents was on lower
level three, however the chance of running into her, let alone
working with her, was greatly diminished.  And after that it
was probably only a matter of time before she was put in charge of
a field office.

He started the car and joined the line-up to leave the
underground parking facility, his fingers clenching the steering
wheel tightly.

Idly, he nodded at the other workers in their cars and let one
group cut ahead of him in line.  After a day of working
underground, they were probably more anxious than he was to get
outside and experience the sunshine.

The fact that Enforcers and Critical Incident workers were
located above ground wasn’t a matter of preferential treatment but
one of safety.  If there ever was a security breach they were
right on hand to deal with it.  However, the chances of that
happening were almost non-existent.

Lycan Link Headquarters was located in the proverbial ‘middle of
nowhere’ near the Western US-Canadian border.  It consisted of
a complex system of tunnels linking several key command centres as
well as living quarters for some of the employees, and lately for
the refugees.  On the surface, however, it gave no hint as to
the large organization underneath.

Officially, to the human population, the compound was known as
“The International Centre for the Study of Cryptozoological
Phenomena” and supposedly housed a number of researchers devoted to
the science.  They even had a small museum of sorts near the
front gate, which showcased plaster casts of Yeti footprints and
blurred images of Bigfoot.  The entrance fee was exorbitant
yet they still had a few curious visitors each year.  It
suited their purpose though and gave them a legitimate but
low-profile presence in the world.  Thankfully, local
residents of the area tended to keep to themselves and few asked
questions about what went on at the complex miles from town.

Reno drove the distance to Clancy’s on auto-pilot.  It was
a roadside bar often frequented by the staff and served the basics
of beer, burgers, and barbecued chicken wings.  The parking
lot was full, so he parked along the side of the road, and then
waited for Damien.  He felt the need to go in with someone and
Damien was the perfect choice.  The local lovelies would swarm
the boy and he could just stand quietly at his side, letting the
conversation wash over him.

Oh, wait.  The kid was bringing his new girlfriend with
him.  Well, his plan would still work.  Damien could
introduce the girl to everyone while he just stood nearby and
looked supportive.

The plan did work well for the first half of the
night.  He took up a spot near his partner and allowed Damien
and Beth to take centre stage.  Beth was shy and quiet, with
soft dove grey eyes and long brown hair pulled back from her face
with a simple clip.  Her clothing wasn’t flashy or revealing
but it did suit her slight frame.  Pretty in her own way, Reno
decided, though not at all the sort of girl Damien usually went
for.  For one thing there was an air of innocence about her,
which was the antithesis of his partner.  And when she spoke,
her tones were soft and cultured without a hint of cussing or
crudeness.

Still, the kid seemed head over heels about the female and was
eager to introduce her to everyone.  Reno leaned against the
bar, supposedly part of the happy group.  People called out
greetings and he responded automatically, all the while watching a
certain table near the dance floor.

Brandi sat there, holding court as coworkers wished her well in
her new position and gave her silly cards and gifts.  Laughter
drifted across the room as stories were told and good-natured
teasing abounded.

Jenny had long since given up clinging to his side, though
exactly when she’d left he couldn’t be sure.  Apparently, at
some point during the evening, she’d become discouraged with his
mono-syllabic responses to her questions and the fact that he
wouldn’t leave Damien’s side.  Once, he noticed her dancing
with Al and mentally wished the two of them luck before returning
his attention to Brandi.

God, she was a sight for sore eyes.  Her red hair rippled
down her back in tantalizing curls.  The green sweater dress
she wore matched her eyes perfectly while clinging seductively to
her curves.  Reno shifted uncomfortably as the memory of how
those curves felt caused his pants to seem tighter than they
should.

He went to take a swig of his beer, realized it was empty, and
ordered another.

“You okay, Reno?”  Damien nudged him and with reluctance he
wrenched his gaze away from Brandi and towards his partner.

“Yeah.  Why you asking?”

Damien nodded towards the fresh beer in his hand.  “You
don’t usually have more than a couple of drinks in a night.”

“So?  I can handle it.  The beer doesn’t hit us as
hard as it does a human; our metabolism is too high.  You know
that.”

“Well, the bartender doesn’t.  He’s going to start
wondering why you’re still standing.”

“Oh.”  Reno blinked.  He’d actually forgotten to keep
count.  It was a stupid rookie mistake which just went to
prove how off-kilter he was about Brandi leaving.

A platter with a large burger and a serving of fries was shoved
into his hands.  “Here, eat this so it looks like you’re using
the food to absorb some of the alcohol.  I have to take Beth
home but I’ll be back in a little while.  Don’t get into
trouble while I’m gone.”

“Bye, Reno.  It was so nice to meet you.”  Beth gave
him a shy smile, her voice barely audible over the din of the
bar.  She flicked a glance towards Brandi and then back at
him.  “Things always work out.  Don’t worry.”

Reno shook her proffered hand, noting how small and delicate it
looked in his.  What was she talking about?  What
‘things’ would work out?  Surely in the space of a couple of
hours, she hadn’t realized that he was… ?  Nah, of course
not.

He looked at Beth speculatively and saw she was studying him, a
faint twinkle in her eye as if she found something humorous. 
“You and Damien are a lot alike, you know.  Prickly and gruff
on the outside but inside you’re just—”

Damien interrupted her.  He was glancing about as if
wondering who might be listening in on the conversation, though
given the general level of noise it was highly unlikely anyone
would hear the soft spoken girl.  “Ah… Beth.  This might
not be the best place to discuss your… er… ”

She laughed softly, then stood on tiptoe to brush her lips
against Damien’s cheek.  “All right.  I’ll keep your
little secret.”

Damien tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a thoroughly
love-struck look about him.  Interlacing their fingers, he led
her away.

Reno took a moment to watch their progress to the door. 
Damien kept Beth tucked to his side, their heads close together.
 She said something that made him laugh and in response he
stroked her cheek before pulling her even closer.  She was a
tiny thing, barely up to his shoulder and looked too young to have
hooked up with someone as experienced as Damien.  Reno
wondered how long their relationship would last—Damien and fidelity
weren’t exactly best friends—then decided it was none of his
business.

Someone jostled him and he realized he still had the platter of
food in his hand.  Glancing about, he located an empty table
and made his way there, making a show of being slightly
tipsy.  He’d be damned if he messed up and a DC officer had to
explain away his drinking behaviour at a bar, he’d never live it
down.

Slouching in a dark corner, he began to eat.  The food was
like greasy sawdust in his mouth and he sought to distract himself
from the taste by watching the guest of honour, or at least that’s
what he told himself.

Brandi was leaving.  It was just a change in departments
but once a DC officer went to Casual Incidents it was only a matter
of time before they left for good.  A twice yearly visit to go
over territorial reports would be the sum total of her contact with
Headquarters, and if he was on a case, he might not see her at
all!

His gut lurched at the idea and he set the burger down, unable
to eat any more.  This was ridiculous.  There was no
reason for the news to hit him this hard.  He and Brandi
didn’t get along.  If anything, her leaving should be a
relief, right?

Reno forced himself to think of all of their conflicts; the
arguments, the sniping at each other, the Langstaff case; now there
was a situation to put their relationship in perspective. 
Sure she’d been sympathetic that first night, but afterwards her
report had nearly ruined his career, hadn’t it?

Folding his arms, he leaned back in his chair and nodded. 
Yeah, the Langstaff hearing had been brutal, not only because he’d
condemned himself but because of the betrayal he’d felt on her
part.  For weeks afterwards he’d growled bitterly over her
actions until the captain had literally knocked some sense into
him, showing him how Brandi had soft-soaped certain points in her
report.  Apparently it could have been much more damaging.

Reno rubbed his neck, having forgotten that point. 
Huh.  Maybe Langstaff didn’t give him a reason to celebrate
her leaving.  The rift between them had seemed insurmountable
since then, though.  She glared at him whenever they met and
griped about his minor infractions of the rules.  It was as if
she went out of her way to keep him angry and at a distance.

He clamped his mouth shut.  If she wanted to hold a grudge,
it was her choice.  Still…   A muscle worked in his jaw
as he drummed his fingers on the table.  She was leaving and
he might never see her again.  An overpowering urge was
driving him to seek her out one last time.

She was on the dance floor now.  He narrowed his eyes and
watched as she moved from partner to partner.  His hands
clenched tighter each time a new male held her, his wolf suddenly
feeling territorial.

He subdued the beast as best he could.  Everyone’s having a
farewell dance with her.  It means nothing, he reminded the
creature.

Then why not us, the wolf queried.  Don’t we
deserve a turn?  One last chance to talk, to try to make
things right?

Reno grimaced.  He hated dancing, but the beast was
right.  This might be his last chance to talk to her. 
Maybe he’d just mosey on over and join in.

Before he could judge the wisdom of his actions, he was making
his way through the crowds.  Honky-tonk music blared over the
speakers and a large number of patrons were dancing between the
tables as well as on the official dance floor.

“Excuse me.  Pardon me.”  Reno kept his eyes fixed on
his quarry.  She seemed to be moving deeper into the
crowd.  He took a moment to determine her trajectory before
skirting around the edge of the room until she was right in front
of him.

“My turn.”  He tapped Bradley Owens from Computer Tech
Support on the shoulder—the man was still as much of a lech as
ever—and cut in before a protest was raised.

“Reno?”  Brandi looked up at him in surprise.

He flashed her his best lady-killer smile and nodded his
head.  “At your service.”

She inhaled deeply as if to speak, and then slugged him in the
gut!

 










Chapter 13

 


Brandi couldn’t believe it.  Here she was, enjoying a night
that was in her honour and Reno Smith had the nerve to approach
her.  Not only approach her, but dance with her!  Without
even thinking she’d slugged him as hard as she could in the stomach
and then tried to walk away.  Try being the operative
word.  Not only did the man have a rock hard stomach—as
evidenced by her now aching hand—his reflexes were fast, too. 
She hadn’t even taken one step before he’d locked his hand onto her
arm, preventing her escape.  Then he’d spun her around so she
was facing him again, the speed of the action leaving her almost
breathless.

“Not so fast, Miss Jones.  Everyone else has been getting a
dance.  Why not me?”  He used the hated name while
tugging her into his arms and proceeding to sway back and forth in
a vague semblance of dancing.  Unfortunately, a fast song was
playing at the moment so they stood out like a sore thumb and
people were staring at them with knowing smiles.

“Because I like everyone else,” she hissed.  “I
don’t like you.”  Her body tingled everywhere they
touched.  A restless ache grew within her and her thoughts
clouded.  For over two years she’d studiously avoided touching
him and now the rush of sensation almost overwhelmed her.  Her
wolf, sensing Reno, pushed to be free and Brandi had to fight to
keep the animal in check.

“Now Brandi, you’re going to hurt my feelings if you keep on
a-talkin’ like that.”  Reno looked down at her with a mocking
smile, his slight western drawl more apparent and more annoyingly
appealing than usual.

She felt her heart skip a beat and focussed on keeping her
breathing even.  Damn the man.  Wasn’t it bad enough that
he always gave her a hard time and dissed her chosen
profession?  He haunted her dreams, killed her interest in
every other male, made her wolf unmanageable, messed up her
thinking…   Did he have to ruin this night for her too?

“I’d like to hurt more than your feelings.”  Brandi glared
at him and pushed against his chest, trying once again to get away
while ignoring the excited whimpers of her inner wolf.  The
darn beast always acted up when Reno was around.  It was a
wonder no one had caught on to the fact yet.

In response, he firmed his grip around her waist and leaned in
close, his nose brushing against her ear, the gesture reminiscent
of their first encounter at the Academy.  He whispered to her
softly.  “You say the sweetest things.”

She pushed away the memory of that ill-fated first time and
jutted out her chin.  “Back off, Reno.  I mean it.”

“Calm down.  I just want to talk to you.”  He loosened
his grip.  His voice was unexpectedly serious this time.

She shot him a suspicious glance.  What was he up to? 
“Talk about what?”

He looked around and, finding what he was looking for, led her
off the dance floor.  Guiding her to a relatively quiet spot
between a candy bar machine and dust-laden plastic plant, Reno
positioned himself so his body shielded them from view.  She
sneezed as some of the dust from the fake fronds rose in the air
when she brushed against them.

Reno cleared his throat, glanced over his shoulder as if to
ensure that no one was watching, and then finally spoke.  “I
want to talk about us.”

“Us?  There is no us.  We don’t even get along.” 
She gave a deliberately vague answer while trying to stem the wave
of panic and hope that flared inside her.  Did he know about
the bond?  And if he did, how had he figured it out?

“I know we don’t get along and it bothers me.”  He leaned
against the wall with one arm and looked down at her with a puzzled
expression.  Was he picking up on her feelings?  Brandi
took a deep breath and forced herself to remain calm.  From
the sound of things, his choice of words didn’t mean what she
feared.  And that was good, wasn’t it?

She eyed him carefully, trying to determine his true
intent.  Had he purposely struck that pose, looming over her
to show he was dominant?  Straightening, she lifted her chin,
trying to appear taller and fell back on her usual defence when he
was around, which was to aggravate him.  “If it bothers you so
much, why do you always act like such an asshole?”

He opened his mouth and seemed about to issue a retort when he
stopped, clamping his mouth tightly shut.  A muscle worked in
his jaw and he paused a moment before replying in a surprisingly
reasonable tone.  “See?  That’s what I mean. 
Whenever we get together we end up fighting.  I think it’s
time we stopped.”

“Why?”  She narrowed her eyes.  Reno Smith wasn’t the
type just to make nice on a whim.  He must want something.

“I don’t know.”  He rubbed his neck and shifted his
feet.  “I guess I’m just getting tired of it.”

“Well, it won’t be a problem anymore.  I’m leaving and
going to Casual Incidents so we won’t be seeing each other
anymore.”  While she proclaimed the news airily, a part of her
ached at the very thought of being away from him and her wolf
howled in despair.

“Yeah, I know.”  His voice actually sounded
regretful.  He straightened and shoved his hands in his
pockets.  “Look, I don’t want us to end things this way,
okay?  I’m sorry I’ve always given you a hard time. 
Enforcers and DCs just don’t get along, you know?”

Brandi nodded slowly.  There was some truth to that
statement.  Enforcers tended to be more interested in getting
the job done rather than looking for the most unobtrusive
method.  They left messes behind and just assumed her office
would find a way to tidy things up.  “Yeah, I know.  But
you and I…   We’ve had more than the usual number of
run-ins.”

Reno made a face before nodding.  “My fault.  I
purposely antagonize you sometimes.”

She gave a brief laugh not at all surprised by his admission
though it made her feel uncomfortably aware of her own past
behaviour.  Guilt ate at her for her own part in their
animosity though she knew it had been basic survival.  If she
was angry with him, the hurt inside wasn’t so bad and the mental
wall was easier to maintain.  However, she was leaving now, so
perhaps she could, just this once, make her own confession.

Looking over his shoulder, she scanned the room.  Everyone
seemed to be enjoying the party.  No one was looking their
way.

“I… uh… do the same thing to you.”  She slid a sideways
glance at him, their gazes met and a smile slowly found its way
onto her face.  Reno Smith actually looked sheepish!  As
her smile grew, so did his, and a feeling of joy bloomed inside
her.  Too bad there hadn’t been more opportunities to share
smiles with him.  His face transformed when he was happy; the
guarded, brooding look faded, a faint dimple appeared near the
corner of his mouth, and she could see the laughter dancing in his
eyes.

Perhaps it was the fault of her studying his expression so
intently, but after a moment, he sobered and she mourned the loss
of that happy look.

He cleared his throat and inhaled deeply before speaking, as if
gathering his nerve.  “The main thing I wanted to apologize
for was the Langstaff case.  I was way out of line, implying
you didn’t care about the boy and his father.”

Brandi stared down at the floor, absentmindedly noting the faded
and scuffed tiles.  They looked tired and worn, which was sort
of how she felt inside these days.  Langstaff.  Was that
when the job had started to suck the life out of her? 
Probably.

It had been her first hard-core case and his words that morning
had cut her to the quick.  The hurt had stayed with her long
after the fact.  Now, years later, she could acknowledge why
he’d acted in that manner; his actions had been driven by his own
guilt and self-hatred.  It hadn’t been personal, but at the
time it sure had felt that way.

“You were way out of line at Langstaff, but I understand
why.  Most of the mess was already cleaned up when I got there
and I was still sick to my stomach.  You were there for the
whole thing.”  She lifted her hand, hesitated, not sure if
he’d accept the comfort she was offering, before pressing her palm
to his chest.

It was a simple gesture yet the act felt intimate.  Sound
faded into the background as she concentrated on their point of
connection.  The thin layer of material that separated them
seemed to melt away.  She took a shuddering breath and
absorbed the feel of him.  His chest was warm and solid under
her palm; the steady thumping of his heart matching the beat of her
own.  Slowly, she moved her fingers in a gentle caress and
felt the surface rise and fall as he inhaled.  She moved her
gaze up to the column of his throat and then to his face.

He was looking at her hand, a half smile playing over the edges
of his mouth before he cleared his throat and looked away. 
Reluctantly, she let her hand drop to her side, acknowledging his
discomfort with gentler emotions.  It hurt that he kept
himself closed off from her but she tried not to take it
personally.  Over the years she’d seen enough at Lycan Link to
know Enforcers were expected to be hardened; she couldn’t expect
him to change who he was just for her.

“Are we good now?”  He flicked a glance at her and she
nodded.

“Yeah, we’re good.”

“So…   Today was your last day?”  He rocked back and
forth on his heels as he asked the obvious question and Brandi
wondered if he was reluctant to end the conversation.

“Uh-huh.  I’m going away for a few days’ vacation—I haven’t
been on one in years—and then it’s down to sub-level three.” 
She paused and stared at his face, taking in his strong jaw and
nose, his blue eyes flecked with grey and green.  “I’ll miss
you, Reno Smith.”

The words were out before she could stop them and it felt like
she was ripping her heart out for some reason.

“And I’ll miss you, Brandi Jones.”  Reno reached out and
brushed a curl from her face then twisted a lock around his
finger.

“Johansson.”  She corrected and he laughed, releasing the
curl in favour of chucking her under the chin.

“You’ll always be Jones to me.”

“Smith and Jones, go figure.”  She shook her head and gave
a light laugh at the absurdity.

Unexpectedly, Reno cupped her face.  “You know, I like
watching you laugh.”  He skimmed his thumb over her cheek and
she unconsciously leaned into the gesture enjoying the feel of his
work-roughened palm.  “A goodbye kiss?”

Without waiting for a reply, he dipped his head and caught her
mouth with his.  At first their lips brushed slowly back and
forth, then he pressed a little closer.  She parted her lips,
inviting him in and he accepted, sweeping his tongue over hers,
tasting… teasing.

A shiver ran up her spine and she leaned closer still, wrapping
her arms around him, absorbing his warmth, loving the feel of his
long hard body.  Twice they’d made love and both times were
indelibly imprinted on her memory.  The strength of his arms,
the smoothness of his skin.  The play of muscles over his back
as he moved within her, his hair-roughened thighs lightly abrading
her own.

Her stomach quivered at the memory and she felt herself growing
moist.  Reno was affected too; she could feel his arousal
pressing against her belly through their clothing.  His hands
roamed freely up and down her back, finally coming to rest on her
rear, firmly caressing her flesh and drawing her closer. 
Memories of being with him flooded her and the ache inside her
grew.

The idea of being with him again, just one last time, hovered in
her mind.  It would be easy enough to do, to slip outside to
her car, or find an empty storage room.  In her mind she
played out the scene; his hard body poised at her entrance, herself
whimpering with anticipation.  The exquisite feeling of being
stretched and filled…  Then common sense prevailed.

Being with him once more would only prolong the agony.  A
clean break was best.  Slowly, reluctantly, she pulled away
and ended the kiss.  His exhalation skimmed over her face;
cooler air slipped between their bodies as they stepped back,
emphasizing the fact that they were now apart.  She stared up
at him, unsure of what to say.  Words and ideas seldom failed
her, but in this situation they did.

“Umm… ”

“Yeah… ”  He shifted his feet.

“I guess… ”  They spoke simultaneously, paused and each
gave a nervous laugh.  Reno nodded for her to go first.

She licked her lips.  “I was just going to say that I…
  I guess I should get back to the party.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too.”  He stared down at her
as if trying to see her soul and she searched his eyes equally
hard.  Was there any sign that he cared, that he felt more
than lust for a female with unusual red hair?  Did he feel any
connection to her at all?

No.  There was only puzzlement, maybe loneliness and the
barely suppressed wildness of his wolf.

Her heart ached and her wolf whined in denial that this was
indeed the end, but it had to be.  Reaching up, she brushed
her fingertips over his mouth and she felt his lips move, pressing
a small kiss to them.  “Good bye, Reno.”

“Bye, Brandi.”  He stepped back, turned, and walked
away.

She watched his retreating figure, drinking in the sure set of
his shoulders and his confident walk.  He didn’t look back or
pause even once.  Unbidden, tears welled in her eyes and she
blinked to keep them from falling.  For years the man had
haunted her dreams, sometimes erotic, sometimes just homey
scenarios; they’d given her a faint hope that things would work
out.  Now, after three years she knew she had to face
reality.  They weren’t meant to be.

“You okay?”

Brandi looked around and saw Al leaning against the wall.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”  She sniffed and took a deep breath.

“You don’t look it.”

She pasted a smile on her face and spoke with an airiness she
didn’t feel.  “Well, I am.  Reno just apologized for
being a pain in the ass all these years.  Can you
imagine?  Mr. High and Mighty Smith admitted he was
wrong.”  She forced out a laugh and if Al heard the partial
sob that came out with it, he was too good of a friend to say
so.

Al chuckled.  “Wonders will never cease.  Now come on
back to the party or Clancy might stop the free nachos.”

Smacking Al lightly, she rolled her eyes.  Honestly, the
man was like a walking stomach!  “I’ll be there in a
minute.  I just need to go to the ladies’ room.”

Once in the relative quiet of the washroom, she slumped against
the wall and absorbed the coolness of the tile while trying to
compose herself.  Desire was still pulsing through her body,
her chest actually hurt with heartbreak and her throat was tight
with tears.  Quite the way to spend a night in her honour,
right?

Releasing the tight control she’d kept herself under, she
allowed her emotions free rein.  A sob escaped her, followed
by another and for a moment she allowed herself the healing luxury
of tears.

The encounter with Reno had been totally unexpected and she
wondered why he’d suddenly felt the need to mend the rift between
them.  In a way, it almost made her angry that he had. 
Just when she’d finally convinced herself that he was a jerk, he
had to turn around and do something so unexpectedly nice, totally
messing her up again in the process.

She took a deep breath and grabbed onto that anger, using it to
stave off her tears.  The man wasn’t worth crying over. 
A few kind gestures couldn’t erase all the years of animosity,
could they?

Wiping her face, she turned her sadness into a growl of
frustration at her internal turmoil; would she ever figure out her
feelings for the man?

Lust?  Any red-blooded female would feel that way.

Respect?  Yes, though at times she was loathe to admit
it.  He was dedicated, damned good at his job, and treated the
refugees with kindness.

Exasperation?  Without a doubt.  Every time they
seemed to be getting closer, he’d turn into a jerk.  Did he
purposely lead her on or did he sabotage his relationship with her
for some weird reason of his own?

And then of course there was the blood bond she had with
him.  A persistent emptiness existed within her, a longing for
her other half that gnawed away at her soul and left her completely
exhausted.  It had been almost three years since she’d been
able to really relax and let her guard down without fear of Reno’s
thoughts flooding her mind.  Keeping up a mental wall between
them was slowly wearing her down to the point where she wondered
how long it would be before it affected her ability to do her
job.

A wave of self pity threatened and she forced it back.  It
was her own choice to exist this way.  She’d had options and
this had been the choice she’d made.  Part of her felt guilty
that she’d never told Reno about the bond, and in truth she’d only
meant to wait a little while, but weeks had turned into months and
then into years.  The time just never seemed right. 
There was always another case or people nearby.  And knowing
she was keeping such a secret from him made her defensive around
him.  Sometimes she’d been such a bitch, she’d inwardly
cringed at her own words.

Well, it was too late now.  So what if she’d come to know
Reno better, if he was even more appealing to her now than he had
been three years ago?  They weren’t meant to be.  She’d
move away, live her life as best she could and hope that distance
would improve her circumstances.

She licked her lips and closed her eyes, savouring the remaining
taste of Reno that lingered there, the scent of him that clung to
her clothes.  Faint reminders, but she’d hold on to them as
long as possible.  After all, they’d have to sustain her for
the rest of her life.

The bathroom door swung open, the sound of music and
conversation suddenly invading her retreat.

“There you are!”  Jenny stood just inside the doorway, a
hand on her hip.  “We were all wondering what had happened to
the guest of honour.”

“Just taking a breather.”  With the ease of constant
practise, Brandi pasted on a happy mask and allowed herself to be
led back to the party.










Chapter 14

 


Reno walked away from Brandi and wondered why he felt like he
was making the biggest mistake of his life.  Sure, she was
easy on the eyes but lots of females fell into that category. 
There was just something about her…

“Reno.  Over here.”  He looked up at the sound of his
name.  Captain Fielding was sitting at a table and gesturing
for him to come over.

“Captain.”  Sliding into the empty chair, he waited for the
older man to speak.  Fielding was akin to their Alpha in the
pseudo pack of his department.  No one was sure how old the
man was.  His hair was steel grey and his face was lined but
his strength and authority showed no signs of faltering. 
Fielding was known as being fair and honest, providing sound
leadership and demanding respect.  He also wasn’t afraid to
knock someone back in line when they needed it.  Reno smiled
ruefully recalling that in the early days he’d been on the
receiving end of that discipline more than once.

“I saw you dancing with Johansson.  You two still at each
other’s throats?”  Fielding looked at him while sipping the
amber contents of a shot glass; likely whiskey Reno decided, having
spent more than one night drinking with the man.

“Jones?”  He chuckled, thinking of the exasperated look on
her face whenever he used the name.  “We made our peace… sort
of.”

“I thought so when you two disappeared for a while.”  He
handed Reno a napkin.  “You might want to wipe her lipstick
from your face.  Makes you look like a sissy.”

Reno ignored the napkin.  Using his hand, he wiped his
mouth and stared down at the smear of colour as he relived the feel
of her lips moving against his, her tongue sliding over his. 
He cleared his throat.  “Thanks.”

“I just stopped in for a quick drink.  A couple of the
department heads and I think we have a plan in place for… ” he
paused and glanced around, then lowered his voice to a near
whisper, “dealing with the Purists.  There are just a few
minor points I need to firm up first.”

“Anything I can help you with?”

Fielding took a sip of his drink and studied him over the rim
before shaking his head.  “Not really, but thanks for
asking.”

“So when will you have something for my team?”

“Most likely by next week provided you don’t get sent on another
case.”  The captain set his glass down and pushed his chair
back.  “Well, I’ve said my goodbyes to Brandi, so I’m heading
home.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

Reno nodded and watched the other man leave.  It wasn’t
like the captain to stop in at Clancy’s though he supposed Brandi’s
farewell had caused the exception.  Unless there was an
ulterior motive.  Something had seemed ‘off’ about the captain
tonight, but what?  And why had the man been asking about his
relationship with Brandi?  Damn, just what he needed, the
captain sniffing around and asking about his love life, not that he
really had one, of course.  Maybe some new rules were coming
down about inter-departmental fraternization.  Well, if there
were it wouldn’t bother him.

Standing up, Reno made his way to the bar and ordered another
beer.  Casually leaning back on one elbow, he scanned the
room.  It was still crowded despite the late hour. 
Brandi had rejoined her friends at the table and seemed to be
enjoying herself.  He quirked his lips, thinking of how he’d
miss matching wits with her, riling her up just to watch her cheeks
flush with temper before she delivered a stinging comeback. 
God, she was a spitfire… and smart too.  Keeping tabs on her
cases had become his secret hobby and she was damned good at her
job.  Lycan Link knew when they sent her in there’d be no
unanswered questions for the human population to mull over, no
unexplained rumours floating around the local coffee shops.

While he’d never admit it, he always felt relieved when she
appeared on a case, knowing the situation would be covered up and
everyone would be safe.  He wondered who would take her place
and if they’d be half as good as she was.  Al Zimmerman was
decent, though in Reno’s opinion, the man had ridden his way up the
ladder on Brandi’s coat tails.

“You’re drinking again.”  Damien slid onto a bar stool
beside him, his tone faintly accusing.

“Last one, I promise.”  Reno sipped his drink, mindful of
appearances as he hadn’t been earlier.

“Good.”  Damien paused studying his own drink for a minute
before continuing.  “I got a call from a friend—Kane
Sinclair.  We were buddies back at the Academy.

“Kane?”  Reno vaguely recalled the name.  “Wasn’t he
part of the Black Devils?”

“Yeah.  There were three of us.”  Damien gave a
reminiscent smile.  “Kane, Ryne, and myself.  We raised
hell everywhere we went.”

“Sounds like fun.”  Reno took a pull of his beer and
wondered why Damien was bringing up the past.

“We all said we’d never settle down but now Kane’s an Alpha and
being mated next week.  It’s a political alliance.  Some
girl he’s never met.”

Reno raised his brows.  That didn’t happen very often
anymore.  It must be an older, traditional pack.  “How’s
he feel about it?”

Damien shrugged.  “He’s not too worried.  Kane was
always the noble one; anything for the good of the pack.”

“Duty before self.”  Reno nodded.  “Sounds like he’s a
dedicated Alpha.”

“Yeah.  He stopped some of our more asinine ideas and
actually cared about his grades, though he tried not to show
it.”

Reno grunted still having no idea where the conversation was
headed.

Damien sighed and frowned.  “Kane says he’ll do his best to
make the mating work, but I don’t know.  He hasn’t even talked
to her yet.”

“Any idea how the girl feels about it?”

“No.  Kane says she doesn’t know.  He’s pissed about
it but can’t do anything.  Guess her father’s real old
school.”  Damien sipped his drink again.  “Beth thinks
it’s just awful that they’re going to spring it on the girl like
that.”

Reno grunted.  “If she’s an Alpha’s daughter—especially in
a traditional pack—she should know it’s a possibility.”

“Maybe.”  Damien was silent for a moment.  “Did I tell
you Beth grew up in a totally human neighbourhood?  No pack or
anything.  She’s more human than wolf on her outlook on
things.  I’ve actually been teaching her about our ways.”

Reno looked at Damien in surprise.  He’d never pictured him
having that sort of patience.  Apparently Beth was bringing
out some new depths in his partner.  “That’s good of
you.  Different, but good.”

“Yeah.”  Damien swirled his drink and chuckled
softly.  “Beth makes me see life in a whole new way.  She
thinks a lot and likes to have deep conversations about world
issues.  When she gets excited about something, her eyes
sparkle and her cheeks turn red.  Sometimes I disagree with
her just to watch her get mad and start spouting off.”

A companionable silence fell between them.  Damien seemed
lost in thought and Reno kept a casual watch over the revellers on
the far side of the room.

Suddenly Damien spoke again.  “Do you really believe those
letters we’ve been getting represent a threat?  Will the
Purists eventually come after us for helping the halves?”

Reno turned to look at his partner.  The kid was dead
serious which was unusual.  Damien wasn’t one to worry. 
“Something in particular bothering you?”

Damien worked his jaw back and forth before answering. 
“The mistreatment of halves.  It’s wrong.”

“Yeah, but it’s nothing new.  You’ve been dealing with it
for three years now.”

“That’s just it.  Three years, dammit!  Why the hell
doesn’t Lycan Link just tell the Purists to stuff their ideas up
their asses?”  He punctuated his comment by slamming his drink
down, the volume of his voice rising.

“Shh!  You trying to give the DC officers some work?” 
Reno nudged Damien in warning then smiled at the few patrons who
had looked their way, perhaps hoping for a fight to break out and
provide some impromptu entertainment.  When nothing else
happened, the people soon lost interest and returned to watching
the activities on the dance floor.

“Sorry.”  Damien hunched his shoulders and stared down at
his drink while speaking in a quieter tone.  “It just makes me
mad to think that Beth could be targeted by the Purists simply
because her blood isn’t as pure as they’d like it to be.”

“We’re working on it.  You’re working on it by
being part of the team, but it takes time.  The Purists have
been spreading rumours for years now, creating unrest, getting
weres to question Lycan Link’s authority and its more modern
interpretation of The Book of the Law.  Headquarters is
treading carefully, trying not to offend the more conservative
packs while still moving forward with reform.  If they start
striking down the traditional rights of the Alphas there could be a
backlash.  Some even think that’s part of the Purists’
strategy.”

Damien ran his hands through his hair, his frustration
obvious.  “I know.  You don’t have to give me the
lecture.  I was there at all the briefings, remember?”

“You were there, but were you listening?”

“I was but it never touched close to home until now.” 
Damien traced circles in the condensation that had gathered on the
surface of the bar.  “You ever been in love, Reno?”

“Me?”  He looked over his shoulder at Brandi.  She was
dancing with Brad again and he resisted the urge to go over there
and separate them.  Brad was such a man-whore.  Surely,
Brandi could see that!  “Nah, not really.”

Damien followed the path of his gaze and smirked.  “So you
say.”

Reno felt a flush rising on his face and jerked his eyes away
from the couple.  “We’re talking about you, not me.”

“Yeah, well, I’m in love with Beth and it’s like nothing I’ve
ever felt before.  All my life I’ve been alone, sort of on the
outside looking in.  But when I met her I suddenly knew she
was the one.  She looks at me like I’m her hero and something
inside me comes to life.  I want to protect her and keep her
safe, make sure she never gets hurt.”  He tightened his
jaw.  “With her, I don’t feel like a rogue, an outcast that
nobody wants.”

Reno shifted uncomfortably.  Maudlin conversations weren’t
the norm for his partner.  Maybe the kid had had more to drink
than he realized.  God, they were both fucked up tonight it
seemed.  “Don’t worry.  The chances of the Purists ever
touching her are slim.  They’re still sticking to the
backwaters.  And the threatening letters are just a bunch of
hot air.  They’ll never amount to anything.”

Damien gave a faint smile.  “Yeah, you’re probably
right.  I’m just crying in my beer because Beth had to
leave.  She’s working the night shift at the local
pharmacy.”

Reno nodded.  It must suck to be separated from the one you
loved.  He turned on his seat and stared across the room at
Brandi again and sipped his beer thoughtfully.  Not that he’d
know about that, of course.










Chapter 15

 


The next morning, Reno dragged himself into work, fell into his
chair and stared across the room at the bleary image of his
partner.  Damien was already working on his computer and
looked as if he’d been up for hours.

“Hey.”  He grunted the greeting and eyed the coffee pot
across the room.  He’d love to have some but it seemed too
damned far away.  His body felt like he’d been part of a
stampede—the ground the cattle had stampeded over that is.

“What’s the matter with you?”  Damien looked up at him with
a quirked brow.  He seemed disgustingly alert.  “You look
like something the cat coughed up on the floor.”

Reno couldn’t summon the energy to even snarl over the
comment.  Instead, he rubbed his gritty eyes.  “Shit, I’m
hung over.”

“You can’t be hung over from last night.  Clancy only
serves human strength alcohol.”

“Yeah.”  Reno blinked trying to focus and forced himself to
stand up.  Coffee.  He needed coffee.  “I have a
stash of the good stuff at home.”

“And you decided to drink it all in one night?”  Damien
leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head, an evil grin
spreading on his face.  “That’s a dumb-ass thing to do. 
I thought you old guys were supposed to be smarter than that.”

Reno didn’t bother answering.  Instead, he focussed on
keeping his hand steady so the hot liquid he was pouring went in
the cup and not on his skin.  After successfully completing
the tricky task, he took a sip and grimaced.  The coffee was
as thick as tar and must have been made hours ago.  Still, it
was coffee.

Leaning against the wall, he took another sip and closed his
eyes, feeling it slide down his throat and hit his gut.  Said
gut protested momentarily but sheer force of will made it accept
the offering.  Reno sighed relieved he hadn’t puked, and
opened his eyes.  Damien was staring at him, the teasing grin
having been replaced by concern.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.  I just couldn’t sleep.  Weird dreams.” 
He ran his hand through his hair and then scrubbed his face as if
the action could erase the memories.  “So I got up and decided
to have a drink.”

“A drink?  Or the whole bottle?”

“Something like that.”

“Because of Brandi?”

Reno shifted his eyes and stared across the room, tightening his
mouth.  Sometimes the kid was too damned perceptive for his
own good.

“Reno, you might bitch and complain but I know there’s something
between you.  Beth even noticed last night.  When
Brandi’s around, you follow her with your eyes.  When she’s
the DC officer on one of our cases, you never relax until she’s out
of that particular pack’s territory.  You care about her.”

Sinking into a nearby chair, Reno propped his arms on his knees,
loosely cradling the coffee cup in his hands.  He slid a
sideways glance at Damien.  “That obvious?”

Damien gave a one shouldered shrug.  “To me, maybe a few
others that know you well enough, like the captain.”

“Shit.”  Just what he needed, people seeing what an idiot
he was and poking their nose into his messed up life.

“So what’s the problem?  Why fight it?  If you have a
thing for her, why not go for it?”

“I did.  Twice.  Both times I screwed up.  We
ended up fighting.”  He stared at the floor thinking of how
he’d relived those encounters in his dreams more than once.

“So?  Making up is half the fun.”

He shook his head.  “It would never work.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m an Enforcer.  A potential rogue.  I
function well enough within the structure of Lycan Link but outside
of here… ”  He shook his head.  “We both know that most
of us wouldn’t survive in the ‘real’ world.  Our wolves could
turn at a moment’s notice.  They’d want to establish a pack of
their own or overtake someone else’s yet have no fucking idea of
what to do after the fact.  I won’t do that to a legitimate
Alpha or his pack.  And starting your own pack takes money
and territory, neither of which I have.  Nope. 
My life is here at Lycan Link.”

“And that’s what you think Brandi wants?  A pack and a home
with a ‘safe’ male at her side?”

He gave a dark laugh.  “Don’t they all?”

“Well… ”  Damien paused and shrugged.  “Some, but not
all.  Beth doesn’t seem to care either way.  She says she
likes a man with an edge of danger about him and,” he paused and
chuckled.  “She thinks this whole rogue business is highly
over-rated.  According to her, I’m… er… ”  Damien
stumbled, a faint flush creeping up his neck, but he managed to
finish the sentence.  “… an oversized lap dog.”

Reno would have laughed if it wouldn’t have hurt his head so
much.  The idea of Damien being a lapdog was ridiculous. 
He’d seen him in action and knew the kid could be as cold and
dangerous as the situation called for.  “Next time I see her,
I’ll tell her a few stories about you that might change her
mind.”

“Go ahead.  She might seem pretty meek but my Beth doesn’t
frighten easily.”

“Your Beth?”  Reno questioned the term.  “How
long have you known her?  A week?”

“Yeah.  A week.  But she’s mine.”  The corners of
Damien’s mouth curled up, his gaze confident.  “I told her
what I did for a living, that there’s some rogue in my
makeup.  She said she didn’t care, that when you love, you
take the good with the bad.  She’s even willing to live in the
housing with me.”

Even with a hangover, Reno’s senses went on high alert. 
Something was wrong with Damien.  The kid didn’t talk that
way.  He banged females then sent them on their way. 
Frowning, he studied his partner carefully.  “Who are you and
what have you done with Damien Masterson?”

“Say what?”

“Last time I checked, Damien Masterson’s mantra was the old
‘wham, bam, thank-you ma’am’ and now you’re talking about Beth
living in the housing with you?”

Damien shrugged and looked uncomfortable for a moment, then
seemed to catch himself and sat up straighter.  “Maybe I don’t
want to be that person anymore.”

“Does she know you’re on call twenty-four seven and could be
away for weeks at a time?”

“Yeah.  She’s cool with that.”

“What about pups?”

Damien shrugged and raised his chin, a sure sign he was getting
pissed at Reno’s questions.  “If that happens, we’ll get a
place on the edge of town and I’ll try to get put on shorter
cases.”

“And when they grow up and need a pack?  Did you think of
that, kid?”  Some devil was prompting him to squash his
partner’s plans with a heavy dose of reality.

Damien suddenly stood up and growled.  “Dammit, Reno. 
Quit calling me a kid.  I’m twenty-four!  And no, I don’t
know what will happen if we have pups.  I don’t have all the
answers.  I know most Enforcers never mate.  That being
here is almost a life sentence but I’m not willing to settle for
that.  Not anymore.”  He shoved his chair out of the way
and stalked over to the window pulling the blinds aside. 
“I’ve never had anything that was my own, Reno.  I’m like
those refugees out there.  This is my chance. 
With Beth, I can have a real life and I’m not going to waste the
opportunity.”  He paused and seemed to be trying to reel in
his temper.  “You shouldn’t either.”

Reno was silent.  Damien didn’t get riled up about
much.  The kid was pretty laid back and had never given a hint
that he wanted more than the life he had here.  Apparently his
partner had been harbouring some secret hopes and dreams behind a
devil-may-care attitude.  It was sobering to realize he didn’t
know him as well as he’d thought.  Staring into his coffee cup
he responded quietly.  “I hope it works for you.  I hope
you and your Beth can have a good life together.”

“Me too.”  Damien shoved his hands in his back pockets and
turned around, a self-deprecating look on his face.  “Mind
you, I haven’t asked her yet.  She’s coming to the lunar run
with me at the end of the week, though.”

“Good luck to you, kid… er… Damien.”  Reno had used the
term ‘kid’ when Damien first joined the Enforcers as a way to keep
him in line, to remind him who was the senior partner.  Since
then, the name had stuck and it would be a hard habit to
break.  Still, he’d try.

Reno stood up, having had enough of the heavy, heartfelt
conversation for the time being.  His head protested the
sudden movement and he groaned.  “I’m going to get some food
from the cafeteria.  Do you want anything?”

“Nah.  I’m good.  But Reno?  I meant it. 
Don’t give up on Brandi too fast.  I think she’s what you
need.”

Reno didn’t answer.  There was nothing to say.

Once in the cafeteria, he tried to eat but the food curdled in
his stomach.  Damien’s words kept playing through his
mind.  “Don’t give up on Brandi… she’s what you need.” 
Well he knew firsthand that you didn’t always get everything you
wanted or needed in life.  Sometimes you were dealt a shitty
hand and you had to play it as best as you could.

“Hey, Reno!”  Someone gave his shoulder a friendly tap and
he looked up to see Al grinning down at him.  “Great party
last night, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.  Great.”  Hoping Al would take the hint and
leave, he turned and stared at the plate of food in front of
him.  He tried to give the impression of eating by poking the
contents with his fork.  Instead, the man sat down and
continued talking.

“The food was awesome and I think everyone was there.  Even
Captain Fielding put in an appearance.  Of course, it’s no
surprise since everyone likes Brandi.”

Reno grunted.  Yeah, everyone liked Brandi, even people who
had no business liking her, such as himself.

“I saw you two talking last night.  Make any
progress?”  Al gave him a speculative look and Reno struggled
to contain his growl of annoyance.  What was it with everyone
lately?  Did he look like a fucking candidate for the lonely
hearts club or something?

“And you care because… ?”  His tone was deadly but the
other man didn’t seem concerned.

Al shrugged and grinned.  “I just think you two would make
a great couple and it’s frustrating to sit on the sidelines and
watch both of you acting like pig-headed fools.”

Reno stared at him stone-faced, wondering if Al had a death
wish.

“Brandi talks to me and I’m good at reading between the
lines.  She has a thing for you; she just won’t admit
it.  And I’ve noticed how you watch her, too.  Tell you
what, when she comes back from vacation, ask her out.  I’ll
put in a good word for you.”  Al stood up still talking. 
“Yeah, that should work.  You gotta make your move soon Reno,
before she gets her own territory.  You know what they say
about he who hesitates.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Al patted his shoulder and left.  Reno relaxed the hand
he’d been clenching to prevent himself from hitting the man. 
God, for a DC officer Al was thick as a brick or just plain
stupid.  Any fool should have been able to sense the waves of
irritation coming at him and left after the first ten
seconds.  He shook his head wondering how Brandi had managed
to stand working with the man every day.

He stared at the fork in his hand.  It was now bent into an
unusable shape and he gave a snort of disgust.  Dropping the
mangled utensil onto the tray of uneaten food, he got up and dumped
the whole thing in the garbage before wandering outside.

The hot summer sun was a blazing orb in the sky, heat rising
from the ground in shimmering waves.  Most of Lycan Links'
members were inside right now, hiding from the oppressive weather
in the cool underground halls of the complex.  In the
distance, the drone of cars on a highway could be heard but beyond
that all was still.  Even the insect life seemed to be dozing
as the midday temperatures rose.

The solitude might have bothered some but Reno appreciated the
quiet.  His body still protested the alcoholic abuse he’d
subjected it to and Al’s blathering had made his head pound even
worse than it already was.  The serenity was soothing.

Finding a tree with a modicum of shade he sat down and leaned
against the rough bark.  Grass, brown and crisp from the
summer drought, pricked at his palms as he braced himself but he
ignored the small discomfort.

Instead, he focussed inward, trying to calm his thoughts and
still the anxious feeling that filled him.  Brandi was leaving
on vacation today—had in fact left already—and somehow he was sure
he could feel her increasing distance almost like a physical tug on
his heart.  It made no sense.  Two physical encounters
and a heated kiss didn’t create a bond between two wolves, at least
not one like this.  At times, he was almost sure he heard her
inside his head but could never make the words come into
focus.  God, was he going crazy?

Last night he’d tried to drink himself into oblivion but all
he’d done was waste a good bottle of booze.  He’d fallen
asleep near dawn but dreams of Brandi had punctuated his slumber,
all their encounters, their fights, the sex…   More than once
he’d woken up hard as a rock and aching with need.  Finally,
he’d stumbled out of bed and stood under a cold shower until all
his body parts were numb.

Reno rubbed his forehead and stared out across the vast expanse
of the prairies.  He was on a bluff that provided a bit of a
view beyond the tree-lined perimeter of Lycan Link.  A slight
breeze ruffled his hair and sent the long grass into a swaying
motion like waves rolling across the ocean.  This was his home
and had been for the past eight years but today it felt strange, as
if he no longer belonged here and needed to be somewhere else.

Giving in to an impulse, he shifted forms and set out at a
moderate trot.  Perhaps this was what he needed.  It had
been a while since he’d allowed his wolf free rein to roam. 
And the full moon was less than a week away.  That might
account for his restlessness.

Small openings in the fence around Lycan Link provided an easy
means for the werewolves to slip in and out of the complex
unnoticed.  Reno made use of one, heading out with no
particular destination in mind.  There was no peace in his
soul but running until he was exhausted might provide some
relief.

For a moment he stood still, allowing his wolf to test the air
and scan for any danger that might lurk outside the compound. 
Nostrils flaring, ears twitching, the beast catalogued each scent,
sight, and sound before giving a satisfied huff and shaking its
head.  Pleased to be free, it stretched languidly then pranced
about before beginning to run.

As muscles warmed, his stride lengthened until he reached his
maximum speed.  Wind, hot and dry, whipped his eyes and
whistled past his ears as he sped along.  The dry grass
crackled underfoot, some of the sharp edges slicing his leathery
paws but he didn’t care.  He ran to escape the loneliness that
filled him, the restlessness that was afflicting him with ever
increasing frequency.  At thirty-one years of age he shouldn’t
be facing a crossroad in his life.  However, no matter how
hard he tried to deny it, it was there and it was all tied to
Brandi Johansson.

He let his human self sink lower, hiding from the troublesome
emotions behind the wolf’s consciousness.  In what was akin to
a half-somnambulant state, he idly listened to the wolf’s
thinking.

Survival.  That’s what’s important.  Food, water,
shelter.  His eyes flashed back and forth as he ran,
alert to find the basic necessities.  Establish a
territory.  Protect it.  Gather a pack.  Find a
mate…

The wolf’s stride faltered.  He slowed to a walk and
finally stopped unsure what to do.

Every wolf needs a mate.  There was a suitable one
present but the man who is our Alpha let her go.  Now she is
moving farther and farther away.

Cocking its head to the side, the wolf considered the
problem.

A chase.  That’s what’s needed!  Perhaps the
female wishes to be pursued.  That’s why the man let her
go.

Excitement flared at the idea of using its wiles to track down
the runaway female.  Throwing back its head, the wolf howled
its intent, giving warning to all that the hunt was on. 
Taking off at full speed, he raced over the plains, mile after mile
until he began to stumble from exhaustion.  His sides heaved,
his tongue hung from his mouth.

Scenting nearby water, he made his way to a shallow pool. 
It was almost dried up, weeks having passed since the last
rain.  Dried mud, baked hard and deeply cracked, lined the
edges and he picked his way through until he reached the remaining
moisture.

It was tepid but drinkable and he slaked his thirst while
keeping a watchful eye on his surroundings.  A field mouse
scuttled by, rustling the dried grasses.  A hawk circled
overhead drifting on the air currents while searching for its next
meal.  All was calm and peaceful in the animal kingdom. 
If only he could be so lucky.

Though hot and tired, the wolf had no intention of stopping,
sure if it just ran far enough and fast enough his mate would be
found.  Reno sighed and pushed his way to the surface, though
a part of him longed to stay hidden.  No.  He couldn’t
let the wolf continue.  Brandi was gone, probably flying to
some exotic resort on a tropical island.  His wolf couldn’t
track her, no matter how good its skills.

Sorry boy, he murmured, trying to sooth the beast by mentally
scratching the creature’s ears.  There’s more to life than a
mate, he assured it.  Our duty is more important.  Duty
to the pack, to the entire Lycan community, supersedes our personal
needs.

The wolf didn’t agree and muttered darkly that both were
possible but Reno knew better.

You are in charge, the Alpha in our relationship. 
The wolf stated emphatically.

Reno nodded in agreement wondering what point the creature was
trying to make.  Several times he and the wolf had fought for
dominance but he’d always proved to be the stronger
personality.

And I’ve bowed to your will.  But if you are my Alpha,
then you are not fulfilling your duty.  An Alpha should
provide all that is needed to keep its pack happy.

Reno nodded again.

Well, a mate is needed to keep me happy yet you do
nothing!

We’ve had sex.  Reno rolled his eyes hardly able to believe
he was even having this conversation.  He hated it when his
wolf tried to be clever.

Over two years ago.  The wolf pointed out with a
huff.

Reno winced.  It had been a long time but other females
didn’t seem to appeal to him anymore.

And sex is not the point.  Finding a mate is.  One
was present; a good mate.  Why did you let the female
leave?  If we are alone, it’s your own fault.  It’s like
the man said to you.  “He who hesitates… ”  The wolf
smirked at him and Reno scowled.

We’re alone because of you, he pointed out.  If you weren’t
so strong, a near rogue that’s ready to fly off the handle—

Only because you give me no freedom!  And I’ve
improved.  You said so yourself.  And if we had a mate at
our side to help—

The screaming of the hawk broke into their conversation and both
stopped to watch the bird swoop down in an attempt to catch its
prey.  This time the bird was unlucky and flew up with empty
claws.

See, Reno pointed out.  You don’t always get what you
want.

But at least you should try.  If you never make an
attempt, you’ll always wonder, always be alone.

Reno sighed.  The creature would never understand the
complexities of the real world.  Life wasn’t that
simple.  Rising to his feet, he headed back to Lycan Link.

 

“Nice of you to join us, Smith.  I hope I’m not interfering
with your personal plans?”  Captain Fielding gave him an
annoyed look as he slid into the meeting room.  He’d totally
lost track of the time and was late for their weekly meeting.

“Sorry, sir.”  Reno took his usual seat and began to flick
through the pile of papers on the table in front of him.

The captain cleared his throat and continued.  “As I was
saying, our latest plan to flush out the Purists’ leader will have
to be revamped—”

Reno jerked his head up and gave the man a sharp look. 
“But last night you said—”

“That was last night.  Today’s a different story.” 
The Captain hesitated and then sighed.  “I guess I can’t keep
it from you any longer.”

“Keep what?”  Damien leaned forward as did several of the
other team members.

“There’s a leak inside Headquarters.”

The news caused a general rumbling to ensue and it was some time
before the captain could regain control of the group.  “We’ve
been suspicious for a while now.  Every time we’re close to
finding the leader, he slips away.  Someone has to be tipping
him off and the information has to be coming from inside our
organization.”

“Proof?”  Reno barked out the question.  Something was
off about this; he could sense it, but what?

“I’m not at liberty to reveal that yet, Reno.”

Reno and the captain stared at each other for a long
moment.  The older man’s gaze was steady, his chin lifted ever
so slightly.  Slowly, Reno nodded.  “All right. 
I’ll accept that.  For now.”

Tension was thick in the air between them and the rest of the
team shifted in their chairs, eyes darting between the two
leaders.  Captain Fielding was the equivalent of their Alpha
while Reno was like their Beta in the pseudo pack.  A power
struggle between the leaders made everyone uneasy.  Packs
thrived on stability.

Without looking away, the captain concluded the meeting. 
“Until we can find the source of our leak, there will be no more
missions to search out the Purists’ leader.  This unit is on
stand-by and can view the next few weeks as an unofficial
vacation.  Dismissed.”

Chairs slowly scraped back as if the Lycans were reluctant to
leave.

“I’ll talk to you later, men.”  Reno spoke in a casual tone
but his unit understood.  They filed out in silence, though
several cast speculative looks from him to the captain.

The captain’s nostrils flared as the Lycans seemed to obey Reno
more readily than they did him.  As the door shut behind the
last Enforcer, he exhaled loudly.  “You have a bone to pick
with me, Reno?”

“Maybe.”  Reno leaned back in his chair.  “Something
is off.  You’re not telling the whole story.  Why?”

“Because we don’t know where the leak is coming from. 
Everyone is under suspicion.  Me.  You.  The other
Enforcers.  Computer technicians.  Office staff. 
The DC officers.”  He ran his hands through his hair. 
“If I say anything more the informant might run or go underground
for a time, only to re-emerge at a later date.”

Reno weighed the facts.  It made sense but he didn’t like
it.  “As I said before, I’ll accept that for now but as leader
of the squad, I’d like to be kept apprised of any
developments.”

“As much as I’m allowed, I’ll keep you informed.”

Reno stood up and headed towards the door.

“And Reno?”

“Yes, sir?”  He paused and looked at the captain.

“I can still whip your butt and will do it if you pull a stunt
like that again.  Don’t challenge me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind… sir.”

He left the office, closing the door quietly behind him. 
Stupid move, he chastised himself.  Why had he made a show in
front of the others?  It made sense that Fielding wouldn’t
spill the beans to everyone, so why question the man?

Reno rubbed his neck and narrowed his eyes.  Fielding
irritated him.  As a matter of fact almost everyone irritated
him lately.  He loved being an Enforcer, yet…   Glancing
about the building, he noted the bland utilitarian office decor,
the murmur of voices as people went about their jobs.  He was
sick of it.  Maybe he needed a vacation, some time away. 
He wondered where Brandi had gone, but quickly dismissed the
idea.  Following her on vacation would put him in the creep
category.

He walked down the hallway mulling over possible
destinations.  The team was on stand-by.  If he stayed
close by…

“Hey, Reno!”  Brad and Jenny were standing near a
computer.  “Come look at this.”

Not really wanting to, he wandered over, pasting a politely
interested look on his face.  “What’s up?”

“Look at these pictures from Brandi’s party.  Aren’t they
great?”  Jenny pushed a button and a slideshow began to run on
the computer screen.  Brandi laughing.  Brandi opening a
present.  Brandi hugging Al…

He could feel a growl rising in his throat and fought to keep it
under control.  There was nothing between Al and Brandi. 
After all, hadn’t the man just been urging him to go after her?

“Nice pictures.”  Reno forced the words out.  “But
I’ve got some errands to run right now.”  With a casual wave,
he walked away as quickly as possible and headed towards the
gym.  Maybe a good workout would help.  He doubted it,
but it was that or start a fight with someone and in the mood he
was in right now, it wouldn’t bode well for his opponent.










Chapter 16

 


Several days later…

The distant rumble of thunder echoed through the otherwise
silent streets of Kolding’s Pass.  An evening storm had just
left off drenching the small town and water still dripped from
every surface while puddles dappled the dirt road.  It was a
full moon but the thick clouds racing across the sky obscured much
of the silvery light.  Shadows shifted and swayed, twisting
the usually familiar shapes of houses and shrubs into strange and
unnatural objects.

A gust of wind blew past and Brandi shivered as yet another
shower of cold water drops fell on her, further plastering her hair
to her head before sliding down her face and neck.  The ground
was slippery with mud and she cursed under her breath as she
skidded yet again, her foot sliding into another puddle. 
Already her shoes and socks were soaked, squishing uncomfortably
with every step she took.

For all that it was a hot dry summer back at Lycan Link, that
was half a continent away.  Kolding’s Pass was being plagued
by a rainy spell, and nights in the mountains were cool enough
without the added discomfort of wet clothing.  She finally
gave up on retaining her human form in favour of the warm fur of
her wolf.  The air shimmered around her as she shifted and
then a contented sigh escaped her as the uncomfortable cold and
dampness faded away.  Her thick fur coat repelled most of the
water and the higher animal metabolism negated the effects of the
night air.

Unfortunately, nothing could be done about the state of the
ground.  Mud oozed between her toes, cold and slimy.  She
gave each paw a shake and whined with annoyance before carefully
continuing on her way, peering into the shadows and testing the
air.  After being away for so many years, Brandi wasn’t as
confident as she’d once been walking the back alleys of her home
town and picked her way along, trying to be as quiet as
possible.  Most of the pack was out for the lunar run and so,
supposedly, was she except for the fact that she’d doubled
back.

Something was wrong in Kolding’s Pass and she had her suspicions
as to what it was.  A little investigating while everyone was
out of the way should prove or disprove her theory.

Her homecoming had started out well.  Everyone had been
surprised to see her—she’d given them no warning of her arrival,
not wanting anyone to fuss—and her aunt and cousins had greeted her
with hugs and kisses, questioning her about her ‘exciting career’
at Lycan Link.  A few old friends stopped by to show off their
families and inquire how she was.  Yes, that had all gone as
she’d expected, but several long time residents were missing and
others who used to be friendly seemed to be purposely avoiding
her.

Kolding’s Pass was unique in that the entire settlement was
Lycan.  A hundred years ago it had been a thriving mining town
but the boom days of the coal mines were long past.  Economic
downturns caused by the dwindling coal output, combined with the
youth moving away to larger urban centres, had changed the once
thriving community into little more than a ghost town. 
Slowly, Lycans filtered into the area drawn by the secluded
location.  They took over what remained of the mining
operation, eking out a living from the few existing coal
deposits.  Now, the only humans in the area were those that
had mated with werewolves and were considered part of the pack.

Or at least they used to be.

Padding down the gravel strewn alley, Brandi pondered yet again
why Mrs. Channing hadn’t stopped to talk to her yesterday when
she’d called out her name.  And where was her mate,
Peter?  Their pups were suspiciously absent as well. 
Several others who were mated to humans were also unusually aloof
or missing altogether.  When Brandi asked her aunt, the woman
had simply changed the subject.

There was a sinking feeling in her stomach that her pack had
been taken over by Purists and she thought she knew how it had
happened.  While she’d yet to talk with Victor, the new Alpha,
a sense of his presence seemed to be everywhere.  An
underlying tension filled the air, as if everyone were on guard
less they break some unspoken rule.

For one thing, the hierarchy of the pack was more rigid than it
had been when Brandi had lived there.  Her aunt was bowing to
Mrs. Srigley across the street while Mrs. Pearson next door seemed
to cower in her presence.  And her young cousins were spouting
off about the wisdom of the ancient ones and how Lycans were
growing soft, forgetting their heritage.  It brought chills to
her spine just listening to them talk, with fanatical pride, of all
the ways Lycans are superior to humans.

And so here she was, creeping through the back alleys, searching
out Alice and Peter Channing’s house in the hopes of getting some
answers.

She carefully nudged the back gate open with her muzzle, wincing
as it squeaked faintly.  Holding her breath, she waited a beat
but nothing stirred in response to the noise.  Why she was
worried, she couldn’t say—after all the pack was out for a run—but
something was telling her to be cautious and over the years she’d
learned to heed that inner voice.

With utmost care, she slipped through the small opening and made
her way across the backyard.  The grass was in need of cutting
and the once famous flower beds looked weed infested and
neglected.  Except for a small light coming from the kitchen,
the house appeared empty but that couldn’t be the case.  Mrs.
Channing hadn’t been at the run and on a night like this, where
else would she be except at home?

Rising on her hind legs, Brandi rested her front paws on the
window ledge and peeked inside but saw nothing except her own
reflection looking back at her.  Cocking her ears, she picked
up faint sounds of movement, the creak of a floor board, shuffling
steps.  Someone was inside.

Dropping down onto all fours, she shifted forms and approached
the backdoor, hoping Mrs. Channing would be more welcoming now than
she’d been earlier on.  Perhaps the whole incident had been
her imagination.  Maybe the woman hadn’t heard her
yesterday.  But then again, Mrs. Channing was a werewolf with
excellent hearing.  And she was mated to a human.

Deciding nothing was to be gained by hesitating, Brandi knocked
on the backdoor, glancing nervously over her shoulder as she waited
for a response.  She could swear someone was watching her but
her senses led her to believe otherwise; there was no sound, no
scent, no sign of movement save the windblown trees.

Come on, girl.  Get a grip, she chided herself and shifted
her attention back to the door.  Just as she raised her hand
to knock again there was the scraping sound of the lock being
turned.  Brandi held her breath as the door opened a
crack.

Through the slim opening, she made out Mrs. Channing’s
face.  Worry lines marred the once cheerful visage and grey
liberally streaked the woman’s hair.

“Brandi?  What are you… ?  You… you shouldn’t be
here.  You should be with the others.”  Mrs. Channing
stuttered nervously while peering into the backyard.

“I saw you weren’t at the run and thought you might like some
company.”  Brandi moved to step forward but contrary to her
past experiences visiting the house, no move was made to welcome
her inside.

“No!  It isn’t safe.”  The scent of fear filled the
air and Mrs. Channing tried to close the door but Brandi pushed
against the wooden panel, holding it open.

“It isn’t?  Why not?”

“Because… ”  The woman swallowed hard, her eyes darting
around as if expecting an attack any minute.  “Because it just
isn’t.  Please Brandi, if not for your own sake, then for
mine, just go!”  Again she tried to close the door but Brandi
held her ground.

“But Mrs. Channing, I don’t understand.  What’s the
problem?  Maybe I can help.”

“No, child.  It’s not possible.”

Deciding to be blunt, Brandi stated her suspicions.  “Is it
the Purists?  Are you being mistreated?  I work for Lycan
Link and maybe I can help.”

“I… ”  The woman hesitated and licked her lips nervously
before opening the door.  “All right.  But come inside
quickly before anyone sees you.”

“They’re out on the lunar run.  We’re safe.”  Brandi
offered reassurance as she stepped inside and followed the woman
through the pantry into the kitchen.

“Not all of them.  They never leave us unguarded for
long.”

“Us?  Who are you talking about?”

“Myself and the others, wolves who mated humans.  Our
pups.”

A quick glance around the small kitchen escalated Brandi’s
suspicions.  There were no extra dishes waiting to be washed,
no homey clutter on any of the surfaces.  “I haven’t seen your
girls since I’ve been home.”

Mrs. Channing shook her head and compressed her lips.  “You
won’t either.  They’re all working for the pure-bloods and
they aren’t allowed out of their masters’ houses.”

“Masters?”  She raised her brows at the term.

The woman nodded.  “Victor and the males he brought into
the pack after taking over.  The halves are their servants,
working in their homes or as unpaid labourers in their
businesses.”

“Some of them are just children!”  Brandi looked at her
appalled, as she rapidly calculated the present ages of the pack
members in question.

“That’s what I said, but Victor insists that at fifteen, they’re
old enough to start earning their keep.”

“They should be going to school, not working!”

Mrs. Channing shook her head.  “No school for the
halves.  Victor doesn’t believe in wasting resources on
them.”

A sinking feeling filled Brandi’s stomach.  She looked
around once more.  The house was neat but had a worn look
about it.  And it was too quiet.  Beyond themselves the
only sound was the faint ticking of the clock on the wall. 
“Where’s Mr. Channing?”

“Gone.”  The woman’s voice faltered and she took a deep
breath before continuing.  “They took Peter away saying a
human had no right to live with the pack.”

“Is he… ?”  She couldn’t bring herself to finish the
sentence.

“No.  Not yet.”  Mrs. Channing took a shuddering
breath and blinked rapidly.  “They’re holding him and the rest
in the old jail in the back of the town hall. The pack’s divided on
what to do with them.”  The woman finally broke down and sank
into a chair, tears spilling down her cheeks.  “This is my
fault.  We should have left town.  When Victor started to
push to take over, he was ranting on and on about werewolf
purity.  Most of the other mixed families left, nervous of
what might happen but I believed in my pack mates.  I told
Peter that we’d be safe.”

Brandi nodded in understanding.  No one wanted to believe
their family members and neighbours would turn on them.

“But Victor challenged for the leadership and Alpha Klaus
lost.  After that, things just kept getting worse and worse
and when we finally decided to leave, Victor wouldn’t let us. 
He said he didn’t want to be responsible for the ‘scourge’ of
half-breeds spreading to other packs.”

Brandi recalled Victor from when he’d been pack Beta.  The
man wasn’t originally from the area but had joined just before
she’d left.  Looking back, she wondered if he’d been driven
from his home because of his beliefs or if he’d purposely chosen
the pack because of its remote location.  Klaus had
good-naturedly let him in and, impressed with the man’s knowledge
of the Book of the Law, promoted him to Beta when the position
opened up.

Everyone had been in awe of Victor.  He was commanding,
eloquent, and had spoken of great plans for the mines.  Given
the economic times, the idea of revitalizing the town had been
enough that most had been willing to overlook his strict views.

“They haven’t turned on you, though.  Have they?”

“I’m allowed to stay—I wouldn’t leave my family behind
anyway—but I’m considered ‘contaminated’ and I’m not supposed to
associate with the others.  That’s why you shouldn’t be
here.  You could be punished.”

Brandi compressed her lips and shook her head.  How could
this have happened in her own community?  “I’m not
worried.  I don’t live here permanently.  And I think I
can help you get your family out of here.  I have a friend who
specializes in cases like this.”

“Really?”  Mrs. Channing looked up at her with hope-filled
eyes.  “When I first heard you were coming for a visit, I
wondered if maybe…   But Victor told me to make sure I stayed
away from you, or the girls and Peter would pay the price.” 
Mrs. Channing bit her lip and wrung her hands.  “You’re sure
no one saw you coming here?”

“No one was around.  I checked.”  Brandi patted the
woman’s shoulder while inwardly frowning.  Had Mrs. Channing
said ‘heard she was coming?’  This was supposed to be a
surprise visit.  Well, perhaps the woman, in her agitation,
had misspoken.  And there was no point in mentioning the
strange feeling she’d had of being watched.  It was only a
feeling after all.  “Everything will work out, Mrs.
Channing.  This is part of what I’ve been doing for a living
for the past three years.”  She glanced at her watch.  “I
have to get back before they notice I’m missing.  Just sit
tight.  By the end of the week, help should be on its
way.”

Taking her leave of the woman, Brandi slipped out the backdoor
and shifted forms once more, though it took more effort than she’d
care to admit.  She moved swiftly down the alleyway, no longer
worried about being quiet.  Speed was more important. 
The pack had started their run on the edge of town and she wanted
to be there when they returned.

About a half mile from the field where the pack gathered, Brandi
stopped and slid into the deep shadows cast by a tree. 
Deciding she was close enough to the site of the run that she could
claim to have finished early, she shifted again.  A wave of
dizziness washed over her and she braced herself against the tree
for a moment trying to re-establish her equilibrium.  Shifting
so often was draining, though it shouldn’t be.  It was just
that her energy levels were low as of late.  She made a mental
note that she needed to try to get more rest.

The rain storm had moved off and the night was quiet except for
the faint rhythmic chirping of insects and the rustling of grass as
it swayed in the evening breeze.  Brandi scented the air but
could detect no wolves or other animals nearby.

Hunkering down, she pulled out her cell phone and shaded the
glow of the screen with her palm.  A twig snapped nearby and
she looked up, wondering if someone had returned early but there
was still no sign of movement, no betraying scent.  Her
heartbeat sounded loudly in her ears and she wondered why her
nerves were so jumpy.  No one had followed her from town and
she was just making a phone call.  There could be no complaint
against that.

Taking a steady breath, she dialled Reno’s number.  Even
after three years, she still had it programmed into her cell,
though why she wasn’t sure.  She’d often been on the verge of
erasing it but had always stopped before finally pressing
delete.  Sometimes, she’d wondered why she was so masochistic
as to keep it.  Now she was glad she had.

As the phone rang, she nervously nibbled her lip.  Even
though they’d parted on good terms, she still felt strange calling
Reno in the middle of the night.

“’lo?”  A deep voice, husky with sleep answered the
phone.  Just hearing him speak had her melting into a puddle
of desire.

“Reno?”

He cleared his throat.  “Yeah.  Who’s this?”

“Brandi.  Brandi Johansson.”  She held her breath,
tightening her fingers on the phone and wondering what he’d
say.

“Brandi?  What’s up?’  There was a rustling sound as
if he were levering himself up in bed.  She could easily
picture him; his wonderfully muscled chest sprinkled with a light
dusting of body hair, the way it formed an interesting trail down
to where the covers pooled about his hips.  Swallowing hard,
she tried to concentrate on what she wanted to say.

“I need you.”  Even as the words left her mouth, she
winced.

He chuckled.  Deep and rich and sexy, the sound curled
around her causing her stomach to quiver and goose bumps to rise
over her skin.  “That’s what they all say, darlin’.  Any
particular reason for this sudden revelation?”  The drawl in
his voice both aroused and annoyed her and she fought to keep those
feelings from her voice.  Now was not the time to be mooning
over the man or to be picking petty fights!

She bit back the retort that rose to her lips and continued
on.  “In a professional capacity, Reno.  I’m
home for a week’s vacation and I think Victor, the new Alpha, is a
Purist.  Some of the halves and their families left town but
the few that remain are in trouble.”

“Specific rights violations?”  His tone became clipped and
business-like, the playfulness of just a moment ago no longer
evident.  She could almost picture him sitting bolt upright in
bed, his eyes alert, his mind ticking off the salient facts.

“Oh yeah.  I—”

A hand suddenly reached in front of her and took the phone from
her, flipping it shut and ending the call.  “Hello
Brandi.  I haven’t seen you in years.”

She looked up and saw a tall middle-aged man standing over
her.  He had dull blond hair and ice blue eyes that seemed to
cut right through her.  It was Victor, the new Alpha. 
Damn!

Slowly, she got to her feet.  The man was just as
intimidating now as he’d been last time she’d seen him and she
fought the need to cower at his feet.

“Hello, Victor.”

“I’ve been away on business but I’d heard you were coming
home.”

“Not really ‘coming home.’  This is just a short
visit.”  She felt it wise to qualify the length of her
stay.

“This will always be your pack, Brandi.  And pack is home,
the place where your wolf feels most secure knowing there is an
Alpha to provide guidance and protection.”  He stepped
closer.  His voice was calm and reasonable, almost hypnotic as
he stared intently at her.  “That’s my role.  To guide
you down the proper path.”  Extending his hand, he slid his
finger over the curve of her cheek.  “You’ve been away far too
long, Brandi.  I sense your inner wolf is discontented,
confused.  It’s yearning for stability.  The conflict is
draining you, leaving you vulnerable.  I think we need to fix
that, don’t you?”

For a moment she was mesmerized by his voice, by the steadiness
of his gaze.  The qualities that made him an Alpha—strength,
intelligence, charisma—pulled at something deep and elemental
within her.  She could feel herself falling under his spell
and had to force herself to look away and regain her sense of
independence.

“Actually, my wolf is quite content and fully aware of the fact
that Klaus gave me permission to leave when I went to the
Academy.”  She spoke with more bravado than she actually
felt.  The way he was looking at her made her nervous, but she
lifted her chin and called upon her training to hide the fact.

“I found no signed papers officially releasing you from the pack
when I went through his files.  Any idea where he might have
put them?”  He tilted his head slightly and looked at her
inquiringly.

She was silent.  Klaus had never signed relocation
papers.  It had been a verbal agreement that she could go to
the Academy and work at Lycan Link with the option to return some
day if she so chose.  As Beta at the time, Victor had to have
known that.

He gave a tight smile.  “I thought not.  It was remiss
of him, but beneficial to me.  We need you here, Brandi, as
much as your wolf needs to be here.  A strong pack is
important and our numbers are not as high as I’d like them to
be.”  Unexpectedly, he switched topics.  “Who were you
calling?”

“A friend.  May I have my phone back?”  She held out
her hand but instead of returning it, he flipped it open and began
to search the files.

“And this friend would be…   Reno?”  He raised his
brows and looked at her.  “That’s the last number
dialled.”

“Like I said, a friend.”

“Reno’s an unusual name.  It wouldn’t be Reno Smith, the
infamous Enforcer?”

She gave a negligent shrug while rapidly trying to decide the
best way to answer.  Unfortunately, her phone started ringing
before she came to any conclusions.

Victor handed the device over.  “For you, I’m sure.”

She hesitated before taking it from his hand.  “Hello.”

“Brandi?  Why the hell did you hang up on me?  You
call me in the middle of the night and start to tell me about a
group of Purists—”

She interrupted his tirade and hoped Victor hadn’t heard that
last bit.  “Reno, darling.  I miss you so much.”

“Darling?”  She could hear the puzzlement in Reno’s
voice.

“Yes, it’s hard for me to be away from you, too.  As a
matter of fact, I was just telling Victor that I think I might end
my vacation early.”

“Victor?  Oh, the Alpha.  Damn, is he right
there?  And he overheard you talking?”

“That’s right, Reno.”  She glanced at Victor and saw him
holding out his hand, obviously wanting to talk to Reno.  “Oh,
you have to go right now?  All right, sweetheart.  Love
you and hope to see you soon, bye.”  She quickly ended the
conversation, and then smiled apologetically at Victor. 
“Sorry, he had to go.”

Victor didn’t smile back.  “I’m not amused by your silly
games.”  He grabbed her arm and started to drag her along the
road.  She tried to yank her arm free but he merely tightened
his grip painfully and quickened his pace so that she had to half
run to keep up with his longer stride.  “Brandi, I’m well
aware of your job.  When I heard you were coming for a visit,
I’d hoped we could avoid any unpleasantness but was also prepared
if you decided to stir up trouble.  Apparently, I was wise to
have anticipated your actions.  I think we’ll need to discuss
this situation further.”










Chapter 17

 


Reno stared at the phone in his hand, a frustrated growl rising
in his chest.  She’d hung up on him again!  His fingers
clenched around the phone and he had to force himself to loosen his
grip lest he crack the casing.  For a moment he sat there
replaying the conversation in his head.  A sense of unease,
fear even, niggled at the back of his brain.  Damn, something
had happened to Brandi, he just knew it.  While he’d deny it
to anyone who said otherwise, the strange connection he had with
the woman remained despite the distance separating them.  He’d
done his best to forget about her this past week but she was always
there on the fringes of his mind.  It was almost worse now
than when she’d been around him on a daily basis.

He got out of bed and strode naked to his desk.  It was a
full moon and his wolf struggled to get out, his flesh quivering in
anticipation.  This was the creature’s night and normally he’d
have spent the evening out on a run but hadn’t had the heart for it
this month.  His world seemed grey and uninteresting lately
and it was too much of an effort to join the others.  In past
months he’d always attended the lunar events, looking forward to
running as a pack and, if he were honest, carefully shadowing
Brandi to ensure that no males made a move on her.

We should go, his wolf whispered.  She needs
us.  It’s the night of the full moon and we need to be
together…

Reno shushed the beast and turned on his computer, tapping into
Lycan Link’s data base.  The wolf might be right.  Brandi
might need him, but some research was required before he could
act.  Accessing her file, he skimmed over the
information.  Much of it he knew by heart.  Her height,
date of birth, and years of employment but…   There it
was.  Background information.  She was from the Kolding’s
Pass settlement.  Typing in the name, he began to search
through the data they had on the pack.

An hour later, Reno leaned back and rubbed his eyes.  The
slight chill of the night air had cooled his skin considerably but
he didn’t care.  A bigger concern occupied his mind and caused
a sick feeling to churn in his stomach.

Until two years ago, the Kolding’s Pass Alpha had been Klaus
Randers but then the Beta, Victor Hadsund, had replaced him. 
Strangely enough, Randers wasn’t listed on the pack’s Council of
Elders, a position taken by most retiring Alphas.  His absence
led credence to the supposition that it hadn’t been an amicable
transfer of power.  If Randers had been forcibly ousted from
the pack, there might have been a severe ideological split, which
could very well point to Purist leanings.

Reno drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair.  So where
was Randers now?  Getting his perspective on what was
happening in the pack would be helpful but numerous searches of the
data base had come up empty.  Randers was nowhere to be
found.  Had the man really left town or had he been
killed?  Purists believed in following the ways of the ancient
ones and leadership battles used to be to the death.  Such an
occurrence should have been reported, but apparently wasn’t. 
It made the situation seem… suspicious.

The thought that Brandi was alone and involved with such a group
sent chills down his spine.  Every time she was the DC for one
of his cases, he worried until she was out of the pack’s territory,
but at least on those occasions she was working in an official
capacity with her partner Al Zimmerman and extra backup was readily
available.  Now, she had no one, and as an employee of Lycan
Link she could be a target for the Purists’ revenge, especially if
they knew she’d worked closely with his unit.

He compressed his lips thinking of the threatening letters
they’d been receiving lately.  The Purists were hinting at
revenge, of making an example of someone.  A sick feeling grew
in his stomach and he made his decision.  Grabbing his phone,
he dialled a familiar number while pulling his duffle bag from the
closet.

“Masterson here.  What do you want?”  Damien sounded
less than pleased to be disturbed in the middle of the night. 
In fact, Reno was surprised the kid was home so early from the run;
he’d expected to just leave a message.

“Damien, it’s Reno.  I wanted to tell you I’m heading out
of town for a few days.”

“You’re what?  Just a sec… ”

Reno pulled open drawers and found some underwear and t-shirts,
idly listening to the sounds coming from his partner’s
apartment.  There was female giggling and the rustling of
sheets.  Little wonder Damien was home early and had sounded
grumpy.  Was he with the girl he’d been mooning over the past
few days or had a new female grabbed his attention?

“Okay, I’m back.  Is this about the letter we got
today?”

They’d spent the day at work going over yet another threatening
letter, so it was natural that Damien assumed he was still thinking
about the anonymous missives.  The captain had called them in
but of course there were no clues to be found and, equally
frustrating, the captain was still being tight lipped about the
leak, merely hinting that they were narrowing down the
suspects.  He and Damien had left the impromptu meeting
disgusted with the lack of action.  They both hated sitting
around twiddling their thumbs.

“No, it’s something new.”

“So, what’s up?”

“You alone?”

“Yeah, I’m in the kitchen and the bedroom door is closed.”

“Good.  I got a call from Brandi and—”

“Brandi?  As in Johansson?”  The mocking glee in
Damien’s voice came through loud and clear.  “The woman you
pretend to hate, but really—”

“Can it, Damien.  And yeah, I mean that Brandi.  She’s
in trouble.  Her home pack has gone Purist.”

“Whoa.”  Damien’s voice immediately sobered.  “That’s
bad news.”

Reno grunted his agreement.  “She called me about an hour
ago, but just as she was starting to give me the information, the
phone went dead.”

“Did you try to get hold of her again?”

“Yeah but the conversation made no sense.  I’m sure the
Alpha was there listening in and probably pissed off.”

“Uh… Reno.  A weird conversation in the middle of the
night… that’s not much to go on.”

“I know, but I did some quick research.  Her old Alpha’s
missing and she said the halves were in trouble.”

“I don’t know if the captain will consider that enough
information to allow us to take the team in.”

“I know.  That’s why I’m going in alone.”

“Alone?  Reno, that’s a dumb-ass move and against
all regulations.”

“So?  Regulations and I aren’t close friends. 
Besides, I’m just taking a holiday.  The captain said we’re on
stand-by.  Maybe I suddenly wanted to visit the
mountains.  Kolding’s Pass is probably a great place for a
vacation.”

Damien sighed heavily.  “All right.  Give me an hour
and I’ll go with you.”

“No.  You have to stay back and run interference with the
captain.”

“Me?  How am I supposed to do that?”

“I don’t know.  Make something up.  Tell him I met a
woman or I won the lottery.”

“Like he’d believe that.”

Reno finished shoving the last item in his bag and propped the
phone to his ear with his shoulder while he tugged on a pair of
pants.  “Whatever.  You’re also my backup.  I’ll
call you tomorrow night.  If you don’t hear from me, tell the
captain and get your butt to Kolding’s Pass.”

Damien growled down the phone line.  “I don’t like this,
Reno.”

“Neither do I, but I have to go.”  He paused and then spoke
hesitantly.  “There’s something between Brandi and me,
Damien.  I don’t know what it is, but my gut is telling me
she’s in trouble.”

For a moment, Damien was silent.  “That doesn’t surprise
me.  There’s always been something about the two of you when
you’re together.”  He exhaled noisily.  “Okay, go, but be
careful.  I don’t want to have to break in a new partner.”

Reno smiled to himself at his friend’s concern.  “I
will.  Go back to your girlfriend.”

“Beth?”  Damien gave a throaty chuckle.  “She’s more
than a girlfriend now.  She’s my mate.”

“Your what?”  Reno almost dropped the phone.  Hadn’t
Damien just met the girl last week?

“I’ll tell you about it when you get back.”  Damien laughed
again, sounding inordinately pleased with himself, before
disconnecting.

 

Several hours later, after flying halfway across the country,
Reno was travelling up the twisting mountain road that led to
Brandi’s hometown.  The afternoon sun was glaring in his eyes,
casting shadows across the poorly maintained road.  All too
aware of the steep drop to the side, he forced himself to drive
cautiously despite the urgency that ate at his gut.  A close
encounter with the deep gorges that flanked the roadway wasn’t
something he relished.

A clear blue sky, puffy white clouds, and the distant
purplish-grey peaks of the next set of mountains made for a
breathtaking view.  If he hadn’t been so concerned with what
he’d find in Kolding’s Pass, he might have appreciated the
spectacular scenery he drove past.  As it was, the tall dark
pines, sharp outcroppings of rock and colourful wild flowers barely
made an impression.

He’d collected a rental car at the airport, refuelled at a small
town called Renwick located near the base of the mountain and then
started what seemed an interminable drive.  Steadily climbing
upward, it had been ages since he’d passed by any sign of
civilization, though that didn’t surprise him.  The terrain
wasn’t one that invited heavy settlement.  The steep mountain
sides and rocky ground would make establishing a community
difficult.  And while there were certainly enough trees around
for lumber, flat ground seemed to be scarce.  He imagined
heavy spring rains would make landslides a yearly hazard as
well.  In fact, he’d already passed by several spots where it
was obvious that part of the roadway had been washed out and
haphazardly repaired.

Exactly what he’d do once he got to Kolding’s Pass, he wasn’t
sure.  When he went into a community as an Enforcer he had the
authority to do some snooping, to ask questions and expect
answers.  But this time, he was entering another Alpha’s
territory without the protection of Lycan Link’s stamp of
approval.

He had a vague plan.  Get in.  Claim Brandi.  Get
out.  Simple but stupid and it would never work.  If the
Alpha had indeed cut off her first communication to him, what were
the chances the man would simply let her go?  What if she was
hidden away somewhere?  His hands tightened on the steering
wheel as he played various scenarios over in his head, each one
less pleasant than the last.

By the time a roadside sign indicated he was entering Kolding’s
Pass, he was prepared for the worst and drove towards the town with
caution.  Slowing the vehicle to a sedate speed he scanned
ahead.  Outwardly there seemed to be nothing remarkable about
the place.  It was a typical small old-time mining town. 
Nestled in the mountains, it had seen better days.  Several
clusters of houses were located near the edge of town, some in
disrepair and needing paint while others had small flower gardens
and showed signs that the owners were at least making an effort to
keep up appearances.  A few stores could be seen further down
the street, though how many were still open, he couldn’t tell at
this distance.  Yep, nothing extraordinary, unless you counted
the road block at the entrance of the town.

Reno stopped his vehicle and someone dressed in a sheriff’s
uniform approached the car.  Rolling down his window, he
casually placed his elbow out the opening and pasted a vaguely
inquiring expression on his face.

The sheriff tipped his hat.  “Afternoon, sir.  Are you
lost?

“Nope.  Kolding’s Pass is where I want to be.”  Reno
gave the man a friendly smile.

“Huh.  Now that’s mighty peculiar.  We don’t get too
many visitors up here.”  While the sheriff still had an
amiable expression on his face, Reno noted how the man’s nostrils
flared, picking up his scent and registering that he was another
Lycan.  The man assumed a more defensive stance, the
friendliness of his smile fading.  “Care to state your
business in our territory?”

“My fiancée grew up here and she’s home for a visit.  I
thought I’d surprise her.”  At first Reno hadn’t been sure how
he’d present himself.  A co-worker on vacation?  A close
friend?  But recalling how Brandi had addressed him during
their last brief phone call—darling, sweetheart—he decided to use
fiancée as a cover.  It also gave him a greater claim to her
should the Alpha prove to be difficult.

“Fiancée, you say?”  The man took his hat off and scratched
his head.  “I ain’t heard nothing about anyone planning on
mating an outsider.”

“Well, we’ve been keeping it quiet.”

The man frowned.  “What’s this supposed fiancée’s
name?”

Reno answered slowly, carefully watching the man for any
reaction.  “Brandi.  Brandi Johansson.”

“Brandi?  Yeah, she’s here, but there’s been no talk about
her having a potential mate.”  The man—his name tag said he
was Walt—stared at him suspiciously.

“Like I said, we haven’t really told anyone yet.  She
wanted her birth pack to know first before we went public.”

The man rubbed his neck thoughtfully.  “Well, now… I’ll
have to check this out with our Alpha.  Gimme a sec.” 
Turning his back and walking some distance away, the man pulled out
his phone and placed a call.

Reno strained to hear what was being said but the fellow was
carefully keeping his voice low.  Instead, he had to content
himself with watching the man pace back and forth.  His
uniform would lead one to believe he was a sheriff except Lycan
packs didn’t have sheriffs.  So what was Walt’s rank? 
Beta?  Scout?  Or was the uniform just a cover for any
non-Lycan visitors?

Walt turned to face him and barked out a question.  “What’s
your name, young fella?”

Reno inwardly bristled at the term ‘young fella.’  The man
was only a few years older than him but seemed determined to carry
off a ‘good ol’ boy’ image.  “Reno.  Reno Smith.”

“Pleased to meet you, Reno.”  He eyed Reno up and down
while conveying the information.  After listening to whoever
was on the other end, he terminated the call.  “Victor says
you can come in.”

“Victor?  He’s your Alpha?”  Reno feigned
ignorance.

“Yep.  Victor Hadsund.  He’s arranging a room for you
at the Star Gazer.  Just head straight down this road, you
can’t miss it.  If you’re willing to wait about half an hour,
I can give you a personal escort.  The man who’s supposed to
be on duty here called in sick and I’m waiting for his
replacement.”

“Thanks, but I’m sure I can find my own way.”

Walt looked as if he’d like to protest but then nodded. 
“I’ll just move the barricade for you.”

“Why the barrier?”

The man rubbed his chin as if considering his answer. 
“Well, we don’t take to outsiders much anymore.  This is a
Lycan town and people are used to acting natural—wolf-like—whenever
they want.  We don’t need regular humans wandering in without
notice.  Wouldn’t want them to see something they shouldn’t,
you know?”

Reno nodded.  “Good idea.”

Walt dragged the barricade over and waved him through.  “If
you need anything during your stay, you can usually find me at the
town hall.”

Putting the car in gear, Reno gave a slight wave and proceeded
down the road.  Walt’s explanation of the roadblock was
reasonable.  A town totally made up of Lycans would need to
guard against outsiders.  Still, a barricaded entrance didn’t
leave one with a welcoming feeling.

Driving down the main street he noted various small businesses,
a school, and what appeared to be a town hall.  He speculated
it was probably used for pack meetings now.

The sun was slowly sliding lower in the sky but it was still
early enough for Lycans to be lingering in town.  Some were
carrying packages while others stood talking in small groups. 
As he drove by, each paused what they were doing to study
him.  He had a feeling strangers weren’t often seen in the
town, nor were they overly welcome.  Keeping his gaze fixed
straight ahead, he was careful not to make eye contact. 
Antagonizing pack members wasn’t part of his agenda… yet.

A sign proclaiming The Star Gazer Motel and Diner came into
view.  It was a small building, and like much of the town, had
seen better days.  Reno parked his rental, grabbed his duffle
bag and got out.

Somewhere to his left, a screen door slammed and then a woman’s
voice could be heard exclaiming.  “I don’t believe it. 
Brandi Johansson is planning on mating!  My goodness, what a
fine, strapping young werewolf she’s picked out.”

Reno turned around to see a middle-aged woman bearing down on
him.  She boldly grabbed his hand and started shaking it.

“I’m Nancy Campbell.  Brandi lived next door to me when she
was growing up.  I babysat her a couple of times, too.” 
The woman—Nancy—boasted their association while looking him up and
down.  “And you must be Reno Smith.  My heavens, the
whole town has been a-buzzin' that our Brandi came home for a visit
and now her young man is here.  Why, when she went off to the
Academy to study, we figured she’d never come back, but this…
”  Nancy clasped her hands to her ample bosom and shook her
head back and forth as if unable to believe the recent turn of
events.

“Well, we’re both here just for a quick visit,” Reno
cautioned.  “I wanted to see where Brandi grew up.”  He
looked around and hinted gently.  “I thought she might be
waiting for me here?”

“No.”  The woman replied slowly.  “I believe Victor’s
been busy talking to her—at least that’s what he said when he
called a few minutes ago—but he told me to make sure you had a
room.”

“Is she staying here or with family?”

“Her aunt only has a small place, so she took a room here. 
Unit two.  I’ll put you right next door in number three.”

“No need.  We’ll share.”  Reno held out his hand
expectantly for the key.

“Oh, I don’t know about that.”  Nancy suddenly looked
nervous.  “Victor said to put you in number three.”

“I guess Victor must have forgotten what it’s like to be in
love.”  Reno gave Nancy his best slow sexy smile and
winked.  Damn, if he were really engaged to Brandi there was
no way in hell they’d have separate rooms.

The woman flushed.  “Well, I suppose it will be all right…
”

“Thanks.”  He tugged the key from her reluctant hand. 
“I’ll just put my things inside and then go find Brandi.  Any
idea where she might be?”

“Won’t you be wanting something to eat first?  I can fix
you a quick bite if you’re hungry.  The Star Gazer serves a
good meal.”

“No thanks, I ate when I got off the plane.”  Reno
shouldered his bag while declining her offer.  He noticed
she’d avoided his question about where Brandi was so he prompted
her again.  “And where will I find Brandi?”

“She’ll be here in a while.  You know you really should
stay here and rest a spell after your long trip.  There’s a
coffee maker in the room and if you need anything just ring the
front desk.  I’ll be happy to help you.”  The woman
called the information after him as he headed towards the rooms,
having decided an answer to his question wouldn’t be
forthcoming.  He gave her a negligent wave but didn’t look
back, merely finding the correct room and then shutting the door
firmly behind him.

Nancy Campbell seemed friendly enough Reno thought to
himself.  She was nervous though, and obviously trying to
delay him.  Had the Alpha given her strict orders to follow or
was she hiding something?  Or perhaps both?  When dealing
with humans, it was easy to detect deception; they had no skill in
controlling their breathing, no idea of the scent of a lie. 
With Lycans it was another story, they were better able to hide
their deceit from each other.  It was never completely gone
but harder to determine among the vast array of other emotions the
individual might be simultaneously experiencing.

He looked around the room Brandi had been staying in.  It
was unremarkable but adequate with a bed, dresser, table, two
chairs, and small TV.  Typical economy class decor.  What
did catch his attention however, was Brandi’s scent.  It had
hit him as soon as he walked in and his wolf was instantly alert,
testing the air and looking for signs of her.

Tossing his bag on the bed, he picked up a pillow and
sniffed.  She’d been here but the scent was at least a day
old.  Now why would that be?  He grabbed the pillow from
the other side but it was obvious she hadn’t used it.  Letting
it drop to the bed, he cursed softly.  Where had she slept if
not here last night?  There were several innocent
explanations.  She might have stayed with a friend, or room
service could have changed the pillow cases; though Reno doubted
either was the truth.  His gut was telling him the Alpha had
kept her, possibly in a detention centre, for the night.

He clenched his jaw and fought to keep a grip on his
temper.  If the man had hurt Brandi, even a scratch, he didn’t
think he’d be able to control himself.  His wolf rumbled,
happy with the idea of taking swift action but Reno knew he
couldn’t act on the thought.  As a visitor in another pack’s
territory, he had to tread lightly and use the same protocols he
would if he were here in an Enforcer capacity.  Diplomacy and
forethought would yield better results than just rushing in blindly
and starting a fight.

But not nearly as satisfying, his wolf complained.

Reno agreed with the creature even while chastising it. 
Behave, he said sternly, or Brandi could end up in even more
trouble than she’s in already.

The creature didn’t like it, but reluctantly agreed, sinking
down and resting its chin on its paws.

With his inner wolf under control, Reno decided to go in search
of Brandi.  He slipped out of his room and looked
around.  A few vehicles were in the parking lot besides his
own; however, since they were near the diner, he assumed the
occupants were inside eating rather than guests at the motel.

Guests.  He snorted at the idea.  Who would want to
come to a two-bit town like this, he wondered.  Frowning, he
rubbed his chin thoughtfully; the exterior had the appearance of
being rundown, but the room was relatively well-maintained.

Reno strolled past the other units, pausing to sniff near each
door.  None of the rooms had the stale scent that so often
accompanied a place left shut up for extended periods. 
Someone must be using them on a fairly regular basis, but
who?  Visiting friends and relatives?  Vacationers? 
It didn’t seem likely there’d be enough business even to pay for
keeping the place open.  Something didn’t add up here. 
He tucked the facts into the back of his mind to puzzle over at a
later date.  Right now his priority was locating Brandi.

Thankfully no one was around to question where he was
going.  Instinctively he knew the pack would not appreciate
him moving about unescorted.  Since skulking movements were
more likely to draw attention, he set off at a bold, brisk
pace.  Act like you belong and no one will question you. 
It was one of the basic rules of investigation yet so few ever
remembered to follow it.

A myriad of scents assaulted his nostrils and he carefully
catalogued them in his mind for future reference.  Male,
middle age.  Female, same.  Young male, lower rank, older
female…   When he finally came across Brandi’s soothingly
familiar scent it was all he could do to not stop and revel in
it.  Without letting his pace falter, he subtly altered his
path from heading towards the grouping of houses to the main street
instead.

His wolf urged him to hurry, to break out of his deliberate pace
and find Brandi as quickly as possible, but it wouldn’t do to be
seen racing through the streets.  Following the scent, he
found himself outside the town hall, a long, rectangular brick
structure well over a century old according to the date on the
cornerstone.

He circled around, eyeing the windows and doors.  Despite
its age, it was well maintained.  The windows had recently
been replaced as had the doors and it appeared to have several
security features as well.  That’s strange, he thought. 
Why would a small Lycan community be concerned about
security?  Crime within a pack seldom involved break and enter
or theft.

Having gathered all that he could from the exterior, Reno
started to climb the five steps that led to the front door. 
The building was slightly raised, indicating a partial underground
structure, likely a simple cellar for coal or wood or maybe even a
storm shelter.

A patch of faded wood to the side of the steps caught his
attention.  It was a hatch, almost completely concealed by the
overgrown bushes that flanked the stairs.  The hatch, of
course, must lead to the cellar but was there an opening in the
cellar that led up into the building?  If there was, it might
prove useful.

Pausing on the steps, he tested the air.  Brandi’s scent
was clear.  Was she inside the building or perhaps being held
in the cellar?  There was only one way to find out. 
Pushing the front door open, he entered.

 










Chapter 18

 


Brandi fumed as she paced the small room she’d been locked in
since the previous night.  After Victor had dragged her down
the road, he’d taken her to the town hall and placed her in one of
the back rooms.  It was small and windowless, and contained
two chairs, a table, and a lumpy lime green sofa that smelled
musty.  She wrinkled her nose as she recalled her futile
attempts to sleep on it.

This was a ridiculous situation to be in.  Locked up, the
next best thing to jailed, all because she’d made a phone
call!  She cursed herself for the rookie mistake she’d
made.  Why hadn’t she waited until she got back to her motel
room before making the call?  What had been the rush?  An
hour more or less would have made no difference.

She knew the answer, of course.  She’d wanted to talk to
Reno.  Five days away and she felt like a druggie going cold
turkey.  Her nerves were shot.  Her reactions were
bad.  Even her judgement was impaired.  At Headquarters,
she might not have seen him every day but at least he was in the
building.  She’d catch glimpses of him walking down the hall
or hear his voice around a corner.  Even when he was away on
an assignment his scent had lingered, vaguely comforting while she
waited impatiently for his return.

Aiming a kick at the repulsive sofa, she glared at the locked
door wondering when someone would come to check on her again. 
So far, visitors had been few and far between.  At least she
wasn’t totally alone.  There was a small air grate near the
ceiling that connected to the room next door and through it she’d
discovered her fellow captive, Peter Channing.  It had been a
relief to learn he was relatively unharmed—worried over what was
happening to his family and, by his own admission, a few pounds
lighter—but considering the possible alternatives, he was doing
okay.

When she’d first heard Peter’s tentative whispered calls, she’d
thought she had somehow let down her guard and tapped into Reno’s
mind, something she tried to avoid doing both for ethical reasons
and her own emotional health.  But when her name was repeated
with increasing urgency, she’d realized the sound wasn’t in her
head but coming from the grate in the wall.

Peter had heard the commotion when she was brought in—she hadn’t
come along quietly and she knew Victor sported at least one bruise
on his shin if not more.  Familiar with his jailers’ routines,
Peter had bided his time until he was sure all the Lycans had left
the building and then made contact.  According to him, there
were several other humans in the building as well, all being held
in the old jail section near the back.  Being one of the last
ones ‘collected’ there’d been no room for him in the cells, so he’d
been put in his present location instead.

Grateful to have someone to talk to, Peter had filled her in on
the pack’s decline from simple conservatism to the state it was in
now.  He still held out hope that not all the members
completely prescribed to the Purists’ tenets.  “After all,”
he’d reasoned, “if they were all devoted believers, I’d likely be
dead by now, right?  There must be enough dissent among the
pack to make Victor proceed with caution.”

Brandi was somewhat in awe of how calm the man was, but then
again, he’d had weeks to think about the situation and work his way
through his anger and disbelief into acceptance of this turn of
events.  Not that the man had turned belly-up and was meekly
waiting his fate.  He just wasn’t wasting his energy on
useless emotions.

“If worse comes to worse, I have an escape plan,” he’d
shared.

Brandi had pressed closer to the wall as his voice fell into an
even softer whisper.  “There’s a floor grate in my room under
the bookshelf in the corner.  It leads to the cellar
below.”

“What?”  If a wall hadn’t been separating them, she’d have
stared at him as if he were insane.  “Then why haven’t you
used it?”

“Because my mate and pups are still in this town.  If I
escape, Victor will take it out on them and the other
families.”

She’d bit her lip and nodded to herself.  The Langstaff
case came to mind.  It was now a text book example of the
extremes of what could happen to those left behind.

“So you’re just going to keep waiting until… ?”

“There’s more.  You see… ”

But he’d never finished the sentence.  Footsteps had echoed
in the hallway as Walt arrived to inspect his prisoners. 
Brandi had sunk down to sit on the floor, trying to appear as if
she was just dozing.  When the door cracked open she’d looked
up, blinking and yawning.

Walt had stood silhouetted in the doorway.  “Why are you on
the floor?”

“The sofa’s too soft and lumpy.”

He jerked his head towards the wooden chairs by the table. 
“Then sit over there.”

“Too hard,” she’d quipped back.

“What are you?  Some red-headed Goldilocks?  Too soft,
too hard… ”  He’d mimicked in a falsetto voice.

“And this floor is just right.”  She’d finished with a
smirk, patting the wooden surface.

Walt had flicked a glance up towards the air grate and then at
her but she’d pretended not to notice, instead yawning and
stretching some more.

“Go sit on the sofa and stay there,” he’d demanded.

“Fine.  But if I’m Goldilocks, then you’re an awfully
crabby papa were-bear.”  She’d grumbled and made a fuss trying
to distract him from thinking too much about why she’d been sitting
directly under the grate that connected to the other prisoner’s
room.

“Stop being a smart-ass or I won’t bring you any breakfast.”

“Will it be porridge?”  She’d asked wide-eyed.  “Make
sure mine isn’t too hot or too cold.  Okay?”

He hadn’t seen the humour in her comment and slammed the door
shut.  She heard the lock snicking into place followed by the
sound of his footsteps moving a few feet away.  There was no
sound from next door.  Apparently, Peter was feigning sleep,
for Walt paused for a moment before walking away.

That had been during the night.  Morning had passed—muffins
not porridge had arrived for breakfast, and grilled cheese for
lunch.  Walt had taken her to a small bathroom to use the
facilities and she’d cleaned up as best she could, though the
thought of a shower almost had her drooling.

Brandi hadn’t dared to try and talk to Peter again even though
she could hear him moving about and being given his meals. 
There was always someone in the building and she couldn’t chance
being overheard.  Still she wondered what he’d been going to
tell her.  He’d said ‘there’s more.’  But what?

She’d pondered the situation while checking her own room for a
floor grate—there was none—and attempting to break down the
door—also pointless.  Hitting the door with her shoulder did
nothing except give her an aching joint—the room was definitely
werewolf proof—but it did pass the time.

Pounding and calling for help had been futile as well.
 Walt had stopped by at one point, commenting that no one
could hear her and even if they did, there’d be no assistance as
Victor’s word was law.  The Alpha had placed her there and
there she’d remain until he decided otherwise.  If she
persisted in making so much noise, Walt said he’d use some duct
tape on her mouth to solve the problem.

She’d growled at the very idea but wisely remained quiet after
his warning.  Now, with nothing else to do, she analyzed the
situation over and over.  What was this all about?  What
did Victor plan to do with her?  If he’d meant to kill her, he
could have done that easily enough last night.  What was the
point in keeping her locked up?

Unless…   She pursed her lips considering another
angle.  Victor knew she’d called someone.  Was he waiting
to see if anyone came looking for her?  And what would the
Alpha do if someone did?

The only person who might come would be Reno, but would
he?  He’d only heard part of her story and their relationship
was rocky at best.  True they’d parted on better terms but was
that enough to make him travel halfway across the country looking
for her?

She sat down on the lumpy couch and focussed on Reno, trying to
sense him, to determine where he was.  It wasn’t something she
did very often, finding it too painful, too heartbreakingly lonely,
to experience such a one-sided bond, however dire times called for
dire measures.

Surprisingly, a sense of his thoughts came to her with greater
ease than ever before.  He must be close by or thinking
intently about her too.  Her heart beat with an excitement
matched only by that of the wolf within her.  The animal
sensed him and wiggled with joyful anticipation of a reunion.

Down girl, she admonished.  The beast’s antics were
distracting and she desperately wanted to figure out exactly where
Reno was and what he was up to.  Pulling her legs to her
chest, she rested her head on her knees and concentrated on the
thready link to the man who was her almost-mate.

She pictured him in her mind, going over each feature, his
height, the faint drawl in his voice.  The image was so vivid
she was sure she could even detect his scent.

Unfortunately a sound at the door broke her concentration before
she’d made much progress.   She got to her feet, muscles
tensed, ready for… well… whatever might happen next.

Victor entered, closing the door quietly behind him.  His
appearance—dressed in denim that looked too new and a buttoned up
light blue shirt—made Brandi think of some crazed serial killer or
a cult leader in a movie.  Even the way his dirty blond hair
was gelled back seemed perfect for the part.  The resemblance
wasn’t at all comforting.

“Brandi.”  He nodded at her in a regal manner and she
mimicked him.

“Victor.”

He gestured towards the table and chairs and she slowly took a
seat.  Pulling out one for himself, he sat opposite her and
laced his hands on the table.

“I apologize for your accommodations last night.  I trust
the sofa wasn’t too uncomfortable?”

“Actually, it was.  Rather musty as well.”

Victor inclined his head.  “Pity, but it couldn’t be
helped.  Dampness does creep into these old buildings, you
know.”

He studied her for a moment, his icy blue eyes seeming to hold
her own captive.  A hint of a smile turned the corners of his
mouth upward and he began to speak in smooth, soothing tones. 
“I want you to know that I care about you, Brandi.  As Alpha
of this pack, your well-being, and that of your wolf, are my
primary concern. During your time away, you’ve been exposed to a
variety of influences, some of which might have given you a skewed
perspective on the Lycan world.”

Reaching out, he took her hand in his, rubbing his thumb slowly
back and forth across the back.  His grip was warm and it was
easy to sense the strength in his fingers.  “I worried about
you while you were gone and hoped you wouldn’t stray from the true
path.  Do you know how important you are to this pack? 
To me?”

With his other hand he reached across the narrow table and
gently brushed a curl from her cheek.  “When one of my members
leaves, it’s like a void has been created, an actual wound that
needs healing.  Only you can fill that void, Brandi. 
Only you can make this pack complete again.”

A certain power seemed to exude from him and Brandi suddenly
realized that she was leaning closer to him.  The edge of the
table pressed against her body as she strained towards him.

Tearing her gaze from Victor’s, she stared down at their joined
hands in surprise.  Damn, the man was good; it was easy to see
how a pack could fall under his spell.  She’d dealt with a
number of Purist Alphas before, but he was the first to knock her
off kilter like this.  Well, thankfully she wasn’t some
inexperienced young pup who was easily swayed by dulcet tones.

After a lousy night’s sleep, the fuse on her temper was
short.  She didn’t feel like utilizing the diplomacy that she
was so well known for and decided to allow herself a small
luxury.  Tugging her hand free, she leaned back and spoke
plainly.  “Okay Victor, let’s cut the crap.  Why are you
detaining me?  And why is Walt strutting around like some
wannabe thug?  All I did was call a friend.  That’s not a
punishable offence last time I checked.”

Annoyance flared in Victor’s eyes.  Obviously he wasn’t
used to having his ‘concerned Alpha’ facade ignored.  “If
we’re ‘cutting the crap’ as you so succinctly put it, why not be
honest?”

Narrowing his eyes, he slowly stood up.  Balancing his
weight on his finger tips, he leaned over the table and spoke in a
low, menacing voice.  “You weren’t just calling a
friend.  You were calling an Enforcer; Reno Smith from the
ACS.  And it wasn’t a ‘friendly’ phone call.  Despite our
best efforts you’ve discovered that Kolding’s Pass is now following
the Purists’ way—the true way of the Lycan—and you decided to
report us to Lycan Link.”

There was no point in denying it.  So Brandi shrugged and
decided to move on.  “So what are you going to gain by keeping
me here?  Eventually someone will notice I’m missing and come
looking for me.”

“You’re right.  In fact, Reno’s in the front office right
now asking about you.”

Her heart leapt at the news and she couldn’t quite stop the
flair of relief and excitement from showing on her face. 
Little wonder she’d been able to access him so easily through her
bond!

Victor looked at her thoughtfully before continuing.  “I’ve
instructed Walt to tell Reno you’re in a meeting with me but will
be able to speak with him, briefly, later today.”

“Why can’t I talk to him now?”  She clasped her hands
tightly in her lap, trying to stay calm.  Damn, why did her
wolf have to react like a crushing school girl whenever Reno was
around?  It was inconvenient and embarrassing.

“Because, as I said, we’re having a meeting.”

“About what?  So far you haven’t said anything
earth-shattering.  As a matter of fact, I think our business
together has concluded and I’ll just be on my way now.”  She
started to stand but he snapped out an order.

“Sit down!”

Instinctively her wolf responded to the barked command and she
found herself seated before she even realized what had
happened.

“Such quick compliance.  Excellent.”  He flicked his
gaze over her before continuing.  “We’re meeting to discuss
your future… and Reno’s.”

Not liking the sound of that, Brandi fought to keep her face
passive and her temper in check.  She’d let it loose a moment
ago, but a cool head was needed right now.  “Explain.”

“You have two options.  You can tell Reno you’ve made a
mistake.  That while a few members might have Purist leanings,
no violations have occurred and he should head back home.  You
will then resign from Lycan Link and remain here unharmed.”

“And the alternative?”

“I’ll kill both you and Reno.  It will be listed as a
hiking accident.  He came to visit.  You took him to see
the sights, but due to your long absence you forgot which trails
were safe and fell into one of the gorges or perhaps an abandoned
mine shaft.  A cave-in prevented your rescue.”

“Nice set of choices.  I guess you know which one I’ll
pick.”

Victor gave her a cool smile and straightened.  He slowly
circled the table until he stood behind her, his hands resting
lightly on the back of her chair.  She could sense his
presence behind her and fought not to jerk away; she didn’t want to
give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he unnerved her.

“So sensible of you.  That’s one of your more appealing
qualities.  No hysterics or annoying pleading.”  He was
using his mellow tones again.

“Thanks.  Your opinion of me is of my utmost
concern.”  She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead and did her
best to ignore his proximity.

He made a noise in his throat and played with one curling strand
of her hair.  “Sarcasm is a sign of intelligence. 
Another factor in your favour.”

Brandi’s senses went on full alert as his cool fingers began to
slowly slide across her shoulders towards her throat.

He spoke in that deceptively soothing tone of voice again. 
“I believe I might add one codicil to our agreement; just a minor
point.  Hardly worth mentioning.”

She swallowed hard as his one hand slid under her chin forcing
her head back while he manoeuvred the other through her hair. 
“What’s that?”

Her neck was being bent back now and she could see him looming
over her, a self-satisfied smirk on his face.  “To ensure you
don’t stray from the pack after resigning from Lycan Link, you’ll
be mated.  To me.”

With that he leaned down and kissed her.

As his cool thin lips pressed to hers, Brandi felt bile rising
in her throat.  Another male’s touch was so wrong!  She
struggled and he tightened his hand in her hair, pulling the curls
painfully.  A whimper escaped her and he momentarily raised
his mouth to laugh.

She growled in protest and swung at him wildly, but since he was
behind her, she really had no idea where to aim.  Luckily her
fist connected with flesh, a satisfying smack filling the air.

With an oath Victor released her and she scrambled to her feet,
wiping her mouth to try and remove the disgusting sensation of his
lips on hers.

“What did you just say?”

“You heard me perfectly well.”  He rubbed his reddened
cheek bone and she noted that he kept his eye partially shut as
well.  She didn’t bother to try and keep the smile off her
face, though it didn’t last long when he continued speaking.

“We will be mated, Brandi, despite your protests.  It’s an
Alpha’s right, as outlined in the Book of the Law, to mate with a
female of his choosing.”  He cocked his head and slowly
studied every inch of her as he spoke.  “There are very few
females of suitable age in this pack, let alone ones with the
inherent qualities I require.  I’ve checked your lineage; you
come from good Lycan stock.  And by mating with you—a born
pack member—I’ll further cement the legitimacy of my leadership as
well as ensuring your loyalty since I’ll know your every
thought.”

“I can’t blood bond with you!  I’m—” She bit off the rest
of her comment, not sure if it was wise to reveal her secret at
this moment or not.

“You’re what?”

“I’m… er… not in love with you.”  Brandi finished the
comment lamely.

“Whoever said that was a requirement?”  He quirked an
eyebrow at her.  “You may spend the next hour or so thinking
up a story that will convince Mr. Smith to leave town without a
fuss, or… ”  Victor smiled and exited the room.

She clamped her mouth shut.  It had been a stupid comment,
but all she could come up with on the spur of the moment.  And
Victor was right.  Love didn’t have to come into it. 
Just look at her and Reno.

“You’re lying,” her wolf pointed out.  “That’s
not how it is with Reno.”

“You might be in love with his wolf—” she began.

“And you are in love with the man,” the beast
smirked.  “I know you better than you know yourself. 
When you sleep, I’m privy to your dreams.”

Brandi huffed and folded her arms.  Arguing with your wolf
was pointless.  The darned creatures were uncannily in tune
with their humans.  While a Lycan might not always understand
its wolf, the reverse was almost never true.  It could be
extremely aggravating at times, having your wolf shove the truth in
your face, especially when you didn’t want to admit it.

“Fine then!  So, I’m in love with Reno.”  Brandi
winced as she made the statement.  It wasn’t just lust or a
chemical attachment caused by the accidental blood bond.  She
actually loved Reno.  His integrity, his dedication,
the way he championed those in need…   And, of course, there
were his good looks and his commanding presence.  When he
looked at her and spoke, she felt all warm inside and it was all
she could do not to go belly up.  There weren’t many males who
could make her feel that way.  Yeah, she loved Reno Smith.

The more she said it, the easier it became, and a certain
tension seemed to drain from inside her as if holding in the truth
had been physically taxing her all these years.

Yet—she rubbed her hand over her heart—admitting the truth
didn’t solve the problem.  If anything, it made stark reality
even starker.  She loved Reno but he didn’t reciprocate the
feeling nor were their personalities compatible.  And the man
had no interest in settling down.  Enforcers were notorious
for being loners, seeking physical encounters that led nowhere,
dedicated to their jobs, unwilling or unable to live in a real
pack.  A bleak and lonely future stretched ahead of her, even
if she did manage to evade Victor.

Her throat tightened with unshed tears and she breathed deeply,
forcing her feelings back under control.  Bemoaning her fate
wouldn’t get her out of her present predicament.

There was no way she’d mate Victor.  Yet by refusing she
would endanger Reno.  Despite the fact that he was probably
one of the toughest Enforcers in the history of Lycan Link, it
didn’t mean he could withstand an attack by a whole pack.  And
even though Peter Channing reasoned only part of the pack was
firmly in Victor’s camp, the odds were still poor.

No, she’d have to act as if she were complying with Victor’s
demands and convince Reno to leave.  Then, once Reno was
safely out of the territory, she’d find a way out of the
situation.

As she started to spin a convincing tale to tell Reno, her wolf
paced agitatedly back and forth.

“You can’t send him away.  I won’t allow it.  And
even pretending to accept that Alpha’s demand—to consider mating
another—is unacceptable.”

“It isn’t real.”  She tried to soothe the beast, losing her
train of thought as the wolf pushed to the forefront of her
mind.

“It’s too dangerous.  Victor can’t be trusted. 
He’ll force the mating.”

“Would you rather we endanger Reno?”

“He wouldn’t be in danger.  Our true mate is strong and
a skilled fighter.”

“Against three or four wolves, yes.  Not a dozen.”

“I’ll help him.  We’ll survive together or die
together.”  Her wolf stopped pacing and in her mind
Brandi faced the creature eye to eye.  Its chin was
lifted.  Its resolve was firm.

“You aren’t in charge here, remember?”  She glared at the
animal and only after a long moment did it look away.

The wolf flopped to the ground but it growled at her and kept
flicking annoyed glances her way.

“I understand how you feel.”  Brandi tried to make
amends.  “But you have to accept that this is a one way
relationship.  Even if, by some miracle, we managed to escape
unscathed with Reno, he still doesn’t see us as his mate.  He
has no idea we’re bonded.”

“But if you told him—”

“No.”  She cut off the argument before it could
start.  “I’m not trapping him that way.  We’ll follow my
original idea.  Get Reno out of here and then deal with
Victor’s plans.  Mr. Channing said ‘There’s more.’”  He
must have something up his sleeve.  Once everyone leaves for
the night, I’ll try to talk to him again.”

“We will not agree to mate Victor.”  Her
wolf pedantically stated its position again before lapsing into
silence.

Brandi sighed heavily and rolled her eyes, then concentrated on
formulating a story to tell Reno










Chapter 19

 


Reno entered the town hall and quickly sized up the
interior.  The office in which he found himself was a
relatively small sized room with several chairs lining the wall and
a service counter in the middle.  Beyond the counter there
were two desks and a set of double doors, which logically led to
the larger back area of the building.

“Hey there.”  Reno walked up to the counter and casually
leaned against it, giving the clerk a slow smile.  Cynically,
he noted how she flushed and smiled back.

“Hello.  How may I help you?”  The clerk—a female were
of about thirty—looked him up and down with obvious appreciation
before focussing back on his face.

“I’m here to see Brandi.”

“Brandi… ?  Well… ”  The woman clenched her fingers
around the pen in her hand and cast a glance behind her towards the
doors at the back.

“Brandi Johansson is in the building.”  He gently
prodded the clerk when she seemed loathe to answer.  “Her
scent is strong.”

“Yes.  You’re quite correct.  She is here, but…
”  The clerk bit her lip nervously.

“She’s my fiancée and she’s expecting me.”  Reno
spoke with a smile, but his tone and level look conveyed his
annoyance.

“Fiancée?”  Surprise flickered over the woman’s face. 
“Oh!  Oh my!  I…   I didn’t know that, but… um…
  I don’t think—”

“What Martha’s trying to say is that Brandi is in a meeting
right now and not available.”  The door behind the woman swung
open and a male voice interrupted.  It was Walt, the supposed
sheriff he’d encountered earlier.  The man took off his hat
and placed it on his desk before turning to the clerk. 
“Martha, make a note that Frank relieved me down at the barricade
and make sure he gets paid for extra duty.”

As the woman nodded and pulled out a ledger, Walt shifted his
gaze back to Reno.  “I believe you were already told that you
needed to wait for Brandi at the Star Gazer.  We don’t
appreciate ‘visitors’ who disregard our requests.”  His eyes
narrowed and a trace of a growl accompanied his words.

“I can wait here.”  Reno gave an easy smile and glanced
towards the chairs lining the wall.  He knew the sheriff was
getting pissed off but decided to see exactly how far he could push
the man.

“I don’t think you understood me, boy.”  Walt stepped
forward, the threat in his voice increasing.  “Brandi is
busy.  You need to leave.  Now.”

Reno glared at the man, every muscle in his body tight and ready
to react.  He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, forcing
himself to relax before nodding and stepping back from the
counter.  As much as it galled him to do so, he pretended to
acquiesce.

“My mistake.  If I come back in an hour, will she be done
with her ‘meeting’ by then?”

Walt shrugged.  “Perhaps.  She and Victor seemed
rather… involved… when I walked by a few minutes ago.”  The
man snickered and the innuendo in his voice was almost Reno’s
undoing.

His wolf surged to its feet, snarling.  She is
ours.  The Alpha has no rights over her!

Reno could barely stop himself from lunging forward.  A
rumble rose from his throat and filled the room.  Rage filled
both him and his wolf at the man’s words and for a moment it was
debatable whether he’d be able to contain himself.  Only the
knowledge that an impulsive move might negatively affect rescuing
Brandi kept him from acting.

The woman at the counter looked at him with wide eyes and even
Walt seemed to be regretting his taunt, shifting his weight
nervously.

“Fine.  I’ll be back in an hour to see my
fiancée.”  With a final glance at the room’s occupants, Reno
turned and walked out of the town hall.

A few yards from the building he paused under a large tree and
slammed his fist into the trunk.  Pain radiated up his wrist
and arm but he welcomed the distraction.

It had been years since he’d been so close to losing complete
control.  And his wolf was becoming increasingly possessive;
definitely not a good sign.  Was this an indication
he was going rogue?  A grinding sound made him realize he was
gnashing his teeth and he forced his tense jaws to relax.

No.  He was over-reacting.  His wolf knew he was the
boss.  It was just being in a strange territory that was
causing his wolf to act up.  Well, that and Walt’s implication
that Brandi was sexually involved with the Alpha.  The very
idea was eating away at him; his stomach was churning, his chest
was tight.  Brandi was his, no one else’s.

In her three years at Lycan Link, he was the only male she’d
ever been involved with.  And, he cringed to admit it, he’d
kept close tabs on her so if there had been someone else, he’d have
known about it.  She was friendly to everyone but never once
had he sensed a spark between her and another.  No, that was
exclusive to him.  True, most of the time they ended up
fighting but an edge of excitement, of awareness, always seemed to
crackle between them.  Right or wrong, he viewed Brandi as his
and sharing wasn’t part of his vocabulary where she was
concerned.

Massaging his scraped knuckles, he took a deep breath and
glanced about.  He couldn’t just stand here for an hour
beating up the local trees and ruminating about his relationship
with Brandi.  But how to spend an hour without coming across
too many pack members and possibly aggravating one of them? 
In the mood he was in right now, the chances of a fight occurring
were high so it was best if he found some solitude.

Go back to the motel?  No.  Brandi’s things were there
and would likely only stir his wolf’s ire even more, not to mention
his own.  He needed to be in the wild, where the soothing
rhythms of nature could calm him.  Thankfully the town was in
the middle of the mountains with forest on all sides so…

He set off at an easy gait, glancing at the windows of the few
stores that lined the street.  The polished glass worked as
mirrors, reflecting what was happening all around him. 
Without turning around, Reno was aware of Walt standing on the
steps of the town hall watching him as well as several other men
that appeared seemingly out of nowhere along his route.  Yep,
there was something definitely wrong in this town.  He had no
doubt they were Purists with something to hide and dammit, they had
Brandi!

For a moment he considered calling for backup but knew he lacked
the evidence needed to convince Lycan Link to authorize a
deployment of Enforcers.  No, it was up to him to get Brandi
out of here and gather proof that the Purists were actively
persecuting the halves.

Since the settlement was small, it took only a matter of minutes
for him to be standing near the edge of the forest, the transition
from town to wilderness being rather abrupt.  Tall trees
jutted out of the rocky mountainous surface, their trunks thick and
sometimes scarred giving evidence to their age.  Apparently no
one had cleared this particular area; the wood for the houses must
have been harvested elsewhere.  Giving a trunk a
congratulatory pat for having withstood the spread of civilization,
Reno began to hike up the mountain.

The incline was steep and he soon found himself breathing deeply
from the exertion.  The fresh mountain air was a balm however,
and his spirit calmed as he became more in tune with his
surroundings.  Tension eased and his movements became easier,
more wolf-like.  His nostrils flared as he took in and
analyzed the scents that drifted on the breeze, his gaze noting
every movement, his ears catching every sound.  It would be
easy to shift forms and revel in the wild beauty that surrounded
him but he resisted the temptation, not willing to trust his wolf
quite yet, given its violent thoughts a short while ago.

Eventually, the trees began to thin and those that grew in this
part of the forest appeared to be younger with newer growth. 
Curious as to the change, he looked about and found himself
confronted by tall metal columns that supported what appeared to be
an old coal conveyor.  He traced the length of the decaying
structure with his gaze, noting how it snaked up the side of the
mountain as far as he could see.  Apparently a swathe had been
cut through the forest to accommodate the machine and now nature
was slowly reclaiming the land.

The steel trestles that suspended the conveyor some twenty feet
about the ground were entangled with vines, but between the
greenery it was easy to see thick layers of reddish orange
rust.  He made his way to the base, at times having to fight
against long grasses that wrapped around his ankles as if trying to
keep him back.  Once there, he tested the structure’s strength
and, while it creaked ominously, it still remained upright, though
for how long he had his doubts.

“Quite the sight, isn’t it?”  A voice spoke behind him and
Reno spun around automatically dropping into a defensive crouch in
preparation for an attack, while at the same time cursing himself
for being taken unaware.

A young teenaged female stood before him, with long blonde hair
and coltish legs, her body yet to show signs of maturing. 
Reno relaxed when he realized she wasn’t a threat but scanned the
area anyway in case she wasn’t alone.  No one else appeared to
be nearby though, just the girl.  Where had she come
from?  Surely he hadn’t been that absorbed in the conveyor
that he wouldn’t have heard someone walking through the brush!

“The coal conveyor.  It’s quite the sight, isn’t it?” 
She prompted him again and he glanced behind him at the metal
structure.

“If you like rust.”

“No one’s used it in years, of course.”  She wandered over
and agilely climbed up a few feet, moving from beam to beam with
the ease of familiarity.  The metal creaked in protest and
Reno resisted the urge to tell her to be careful.  Obviously
she was from the area and had played on the structure numerous
times.  “Gramps said Kolding’s Pass used to be a thriving
community with hundreds of men working the mines day and
night.  The clatter of the coal carts was his lullaby, he
always told me.”

“Is your Gramps around?”  Reno scanned the area once
again.

“No.”  She made a sad face and lightly dropped back to the
ground, landing just a few feet from him.  “He’s gone
now.  I miss him but—” She broke off and clamped her lips
together and shrugged.

Reno nodded and didn’t press her.  He still recalled the
pain of losing his family when he realized he couldn’t endanger his
pack by returning from the Academy.  Loss hurt no matter if it
was from death or voluntary separation.  Switching topics
seemed a good idea, so he did.

“You must live in town, right?”

“Yep, but I like being out in the woods better.  I practise
my tracking skills so that someday I can be a scout or maybe even a
Beta.”

“A Beta?”  He chuckled at her ambition.

She bristled in response.  “It’s possible.  Just
because I’m female doesn’t mean I can’t hold a position in the
pack!”  At that moment she reminded him a bit of Brandi and he
felt a pang in his heart.  Brandi had probably been a spitfire
as a pup too.

“You’re right.  You can be anything you want,” he
conceded.

“As long as Victor agrees,” she added sullenly.

“You don’t think he’d want you as a Beta?”

“No.  He’s just an old—”  Once again she compressed
her lips and held back on what she wanted to say.  She
narrowed her eyes and studied him.  “You’re not a friend of
his, are you?”

“No.  I’m most definitely not a friend of
Victor’s.”

“Then why are you here?  Only his friends ever come to
visit anymore.”

“I’m here to see Brandi Johansson.”  Reno chuckled to
himself.  He’d never been interrogated by a child before.

“Brandi?  Really?  You’re a friend of hers?”  Her
eyes brightened with interest.

“Yep.  We work together—sort of—at Lycan Link.”

“That’s so cool.  I was hoping to talk to her
while she was here, to see what it’s like going to the
Academy.”

“You haven’t seen her yet?”  He frowned.  It was his
understanding that Brandi had been there for several days and the
town wasn’t that big that the girl wouldn’t have encountered her if
she’d really wanted to.

“No.  Mama won’t let me.”  She looked down and kicked
at the ground.  “I wanted to talk to her but Victor says we’re
to ‘limit contact’ for some stupid reason.  And Mama
threatened me with a whoopin’ if I didn’t listen.  She doesn’t
want any more trouble with Victor she said.”

“He’s been giving your Mama trouble?”  Reno went on alert,
wondering what the girl was alluding to.

“No…   Not really.  But Gramps was Alpha before Victor
and… ”  Her voice trailed off and she shifted nervously.

“I understand.”  Poor kid, he thought.  Since the
takeover hadn’t been amicable the old Alpha’s family was in a
tricky spot, going from a position of status to possibly being
barely tolerated by the new regime.  Damn, he hated it when
packs fell back on the old ways to solve differences.

“Look,” the girl’s voice suddenly seemed more urgent and she
twisted her fingers nervously.  “You shouldn’t be out here all
alone.  That’s why I stopped to talk to you.  There are
gorges and mining shafts you could fall down, old machinery that
could hurt you, and the mine tunnels have made some areas prone to
cave-ins.  Didn’t you see the sign that said to keep out?”

“No, I can’t say that I did, but thanks for telling me.”

“Please, don’t come up here again.  Gramps said this place
is haunted by the men who died in mining accidents.”  Her eyes
were wide as she spoke, darting from side to side as if expecting
to see spirits at any moment.

Reno started to laugh but then noted how sincere she
seemed.  The kid really was worried; he could scent the
concern radiating from her.  “Ghosts don’t bother me but I
suspect the rest of my time here will be spent in town anyway.”

She sighed in relief, then smiled at him and a hint of the
beauty she’d be one day suddenly shone through.  “Good. 
I just don’t want you to get hurt.  You’re sort of
cute!”  And with that she turned and ran off.

Cute?  Reno frowned.  No one ever called him cute.

“Hey!  What’s your name?”  He called after the girl,
but she didn’t stop.  He shook his head and checked his
watch.  The hour was almost up.  Mindful of the girl’s
warnings he stayed alert for mine shafts and signs of unstable
ground as he made his way back to town.

 

It was exactly one hour and five minutes later when he climbed
the steps of the town hall.  Entering the front office, he
noted the clerk—Martha—was gone.  Walt sat at a desk in the
corner and didn’t even look up when Reno entered, instead the man
leaned back casually making a show of being busy reading a
file.

Fine.  If that’s the game you want to play, Reno
thought.  He arranged himself comfortably against the counter
and proceeded to stare silently at the back of Walt’s head. 
Minutes ticked by and Reno smiled inwardly as he watched Walt try
to ignore him.  The man shifted in his chair and rustled the
papers in his hand but never turned a page which made it obvious he
was well aware of the steady gaze boring into his back. 
Walt’s shoulders twitched.  He tightened his fingers on the
thin sheath of papers in his hand.  The scent of nervous sweat
began to fill the air and a tick showed in the man’s jaw.

Finally, Walt slammed the file down and spun around in his
chair, glaring at Reno.  “Why the hell are you back here
again?  Can’t you see I got better things to do than wait on
the likes of you?”

Reno straightened slowly, keeping his face bland while his wolf
chuckled over the man’s discomfort.

We won that round, the beast crowed.  He is
subordinate to us, unable to withstand the weight of our
stare!  Reno mentally nodded in self-satisfied
agreement.  Walt was all bluster and show.  In a fight,
he’d be easy enough to eliminate.

“Sorry to bother you, especially when you’re so busy.”  He
flicked a glance at the clean desk surface and the thin file the
man had just set down, “but you did say to return in an hour’s
time.  I want to see Brandi, my fiancée… now.”  A faint
hint of aggression was added to that final word and the ‘sheriff’
flinched.

Grumbling under his breath, Walt stood, shoved his chair back
and stomped towards the doors that led to the rear of the
building.  “Let me check with Victor to see if he and Brandi
have concluded their business yet or not.”

“Even if they haven’t, I will see her.  I’ve been
more than patient,” Reno stated quietly.  Walt’s steps
faltered for a moment and Reno knew the man had heard the implied
threat.

Once Walt was out of the room, Reno took a deep calming
breath.  Both he and his wolf were getting too worked up over
this.  I need to treat this like any other investigation, he
reminded himself.  ‘All Enforcer interactions with the public
should be governed by the utmost use of diplomacy and tact. 
Aggression, whether verbal or physical, is a last resort and
employed only if the other party instigates it.’  He repeated
the Enforcer code like a mantra.

He drummed his fingers on the countertop, impatient to get
Brandi out of Kolding’s Pass.  Being alone in a town of
probable Purists made him twitchy.  You never knew what the
bastards might be up to or what skewed interpretation of the Book
of the Law they’d use to justify their actions.

Thankfully it wasn’t long before he heard the sound of light
footsteps approaching.  He looked towards the rear doorway,
anticipating seeing Brandi with greater excitement than he cared to
acknowledge.  His heart was pounding and his senses heightened
as her scent grew ever stronger.  Sweet and heady, he could
get lost in it and easily forget the world around him.  He
clenched his fingers on the edge of the countertop and gave his
head a little shake.  Clear thinking was what was needed
now.  Not romantic crap.

And then she was there, framed by the battered wood of the door
casing, appearing fine except for the faint lines of strain at the
corners of her eyes and mouth.  It was all he could do to hold
himself back and assess the situation properly.  She was here
but not completely alone.  A shadow could be seen in the
hallway behind her.  Someone was keeping her on a short leash,
but who and why?

“Reno?”  When she caught sight of him, delight momentarily
flashed in her eyes and she took a few hurried steps towards him
before seeming to catch herself and slowing to a walk.

She’s supposed to be my fiancée, Reno muttered to himself and
took charge of the situation by crossing the distance that
separated them and pulling her into his arms.

A sense of homecoming filled him as he wrapped his arms around
her body and held her tightly.  Damn, it felt good to be with
her again.  His wolf murmured in delight and without thinking
he dipped his head and nuzzled her neck, only to be hit by the
scent of a strange male.

His fingers tightened on her waist and a low threatening growl
rose from his throat.

Another male has touched our mate!  Jealousy
surged through his wolf and before he realized what he was doing,
his teeth were grazing the skin of her neck.  Only at the last
moment did he manage to rein his beast in and restrain himself from
breaking the surface.

Brandi stiffened and then seemed to melt into him, her hands
clutching at his shoulders, a sigh of delight escaping her
lips.

The way she clung to him soothed some of the inner rage he was
feeling.  She hadn’t willingly gone to another male, he was
sure of it. And while he’d like to challenge the one who had tried
to usurp her affections, he knew now was not the time.

Burying his face in her hair, he inhaled deeply, taking in her
scent in an attempt to erase the offensive memory of the other
male.  He absorbed the warmth and softness of her body, the
faint caress of her fingers as they played over his chest. 
Contentment filled him and he’d have stood there for the rest of
the afternoon, just holding her, if she’d allowed it.

Instead, within moments, she began to move, pushing herself
away.  “It’s good to see you but—”

He silenced her with a kiss, his wolf still wanting to stake a
claim.  The fact that his wolf’s desires and his were in
accord made the action impossible to deny.  Dipping his tongue
into her mouth, he rumbled in pleasure.  So sweet, he thought
as he explored the warm cavern.  Threading his fingers through
her hair, he held her head in place with one hand while sweeping
the other down over her back to cup her delightfully curved
rear.  Arousal hit him hard and he pressed closer, making her
aware of his need.

She gasped and broke the kiss, staring up at him with wide
eyes.  Her fingers splayed across his chest, her nails faint
pricks through the material of his shirt.

Reno laughed, unexpectedly feeling joyful in her presence. 
“I’ve missed you, too, darlin’ so I came down for a visit.  I
thought we could drive back to Lycan Link together.”

Brandi blinked at him, and he could see her thoughts were
racing.  Reno wondered why she wasn’t jumping into the
scenario that she had started to create during their brief phone
call the other night.  She was usually quicker than this on
the uptake.

He decided to give her a subtle prompt, mindful that whoever was
lurking in the hallway was listening in.  Playfully, he
wrapped a strand of her hair around his finger and gave it a gentle
tug.  “I know we weren’t planning on telling anyone yet, but I
let slip to Walt that we’re engaged.”  It felt good to say
that, he realized, even if it was just part of a cover story. 
A rueful smile played over his lips.  “He seemed real
surprised to hear you were my fiancée.”

She gasped, her eyes growing wider, and for the first time since
he’d known her she seemed at a loss for words.

Pressing a quick kiss to the tip of her nose, he continued,
laying on his Texas charm for any eavesdroppers.  “Sorry,
sugar, but I can’t wait for us to officially become mates. 
I’m damned near busting with pride over the fact.”  With that
he grasped her hands in his and brought them to his mouth, placing
a tender kiss on her fingertips.

While the sappy words made him cringe, Reno was pleased with the
masterful performance he’d just given of a man in love.  And
there was a certain feeling of rightness about the whole
situation.  His wolf was happier with him than it had been in
ages and a warm feeling was growing in the region of his
heart.  It was strange, but… nice.

He wondered if Damien felt this way with Beth.  As if
everything was finally right in the world.  A grin spread over
Reno’s face.  Being with Brandi was good, real good.  How
had he allowed himself to forget that fact?

It wasn’t often he allowed himself to have hopes for the
future—hell, had he ever—but maybe, once they were back at Lycan
Link, he and Brandi could try again; see each other once in a
while.  Just casual, of course.  He wondered what she’d
think of the idea and decided she’d probably agree.  After
all, she’d enjoyed their kiss at Clancy’s and she’d called him for
help the other night.  Yeah, Brandi was warming up to him
again.

“Damnation Reno!  Now why the hell did you have to do
that?”

 










Chapter 20

 


Brandi cursed at the man before her, all too aware of who was
listening in the hallway.  Of all times for Reno to be clever
and remember one of the scenarios she’d set up!  When she’d
called him ‘darling’ the other night, she’d been hoping to throw
Victor off.  Never once did she imagine Reno would recall
their conversation and extract an imaginary engagement from
it!  Now she had to do some fast thinking if she was going to
save Reno’s butt and get him out of Kolding’s Pass in one
piece.

As much as she hated to leave the comforting circle of his arms
she forced herself to push away and made a show of wiping her mouth
and hands as if his kisses hadn’t been welcome.  Out of the
corner of her eye she noted a flash of hurt in Reno’s eyes and her
own wolf protested the action but she ignored both.  The
greater good, she reminded herself.  Always work for the
greater good.

How can pushing him away be good?  Her wolf pouted
discontentedly, recalling the pleasant roughness of his stubbled
chin against her cheek and the nip of his teeth.

I’ve explained that, she answered shortly.  He’s in danger
if he remains.  Convincing him to leave will ensure his
safety.

The wolf’s ears twitched as it puzzled over this yet
again.  Saving our mate is important but so is being with
him.  We can do both at the same time.  We are stronger
together than apart…

Brandi rolled her eyes inwardly at the recalcitrant animal’s
logic and focussed on the man before her instead.  Dammit, now
she had to work the phoney engagement he’d told everyone about into
the story she’d just spent over an hour concocting and hope he had
enough sense to follow her lead.  When she spoke the
frustration in her voice wasn’t in the least bit feigned.

“Reno, I can’t believe even you would have the gall to
go around telling people we’re engaged!”  For years she’d been
hoping for a real relationship with Reno and now she had to act as
if it were the furthest thing from her mind.  She hoped she
could be sufficiently convincing.

“But—”

“I mean what the hell were you thinking?  When did I ever
give you the slightest bit of encouragement?”

“Well—”

She ignored the fading of his smile and the puzzlement on his
face. “Sure, we’ve had sex but really…   Did you actually
think I’d even consider a permanent relationship with an
Enforcer?”

“I—”

She gave him no chance to respond.  “No, of course you
didn’t think.  All brawn and little brain, that’s what
Enforcers are known for, isn’t it?”  She threw in a taunting
laugh.  “Well, that and for being barely-civilized
rogues.”

He made no attempt to interrupt this time but she could see a
muscle working in his jaw.  A shutter seemed to have fallen
over his eyes as well, and the light of happiness she’d briefly
glimpsed upon greeting him was now gone.

“Everyone warned me; why didn’t I listen?  I guess I
thought you were different but you aren’t.  You’re just like
all the others, so wrapped up in dealing with your inner wolf that
you never think about how other people might feel!”  She
flicked a disdainful gaze up and down him.  “I guess that’s
why they kick your kind out of packs.”

If she didn’t know better, she’d swear she saw Reno flinch but
of course she had to be wrong.  Continuing her impromptu
tirade, Brandi allowed all the bottled up feelings from the past
three years to come pouring out.  The words weren’t true but
Victor wouldn’t know that, he’d just sense the emotional
hurt.  And while Reno knew they weren’t really engaged,
hopefully her performance would anger him enough that he’d leave
town.

“Why I mooned over you all these years, I’ll never know.  I
guess it was the edge of danger, the thrill of sleeping with a
rogue, but once that was gone… ”  She paused and gave a one
shouldered shrug. “The sex was good but anything permanent is out
of the question.”

A quick look at Reno’s face revealed it was like stone and she
couldn’t read his expression at all.  Of course, she could
peek into his mind and see how he was feeling but did she really
want to know?  What if she was actually hurting his
feelings?  No, that couldn’t happen.  Reno didn’t care
that much about her.  Her opinion wouldn’t really matter to
him.  And even if it did, it was for his own good.

“I’ve only been here a few days but it’s been long enough to
make me realize some things and one is that there’s no future with
you.”  She took a deep breath, planted her hands on her hips
and lifted her chin.  “I think it would be best if you’d just
leave.”  Arching one brow at him, she gave him the bitchiest
look she could muster while holding her breath and wondering how
he’d respond.

“Leave?  Why the hell did you call me in the middle of the
night if—” Reno clamped his mouth shut on whatever he’d been about
to say.  His chin began to jut belligerently and his hands
fisted at his side, most likely to keep himself from grabbing her
and shaking her in anger, she thought with trepidation.  A
dominant male such as he wouldn’t take kindly to being given a
tongue-lashing, even if it was just part of a show.

“The call was a mistake.  I…   I’d had an argument
with Victor, my Alpha, and was just lashing out, but we’ve patched
things up.  As a matter of fact I’m seriously thinking of
staying here and resigning from Lycan Link.”

“You’re what?”  Reno’s face reflected his shock and a part
of her was pleased, though she didn’t dare show it.

“I… I know it’s short notice but I’m going to resign from Lycan
Link and stay in Kolding’s Pass.”  Brandi stammered as she
recited the story.  She was a ‘professional liar’ but she
hated doing it to Reno… especially to Reno.

“And do what?”  He stepped forward, his tone angry, shock
turning into aggression before her eyes.  It radiated from him
and Brandi fell back a pace, never having felt the force of him
directed at her in such a way.  Was he acting or was he really
upset with her?  She wasn’t sure.

Victor chose that moment to abandon the shadows of the hallway
where he’d been lurking.  The Alpha strode across the room,
chin up and eyes narrowed.  Confidence, aggression,
possessiveness; it all radiated from him like a blast furnace.

Brandi got a sick feeling in her stomach.  The situation
was rapidly turning sour.  Reno wouldn’t respond well to
Victor’s territorial show.  She knew only too well how the
Enforcer dealt with ornery Alphas.  Wasn’t this just
great?  She was supposed to be on vacation and here she was
stuck smack dab in the middle of what could well become a critical
incident with no backup in sight!

Before she could think of how to defuse the situation, Victor
was tucking her protectively to his side.  “She’s staying with
me, Smith.  As my mate, so back off.”

A snarl ripped from Reno’s throat and he lunged forward. 
Victor responded in kind.  Energy crackled in the air and
Brandi could sense that both males were on the verge of
transforming and she was stuck in the middle!

While her wolf bristled ready to jump in and defend its mate,
Brandi wiggled free of Victor’s grasp and pressed a hand against
each man’s chest, trying to push them apart.

“None of that!  You’ll behave like you’re civilized, not
wild animals.  Get your wolves under control.  Now.”

Surprisingly enough, both men glared at her but eased
back.  The fire dimmed in their eyes and their muscles relaxed
minutely.  While they weren’t exactly backing down, the threat
of a fight was diminishing.  The energy that accompanied
transformations no longer sparked in the air and she slowly exhaled
the breath she’d been holding.

Now, if she could just get through the rest of this without
either man going ballistic on her!  Who’d have thought after
all the years of bickering, that Reno would put up such a fuss over
her staying in Kolding’s Pass?

See?  He does care.  If you’d just listen to me
and tell him about the bond rather than trying to be noble, none of
this would be necessary.  Her wolf chided her, thoroughly
exasperated with her human host.

Not now!  I need my wits about me to get through this
without bloodshed.  She hissed the reprimand at the beast
while eyeing the men before her.

“We’re still exploring that possibility, Victor.  And
didn’t you agree to let me handle this?”  She spoke with a
smile, almost gagging on having to be pleasant to the bigoted
Alpha.  Why it bothered her more this time than it had during
any of her past cases she wasn’t sure.  Was it because Reno
was watching?  Because she was lying to him and it just felt
so wrong?

“I only stepped in when he showed signs of becoming aggressive,
my dear.”  Victor gave her shoulder what could have been a
comforting squeeze except for the strength of his grip.  His
fingers bit into her flesh as he silently delivered a warning and
she fought not to wince.  “I’ll just head back to my
office.  Meet me there once you’re done.  And don’t
forget,” he gave Reno a hard stare, “I can hear everything, so just
call out if you need me.”  He released her and left the
room.

Brandi resisted the urge to rub her aching shoulder and assumed
an airy, almost patronizing tone.  “Reno, it really was kind
of you to come all the way here and I apologize for sending out a
false alarm but as you can see, everything is perfectly fine. 
I really have no need of your… services anymore.”

“Really?  Or are you just saying that because the asshole’s
around?”  Reno almost snarled the words at her, his gaze hard
as if he were dissecting her, picking through her brain and
analyzing her motives.  She struggled not to squirm as she
noted a muscle ticking in his jaw.  From past experience she
knew that was usually a bad sign for whomever his anger was
directed at.  Using all her skill, she projected as much
confidence into her tone as possible.

“I really mean it, Reno.  Everyone at Lycan Link knows I’ve
been feeling restless for a while now.  I’d hoped a new job
would help but since I’ve been here… well…   I really think
that reconnecting with my old pack is what I need to do at this
stage in my life.”  She flipped her hair back over her
shoulders and stood as straight and confident as possible.

Reno stood silently before her, his arms crossed over his chest,
his head cocked to the side.  When she finished speaking, he
didn’t answer immediately and she desperately hoped he wasn’t going
to kick up more of a fuss.  Victor would be out here in a
flash if he did, the man seemed to be aching for an opportunity to
fight Reno.  It was almost as if he had a personal vendetta
against Enforcers.

Please, please, please believe me.  Just for now. 
It’s for your own good.  Brandi projected her thoughts towards
Reno, praying that for once their connection would work more than
one way.  There was no answering whisper in her mind,
though.

Finally he gave a quick nod.  “Fine.  If that’s your
choice then I won’t stand in your way.  But when you realize
what an asinine decision this is, don’t expect me to come running
to your rescue.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.  Thanks for your concern. 
I’ll see you around.”  She gave him a saccharine sweet smile
and held out her hand.

He stared at it for a moment before slowly reaching out to grasp
it lightly.

As always, awareness of his touch flared through her and she
fought to give no sign of the reaction.  He stared at their
joined hands then flicked a glance up at her face before completing
the perfunctory shake and letting go.

Reno worked his jaw then surprised her by reaching out to cup
her face.  Gently, he rubbed his thumb over her lower
lip.  “Be happy, Brandi.”

She felt tears welling in her eyes and blinked rapidly to keep
them back but couldn’t stop the small catch in her voice when she
bid him farewell.  “Thanks.  You too.”

And with that he left.

As the door shut behind him, Brandi’s knees almost gave out and
she leaned against the wall for support, wrapping her arms around
her stomach.  While part of her was glad he’d gone and would
be safe, another part of her felt like it was dying.  He’s
leaving.  Oh, God, he’s really leaving!  I managed to
chase him off and now he’s leaving me to face Victor and the rest
of the Purists on my own.

Her wolf whimpered, unhappy and confused that Reno was giving up
so soon.  She tried to comfort it with soothing words and
logic.  It’s for the best, she told the creature.  You
don’t want him hanging around and getting hurt, do you?

Our mate wouldn’t abandon us this easily to another,
the wolf countered sounding hurt.  Something is wrong,
there has to be.  Through a side window, Brandi watched
Reno walking away.  She could feel the beast projecting
pleading thoughts towards him, begging him to return.  A part
of her hoped he would but of course it didn’t happen.

The door that led to the back rooms opened and Walt appeared,
swaggering over to his desk.  “Appears that Reno guy isn’t as
tough as they say.  Victor had him shaking in his boots.”

No, he didn’t, you idiot.  Reno backed down because I asked
him to.  Brandi bit back the words that formed on her lips and
merely nodded dully.

“Victor says I’m to escort you back to your room.  He wants
you to stay here tonight, just in case Smith tries to come back to
talk to you.”  Walt grabbed a set of keys from his desk drawer
and gestured for her to move.

Reluctantly, Brandi walked out of the town hall’s main office to
the small back room where she’d been held the previous night. 
Once she was inside, Walt locked the door and left.

She sank down onto one of the wooden chairs and propped her
elbows on the table, cradling her head in her hands.  Okay,
Reno was gone.  Her heart was broken.  Now what the hell
was she going to do?

 










Chapter 21

 


Reno headed back to his motel room in a foul mood.  Being
chewed out wasn’t high on his list of favourite things and it
rankled knowing that bastard, Victor, had been listening in. 
When the man had laid claim to Brandi, he’d almost lost it. 
If it hadn’t been for her intervening he might not have been able
to stop.

He tightened his lips.  The whole situation had him angry
and confused, unsure if what she’d said had been for show or if
there were some kernels of truth in her words.  And even if it
had been for show, those thoughts must have crossed her mind at
some point in time for her to be able to spout them with such
ease.

‘More brawn than brain.’  He frowned.  No one had ever
said that about him.  Sure, he was a strong and highly skilled
fighter, but as the leader of a squad he did a lot of planning and
strategizing, too.

‘Did you actually think I’d consider a permanent relationship
with an Enforcer?’  Hell, he hadn’t been looking for
a relationship… had he?  And where did she get off using that
tone of voice?

‘Once the thrill of having slept with a rogue was over… ’ 
Shit.  Could he have been mistaken all those years ago? 
Was she just another Enforcer groupie?

It stung his pride to hear her speak so disparagingly. 
Hell, it had fucking hurt!  He hadn’t asked to have a rogue
wolf and had done his damnedest all his life to keep it under
control.  And then, to have to listen to that kind of crap
from the woman he lo—

He stopped his thought before it was fully formed and forced his
clenched fists to uncurl.  His feelings for Brandi were only
mild interest.  Lust.  Maybe even fascination.  But
nothing deeper.  He gave a sarcastic laugh.  According to
her, he wasn’t even capable of ‘deep’ feelings.  Just a rogue
that nobody wanted.  Yeah, in her book that’s all he’d ever
be.

Reno strode down the road, looking neither left nor right, not
even caring what the locals might be thinking.  If one of them
wanted to take exception to his presence in town, that was fine
with him.  Getting into a fight was exactly what he’d like to
do right now.

Unfortunately, no one approached him and he arrived back at the
motel with no other means of venting his anger except slamming the
door shut.  A picture fell off the wall, cracking the glass
and making him smile in satisfaction.  Too bad he hadn’t been
able to throw it across the room, though.

He took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down. 
Okay, so Brandi’s words had hurt, but he shouldn’t just assume she
really meant them.  After all, she was a DC.  Lying was
her life.  And the asshole Alpha had been lurking in the
background.  So maybe what she said was only partly
true.  But which part?  He began to pace the room.

The idea that she’d called him in a fit of pique didn’t sound
right.  If Brandi was mad at someone, she let them know—in no
uncertain terms.  No, calling him in the middle of the night
claiming Purists had taken over her town was likely the
truth.  And she changed her story and let that bastard touch
her because… ?  Well, given what he knew about Purists, Victor
must have some leverage over her.  Threats were their
favourite way of controlling a pack.

Reno nodded; that scenario sat better with him than thinking
Brandi held him in contempt.  If she actually hated his guts,
she wouldn’t have kissed him like she had back at Clancy’s,
right?  Or maybe he was just a fool, trying to hang onto the
image that someone actually cared about him.

Brandi’s words had hit at his deepest insecurities and it
twisted his gut to acknowledge that fact.  Just an Enforcer, a
trained rogue.  Disposable if he didn’t toe the line. 
He’d devoted his life to trying to be something.  To make up
for the fact that he was innately flawed.  But no matter how
hard he tried, he knew it would never be enough.  Did she have
to rub his face in it?

He pinched the bridge of his nose, forcing the painful truths
back into the hidden recesses of his mind where they
belonged.  Damn, it had been years since he’d allowed himself
to wallow in self-pity like that.

Giving his head a shake, he decided maybe Brandi was
right.  Maybe he was more brawn than brain.  A smart man
wouldn’t let a woman get to him like that.

Glancing at his watch, he realized it was time to check in with
Damien.  However, when he tried to place the call, his phone
couldn’t pick up a signal.  Flicking it shut, he cursed the
mountains for interfering with communications and prowled
restlessly about the room wondering what his next move should
be.  Even if Brandi hated him, he wasn’t going to leave, at
least not until he figured out what was going on.

Spying her suitcase, he placed it on the bed and opened
it.  A small twinge of guilt attacked him over poking through
her things but he reasoned he was looking for clues, so that made
it all right.

Shirts, pants, socks…   Reno picked up lacy undergarments
and spent a few minutes examining them while imagining how her
curves would fill the delicate cups. Suddenly realizing what he was
doing, he dropped the clothes and stepped away from the
suitcase.  God, he was acting like some sort of perv, getting
off by rifling through women’s underwear.

Not just any underwear, his wolf reminded him. 
Only hers.

Underwear is underwear he snapped back and shut the suitcase
decisively.  And she doesn’t want us, remember?

Deciding he needed a different type of distraction, he headed
for the diner.  He hadn’t eaten since the previous day, except
for the meagre portions they’d tried to pass off as food at the
airport.  Walking across the parking lot, he could hear the
sound of people talking and laughing inside the small eatery, but
as soon as he entered, it all died down.

Finding himself the centre of attention, Reno froze in the
doorway and let his gaze slowly move around the room.  The
patrons were studying him carefully, some with suspicion, others
with nerves, and a few with mild curiosity.

He looked each person in the eye briefly, making sure there was
no aggression in his expression but no hint of submission
either.  He wasn’t here to cause trouble, however, he wouldn’t
take any crap either, not after the type of day he’d been
having.

Nancy suddenly bustled up and took him by the arm, hollering out
to the staring customers, “Oh for heaven’s sake, you’ve all seen a
good-looking man before.  Get back to eating before he thinks
we’re all just a bunch of hick Lycans who’ve never even been out of
the county.”

There was a general shuffling and few self-deprecating chuckles
before everyone returned to their meals.

“Thank you, ma’am.”  Reno gave the woman a nod and a slow
smile.

She flushed slightly and slapped his shoulder.  “Now don’t
be trying out that Western charm on me.  It won’t do a bit of
good.  I’m old enough to be your ma.  Sit down here and
check out the menu.  I’ll be back in minute with some fresh
coffee.”

Reno sat down in the corner booth she’d led him to and made a
show of studying the menu.  Conversation was slowly returning
to normal levels as the patrons became used to his presence. 
A few were still shooting him uneasy glances and he committed their
appearances to memory.  If they were uneasy, they likely had
something to hide and he’d have to make it his business to find out
what.

Nancy returned with coffee and took his order.  While he
waited for his food to appear, he gazed out the window studying the
scenery.  It was a pretty part of the country.  The
distant mountains were varying shades of purple and those that were
nearer showed splotches of green forest.  Occasionally, dark
scars marred the sides, possibly evidence of past mining
activity.

That reminded him of his encounter with the young girl and he
turned his face to study the land nearer the town.  Now that
he knew what to look for, he was able to pick out the remains of
the coal conveyor as it snaked up the mountainside.

Just as he was turning away, a flash of light near the conveyor
caught his attention and he narrowed his eyes trying to determine
what had caused it.  There was nothing shiny up there;
everything had been covered in rust.

He watched carefully, alert to any movement then… another
flash.  Yep, someone was up there, but who?  The girl had
claimed the area was posted as off limits.  Either someone
wasn’t following the rules or she’d lied to him.  And if so,
why?

Nancy returned and set a plate of rare steak, fries, and gravy
in front of him.  A basket of fresh biscuits and salad arrived
too.  Damn, it was good to eat in a restaurant run by
Lycans.  They knew what size portions a werewolf could
handle!

“That looks mighty tasty, ma’am.”  He emphasized his
western drawl and as a reward she elbowed him in the shoulder.

“Like I told you, boy.  Enough of that.  That fancy
cowboy talk won’t worm a bigger piece of pie out of me.”  She
glared down at him and Reno grinned, not at all offended by the
mock scolding.

“Wouldn’t even think of trying.”

“Good.  Now do you need anything else?”

Reno surveyed the full table.  “Nope, everything looks just
fine, but I was wondering… ”  He paused and framed his
question carefully.  “What’s that metal structure going up the
side of the mountain?”

Nancy leaned forward and peered out the window. 
“That?  It’s left over from the coal mining days.  Some
sort of conveyor.  I’m surprised you even noticed it.”

“The sun was shining off it and it caught my eye.”

“The sun shining off that old thing?  It’s only rust
holding hands.  Nothing shiny up there.”

“Oh.  Maybe it was a hiker and the sun was reflecting off
his binoculars.”

“No…   Not likely.  Area’s posted as off limits. 
There were a few accidents up there in the past and Klaus, our
previous Alpha, ruled it out of bounds.”  She nibbled on the
stub of a pencil she wrote down orders with then shook her
head.  “You must have been mistaken.  Not even the pups
dare go up there.”  She chuckled.  “Klaus concocted some
grand ghost stories to scare the young ones away.”

“Perhaps it wasn’t something shiny I saw after all.  Maybe
a bird—a white pigeon or something—landed on it and that’s what I
saw.”

“Humph!  Could be.”  She eyed him thoughtfully. 
“You know, that’s the sort of crazy tale Brandi would have come up
with when she was living here.  You two must work closely
together up there at Lycan Link.”

Reno gave a non-committal shrug.  “Well, she certainly
seems set on giving up her job and staying on here now.  We’ll
miss her.”

“She’s staying?”  Nancy stared at him in surprise. 
“But I thought you said—”

“She claims to have had a change of heart.”  Reno shook his
head regretfully while studying the woman’s reactions.  His
announcement was obviously news to her and working in the
restaurant she likely had access to all the latest gossip. 
Yep, something was definitely wrong with the story Brandi had fed
him.

Victor must be pushing for Brandi to stay, most likely because
she’d found out something she shouldn’t have—like the fact that the
rights of the half-weres had been violated.  He clenched his
fists under the cover of the table.  How could a woman as
pleasant as this waitress condone the ill-treatment of her
neighbours?  Of course, maybe she didn’t condone it but it was
quite likely that she was at least turning a blind eye to the
situation, and that was all it took.  Evil didn’t need much of
a toe-hold to start spreading.

“Well, that certainly is news to me.”  The woman was
recovering from her surprise and there was a certain gleam in her
eye.  She had news to spread and probably couldn’t wait to
start sharing it.  “I’m sorry that you and Brandi didn’t work
out, but we’ll all be mighty pleased to have her back living with
us.  Such a fine girl.  A bit too spirited at times, but
still a nice young lady.”

Nancy patted his shoulder in what might have been consolation
over the supposed loss of his fiancée.  Or possibly, the pat
was in thanks for giving her a scoop on the local gossip, because
she immediately hurried away, probably to spread the latest
news.  Even before Reno had taken the first bite of his meal,
he could hear her whispering away to the other servers.

Slowly, he ate his dinner trying to ignore the buzz that was
growing around him.  Glances were cast his way, but he kept
his gaze fixed on his meal or out the window, using the reflections
off the glass to keep track of what was happening around him. 
By the time his meal was done, everyone seemed to have heard the
news and he bit his cheeks to keep from smiling at the comments
from some of the female patrons that followed him as he left the
building.

“Brandi’s turning down that?”

“My gosh, the woman must be blind!”

“I’ll take him, if she doesn’t want him!”

He chuckled to himself.  In different circumstances, if
Brandi really had thrown him over for Victor, those women would
have gone a long way towards soothing his broken heart, he
thought.

Darkness was rapidly falling as the sun dipped down behind the
mountain range.  The dim light that hung over the diner door
seem designed to cast only enough illumination to ensure that no
one tripped on the steps.  Beyond that, the parking area was
mostly in shadows as the clouds obscured the almost full moon.

Reno crossed the parking lot, heading towards the room that was
supposedly Brandi’s.  He was sure she wouldn’t be returning to
spend the night.  It was doubtful the Alpha would allow her
out of his sight as long as her supposed fiancé was in the
area.  His wolf growled at the idea of someone claiming Brandi
as their own, and for once he had to agree with the beast’s
feelings on the matter.  Up until today, he’d never had a
clear idea of exactly how he felt about her but the day’s events
were making one thing certain.  For his own peace of mind, he
needed to discover the truth about how Brandi felt and once this
situation was resolved, he planned on confronting her.

He rubbed the back of his neck as he contemplated how he’d go
about doing that, then stiffened imperceptibly when he suddenly
sensed he wasn’t alone.  Two… no, three other Lycans were
following him.  His footsteps crunched loudly on the gravel—he
was making no effort to hide his presence—and they were walking in
almost perfect unison with him, only the slightest lack of
synchronization was giving them away.  He quickly deduced that
one was shorter than him and was being forced to take exaggerated
steps in order to keep up.

His lip curled and his wolf rose from its sleep ready to
fight.  There was barely a breeze but it was enough to give
him a hint of their scents.  All males, about his age, middle
rank within the pack.  Likely hoping to move up the hierarchy
by beating up the stranger in town.

Reno gave no hint that he’d noticed them and continued on
towards the back of the property where the rooms were
located.  It was more private and there’d be less chance of
bystanders joining in the fight.  Three on one would be easy
to handle but if the diner’s entire patronage joined in…  
Well, he didn’t have too exaggerated of an opinion of his own
fighting skills!

Just as he extracted the room key from his pocket, he sensed
them closing in.  A large hand fell on his shoulder and jerked
him around, pushing him against the wall.

“Hey, Smith!”  The Lycan kept his hand on Reno’s shoulder,
a look in the man’s eyes letting Reno know he was just begging him
to try and knock it off.

No, you’re not getting me into a fight that easily, Reno
thought.  Raising an inquiring brow he looked at the assembled
posse.  He’d been right.  Three males, average build,
brown hair.  Nothing to make them stand out in a crowd.

“Gentlemen.  What can I do for you?”

“It’s what we can do for you.”  The one who was just
slightly shorter than the others rocked back on his heels as he
spoke.

“And that would be… ?”

“Not kill you for trespassing on our territory.”  The third
kept his arms loosely at his side, his fingers twitching as if he’d
like nothing better than to throw a punch.

“Your… er… sheriff, Walt, knows I’m here as does your Alpha,
Victor.”

“Yeah, well, they aren’t too happy that you stopped by to
visit.  And we don’t like you showing an interest in one of
our females so we want to make sure that you leave real
soon.”  Shorty, as Reno dubbed him, spoke again.

“I’m planning to leave first thing in the morning.  My
business here is over.”  He deliberately kept his voice
even.

“Humph.  Well, just to make sure you don’t take it into
your head to go wandering around town tonight we have a message for
you.  Stay in your room.”  And with that, the fellow
who’d been holding his shoulder let go and punched him in the
stomach.

Air whooshed from Reno’s lungs but it only took him a moment to
recover.  Without even thinking, he let his arm fly out,
catching the man in the throat, and then kicking the fellow’s legs
out from under him.

The other two set upon him.  Their skills were adequate but
Reno’s were better.  As much as he’d have loved to take them
all out, another thought crossed his mind.  Carefully, he held
back allowing them to slowly gain the upper hand.  While it
galled his wolf no end, Reno figured a few cuts and bruises were a
small price to pay for what he had planned.

A fist clipped his jaw and he made a show of staggering
backwards.  Hands grabbed his arms and held them while blows
were landed to his body.  He started to slump, giving his
attackers the impression that he was beaten and they were the
winners.

“Okay guys, that’s enough.”  The restraining hands let him
go and he sank to the ground.  A final kick was delivered to
his back and he landed face first in the gravel, his grunt of pain
not entirely a facade.

“Not so tough after all, are you, Smith?”  Shorty mocked
him and Reno looked up through a haze of sweat and blood, one eye
already swelling shut.  “Make sure you stay in your room
tonight and hightail it out of here first thing in the morning, or
me and the boys here will whip your sorry butt again.  Got
it?”

Reno nodded and the three men swaggered off, congratulating each
other on how they’d managed to best one of Lycan Link’s lauded
Enforcers.

Slowly Reno got to his feet and staggered into the motel
room.  Pushing the door shut, he flicked on the lights and
made his way to the bathroom.  The sight that met him in the
mirror wasn’t pretty.  One eye was swollen shut, his lip was
split, bruises adorned his cheekbones, and bits of gravel were
embedded in his skin.

Carefully he pulled off his shirt, hissing as his ribs protested
the movement.  Bruised, not broken; years of experience had
taught him the difference.  Grabbing a washcloth, he dabbed at
the damage, cleaning himself up as best he could.  A memory
flashed by—Brandi tending him after the Langstaff affair, her
fingers undoing his shirt and gently easing the material away from
his wounds.  Her presence that night had made the difference,
he was sure of it.  True, his physical wounds would have
healed on their own, but mentally and emotionally…   It was as
if she’d known exactly how he felt, what he was thinking. 
She’d gone beyond the call of duty and he’d been an ass. 
Little wonder their relationship never got off the ground.

But we’ll try again, his wolf insisted.  Once
she is free, we’ll try again.  You said so earlier.

Maybe.  He wanted to, but given what she’d said earlier—if
there was even a shade of truth in her words and she really felt
that way—was there any point?

Throwing the dirty washcloth in the sink, he made his way to the
bed and flopped down, groaning in relief as his body relaxed into
the softness.  He hated getting beaten up.  However, it
would prove to be worth it if his plan worked.  Having
received what the locals thought was a thorough beating they
wouldn’t be expecting him to be prowling around town tonight. 
With their guard down, his chances of success improved greatly.

A yawn escaped him and he rubbed his eyes wearily; it had been a
long day.  He’d been awake ever since Brandi had called him
the previous night, making travel arrangements, racing to get to
the airport, then renting a car, and finding his way here.  A
few hours of rest before skulking about the town seemed
advisable.  Shutting his eyes, he allowed himself to drift off
to sleep.










Chapter 22

 


Several hours later Reno jerked awake to the buzzing of his cell
phone.  The signal must be stronger depending on the time of
day, he thought as he fumbled for the device and flipped it
open.

“’lo?”

“Reno?  Where the hell are you?  You said you’d check
in with me.”

It was Damien.  Reno chuckled at the concern in the kid’s
voice.  “Right where I said I’d be.  In Kolding’s
Pass.  What’s the matter?  You miss me?”

“Miss your ugly face?  No way.  I just need someone to
get Fielding off my tail.  The man has a real burr up his ass
over you being gone.”

“Too bad.  We’re supposed to be off duty.”  Reno
shifted on the bed and winced as his ribs protested the
movement.  Being ‘off-duty’ seemed to hurt more than being
‘on-duty.’

“Yeah, well his interpretation of that isn’t the same as
yours.  I tell you, he’s pissed off at you.  Reamed me
out wanting to know where you were and what you were doing.”

“Did you tell him?”

“Nah.  I just said you were taking a vacation, maybe in the
mountains.  He didn’t like that answer though and stormed off
swearing a blue streak.”

“Huh.”  Reno wondered why the old man was over-reacting
like that, then shrugged.  He had more to worry about right
now than the captain’s reaction to his absence.  “You
alone?”

“No.  Beth’s here.”

“Oh.  Right.  You said something about the two of you…
?”

“We’re mated.  Blood bonded.”  Damien gave a deep rich
chuckle.  “Man, Reno, you gotta try it.”

Reno snorted and ignored how his wolf’s ears immediately perked
up at the mention of a blood bond.  “I’ll leave that to you
young studs.”

“Yeah, I guess at thirty-one, you’re too old for hot sex
anymore; wouldn’t want you to die of a heart attack or
something.”

“Keep it up, kid and I’ll wipe the floor with you when I get
back.”  Reno grinned at his partner’s good natured
ribbing.

“And you’ll be back… when?”  Damien’s voice suddenly became
serious.

“Soon.”  He rubbed his chin and added a qualifier.  “I
hope.”

“Problems?  Do we need to act in an official capacity?”

“I’m not sure yet.”  Reno stared across the room at
Brandi’s suitcase.  She might claim she wanted to stay but
there was no way in hell he was listening to her on that
point.  “First thing I have to do is get Brandi out of
here.”

“She’s in trouble?”

Reno grunted.  “I think so.  She gave me some
cock-and-bull story about leaving Lycan Link and staying in
Kolding’s Pass.  And the Alpha was acting as if he owned
her.”  He clenched his jaw and didn’t mention the part about
mates—he wasn’t prepared to handle any comments Damien might make
about that just yet.

“Do you need help?”

“Maybe.  I don’t want you in town, but if you were a bit
closer than half way across the country, just in case… ”

“I’m on it.  I’ll tell Fielding that Beth and I are taking
a little honeymoon.”

“Beth?  I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”  Reno
frowned.  She’d seemed sort of fragile.

“She’ll be okay.  We’ll find a place in a nearby town and
I’ll have her stay well away if anything starts to go down.”

Reno said nothing.  It was hard to think of Damien being
blood bonded; the kid had been intent on sowing his wild oats for
so long.  But if his partner had found some happiness in his
life, Reno wasn’t going to stand in his way.  No point in
everyone being lonely…

“Reno?  You still there?”

“Yeah, just thinking.”  He rubbed his hand over his face
and concentrated on the problem at hand.  “Listen, tonight I’m
heading out to search the town.  I’ll see if there are any
halves hidden away and try to find where they’re keeping
Brandi.  Hopefully, I’ll get a chance to talk to her with no
one around.”

“I can be there by noon tomorrow.  Wait and I’ll go with
you.”

“No, it has to be tonight.  Some of the locals made it all
too clear that they want me out of town in the morning.”

“And if you get caught?”

“I won’t.  They’re pretty sure they have me scared and
holed up for the night.  And I thought this would be a good
time to test that chemical mask they’ve been developing at
Headquarters.”

“You have a sample?  I thought it wasn’t allowed out of the
labs yet?”

“Technically not, but I was helping with the trial subjects and
got a vial to use on myself someday.  It worked in the
lab.  The next step was to test it in an open space where wind
or humidity might lessen its effectiveness.”

“I don’t know Reno… ”

“Quit worrying like a female with a batch of pups to
protect.  I’ll be fine.”

Damien was quiet for a moment then sighed.  “Okay, but
check in with me when you get back.”

“Yes, mother.  I’ll call you in the morning.”  Reno
hung up chuckling.  Usually he was the one doing the worrying,
hoping members of his team would make it out of each encounter
unscathed, not that he ever let anyone know, of course.  It
was a strange feeling to be on the receiving end of concern for a
change.

He tucked his phone back in his pocket and eased himself off the
bed.  The various bruises and abrasions didn’t hurt nearly as
much as they had a while ago.  Gotta love the Lycan
metabolism, he thought to himself.

Pulling open his duffle bag, he dug through the contents until
he found the sample of the chemical mask he’d been helping to
test.  It was still considered top secret, but as one of the
senior Enforcers, he’d been brought in to assess its
usefulness.

Nothing like on-the-job testing, he thought to himself as he
opened the box containing the small vial.  A last minute whim
had caused him to throw it in his bag; now he was happy that he
had.

Tentatively, he sniffed the cap and made a face.  It was
sort of flowery and reminded him of women’s perfume.  He eyed
the container.  Damn, it even looked like perfume with some
sort of squishy little ball—an atomizer—he’d have to compress in
order to apply the concoction.  Was this some sort of
joke?  He growled thinking he’d have a word or two for Muriel,
the lab tech, when he got back!

Grimacing, he began to spritz the chemical all over himself,
thankful none of his men were here to see him applying
‘perfume.’  That was the sort of the thing that took ages to
either live down or beat out of the other Enforcers’ memories.

When he was done, he put the remaining chemical back in the box
and tucked it into his pants’ pocket just in case it wore
off.  The lab tests had only been for two hours and within the
confines of Lycan Link it had worked well.  As one of the best
trackers on staff, he’d been called in to find the test subjects
and, much to his frustration, had been unable to detect them
anywhere.  He hoped it would work in the field as well as it
did under those controlled conditions.

Shutting off all the lights in the room, he checked his
watch.  A little after midnight; the perfect time for an
evening stroll.  Easing the door open he glanced around. 
All appeared quiet.  There were no lights from the diner or
the house in back and all the other motel units were dark.

Slipping out of the room, he made his way to the shadows and
transformed.  In a town full of Lycans, shifting in public
wasn’t an issue but just in case a human was in the area, he wasn’t
taking any chances.  Better to be safe…

Pleased to be released, his wolf stretched itself out, back
first and then front.  After giving its fur a shake, it looked
around with interest, taking in the area, testing the air for
scents.  Once satisfied, it amiably sunk to the back of his
consciousness and Reno took command.

The world looked different as a wolf—not that he often thought
about it—the lower angle, the shades of grey versus full colour; it
gave a new perspective to one’s surroundings, sometimes revealing
what might have gone unnoticed otherwise.  A wolf also moved
with greater stealth and was able to get into places a man might
not be able to.

With this in mind, Reno set off to explore the town.  Even
though he wanted to check in on Brandi first, he had a duty to any
half-weres that might be in the pack and needed to confirm their
status.  Prowling up and down the streets, he scented the air
carefully, checking the gender, age, and rank of the various wolves
in each house through their unique odours.  As an Enforcer
he’d developed an especially keen ability when it came to profiling
other Lycans.

It took almost two hours and when he was done he came to the
conclusion that there were no adult half-weres left in Kolding’s
Pass though several young halves were definitely present. 
They were females, mid to late teens and lived in a few of the
larger homes with several more mature full-blooded weres. 
That begged the question, where was the human parent?

Heading back to the centre of town, his suspicions were now on
high alert.  Odds were increasing that Brandi had put on a
show for him; that her first message about the Purists had been
true and she was somehow being blackmailed into staying in
Kolding’s Pass.

As he neared the town hall, he slowed down and proceeded with
extra caution.  Would there be guards in place or were they
arrogant enough to assume he’d stay away?  Sliding under a
bush, he lay low and studied the building.  There was no light
showing through the windows and no movement anywhere outside that
he could see.  Just to be on the safe side, he zigzagged his
way to his destination, clinging to the shadows as much as
possible.

A faint breeze ruffled his fur and his memory and he suddenly
came up short.  Damn, he’d forgotten about the chemical
mask.  Was it still working?  He sniffed himself and
still detected a faint flowery scent but was it enough?  He
debated about changing forms to apply more—there were probably two
or three applications left—or should he save it in case it was
needed later, perhaps to smuggle Brandi and the half-weres out of
town?

With no one about, he decided to take a chance and covered the
final distance to the town hall as quickly as possible.  Even
in wolf form, he could tell the building was securely locked,
however…   He headed for the cellar hatch he’d noticed earlier
in the day.  Hidden by overgrown bushes, the paint was flaking
from its surface and bits of moss were growing around the edges
confirming his hopes that it hadn’t been used in some time.

Shifting forms, he studied the latch.  It was new, but
whoever had put it on had neglected to check the surface it was
being attached to.  With a little snort at the idiocy of some
people, Reno managed to pull the lock, screws and all, from the
rotting wood and eased the door open.

Surprisingly, it made relatively little noise.  Still, he
glanced about carefully.  The town remained quiet so he peered
into the darkness below.  Unable to see the bottom, he
hesitated to drop down, the young girl’s warnings about abandoned
mine shafts playing through his head.  The chances of there
being one under the town hall were nil but just in case…  
Reno snatched up a pebble and then dropped it inside.  With
relief, he immediately heard the light clattering sound of it
striking the ground.  Okay, it wasn’t a bottomless pit after
all.

Chuckling at his flight of fancy, he eased himself down,
wrinkling his nose at the scent that reached him.  The air was
heavy; earth, mustiness and coal almost overpowering any other
scents that might be present.  Closing his eyes he
concentrated even harder and finally discerned the faintest trace
of Brandi and several humans.

While he hated to do it, he reached up and closed the hatch,
since it wouldn’t do for someone to wander by and see it
open.  Unfortunately, the move blocked out the meagre light
provided by the moon and the few visible stars.  He found
himself plunged into darkness.

Even with his Lycan vision it was almost impossible to see and
he moved ahead slowly, peering through the blackness, cautious lest
he bump into something and make a noise.  Mindful of his own
inches and unsure of the height of the ceiling, he walked at a bit
of a stoop.  Knocking himself out on an unseen low beam
wouldn’t help anyone!

It was unnerving being surrounded by so much black.  He
could hear his heartbeat pounding in his ears and the darkness
pressed against his eyeballs.  Inexplicably, the air seemed to
thicken and he inhaled heavily, trying to draw oxygen into his
lungs.  In fact, the cellar was becoming increasingly
oppressive.

Reno froze in place, his breathing fast and shallow, his legs
unwilling to obey his command to move.  Damn, he never
would’ve thought he was bothered by dark, enclosed spaces.  Of
course, come to think of it, he’d never been in one before. 
He took a deep breath and swallowed hard.  Enforcers had no
fear and he was not afraid of being in a dark hole in the
ground.  It was just a… a blip; not really a panic attack at
all.  Fisting his hands, he stood straight, lifting his chin
to boldly face down the dark… and promptly bashed his head into a
beam.

“Shit!”  The hissed explitive escaped his lips and he
clutched his aching skull, the pain effectively replacing his
fear.  Thankfully, the stickiness of blood was absent as he
probed the throbbing area.

Okay, now he was just friggin’ mad!  Gritting his jaw, he
glared into the dark and forged ahead.  Damned if he’d let it
get the best of him!  He grumbled under his breath that the
cellar had better have some form of access to the building
above.  If he was down there for nothing…

Ah-ha!  The faintest hint of illumination broke the
darkness, really no more than a patch of grey in the blackness but
at that moment it was as good as a frosty beer at the end of a long
day in the saddle.  He inched his way forward and soon found
himself standing under an old fashioned metal grate.

Looking up, he smiled triumphantly, the anxiety created by the
total darkness easing.  The opening was about 2 feet square
and seemed to be located under a piece of furniture.  It would
be a tight fit but he might be able to squeeze through. 
Congratulating himself on his find, he was just about to reach up
and try to loosen it when he heard voices from above.

Swearing under his breath, he let his hands drop to his side and
cocked his head listening intently.

A male voice, low and calm, was talking.  Reno sniffed the
air and through the myriad of other scents detected that it was a
human, middle-aged and logically the missing parent of at least
some of the half-weres he’d found earlier.  The poor bugger
was probably being held prisoner along with Brandi.

“Klaus will be here tonight.  I’ll tell him what’s
happening and he’ll find a way to get you out of this.”

Klaus?  Reno frowned.  That was the name of the former
Alpha wasn’t it?  He strained to hear more.

Someone else was speaking now.  The voice was female and
though it came from farther away, he knew it was Brandi.  His
wolf rumbled its approval at her proximity.

If the human male and Brandi were talking freely, the coast must
be clear, Reno reasoned.  He opened his mouth to call out when
a scraping sound to his left had him changing his mind yet
again.  Someone was entering the cellar, but from where? 
The noise wasn’t originating from the direction he’d come
from.  Silently, he stepped back, melting into the darkness
and crouched down close to the ground.

Something heavy was being pushed aside, and then a waft of cool
moist air swept into the space.  Reno frowned.  An
underground tunnel, perhaps?

The sound of footsteps came closer.  Reno inhaled slowly
and deeply, trying to analyze who was approaching.  It was a
male, older, but still dominant.

Sure footed, the newcomer traversed the dark space with no
hesitancy.  Each step matched the other in rhythm and stride
until—

“Who’s there?”  The newcomer called out, his voice echoing
through the cellar, low and laced with suspicion.

Damn!  Reno compressed his lips.  Obviously he’d
pressed his luck too far and the chemical mask had worn off. 
There was no other way he could have been detected in this stygian
darkness.

Knowing there was no point in hiding now, he stood as straight
as he dared, mindful of the low ceiling, and decided to brazen it
out with a laid back drawl.  “I reckon I was here first so why
don’t you tell me who you are?”  The bluff was bold but worth
a try, he reasoned.

There was a pause followed by a huff of laughter.  “You’ve
got guts, I’ll say that for you.  But I know this space like
the back of my hand.  In a fight, the advantage would be
mine.”

“True.”  Reno conceded.  “Or we could side step all
that with a hospitable exchange of names.”

The man grunted.  “Well, you’re not from the pack. 
And you’re not one of Victor’s cronies or you wouldn’t be skulking
around down here, so I suppose there’s no harm.  I’m
Klaus.”

“Reno.”

Both men stepped forward slightly and the dim light from the
vent allowed a shadowy glimpse of each other.  Reno noted the
man stood tall and confident, an air of command still cloaking him
despite his greying hair and less than pristine appearance. 
There was no doubt that this was the missing former Alpha.

“So Reno, why are you lurking in my cellar?”

“Your cellar?”  Reno quirked an eyebrow, not ready to give
away too much information.  “Not Victor’s?”

“Mine.  That bastard might have infiltrated my pack and
twisted their thinking until they don’t know up from down or right
from wrong, but he hasn’t ferreted out every secret of Kolding’s
Pass.  This cellar and the tunnels beyond are mine.  Now,
I’ve answered your question, you answer mine.  Why are you
here?”

“I’m looking for a friend.”

“Ah!  And that would be the lovely lady upstairs, Brandi,
correct?”

Reno nodded slowly.  If the man thought Victor was a
bastard, he couldn’t be all bad!

“Good.  If you’re a friend of hers, then you’ll be on our
side.”

“Our side?”

“Yep.  Victor thought he’d disposed of me but I’m tougher
than he thinks.  He caught me off guard, knocked me down a
mining shaft, and sealed the entrance.  Then he came back into
town claiming he’d issued a challenge, won and I’d run off. 
When no one could find me, most assumed he’d told the truth. 
But I got out, stayed hidden until I recovered, and for the past
few months I’ve been slowly rallying the members that are still
loyal to me.”

“And why haven’t you acted yet?”

Klaus shook his head.  “The time’s not right.  This is
bigger than I thought.  Victor’s deep into the Purist
organization and has picked out Kolding’s Pass as one of their
regional headquarters.  He’s been prepping some of the old
mining tunnels; turning them into barracks and meeting rooms. 
Sort of like a doomsday bunker for the Purist elite.”

Reno felt his heartbeat quicken.  This sounded like the
break his team had been looking for.  “Are they using the
tunnels now?”

“Not yet but there’s been a steady stream of visitors in and out
of town for the past few months.  My spies have told me a big
meeting is about to happen—we just haven’t figured out exactly
when.  I plan to wait until a number of them are in the
tunnels along with Victor and then blast the entrance.”  He
gave a dry laugh.  “Payback for what he tried to do to
me.”

The old Alpha’s plan had Reno chuckling even though he couldn’t
officially approve of the method.  “So you’re lurking under
the town hall to… ?”

“Pay a visit to Peter.  I check on the prisoners every few
days.  Victor’s had him and the others locked up for weeks
now.  Thankfully we’ve been able to maintain enough rumbles of
dissent within the pack to keep them safe—”

“And you don’t dare just help them escape in case there’s
retribution against their families.”

“You know about the children?”

“I scouted out the town earlier this evening and located them
living only with full-blooded weres.  That made me wonder
where the human parents were.”

“You’re good at this, boy.”  Klaus sounded impressed.

“It’s my job.”  Reno bit back his ire over being called
‘boy’ again.  What was with these people?

“Klaus?”  A man’s voice—the human, Peter—sounded from
above.  “I’ve been listening to you two yammer away long
enough.  Brandi and I want to know what’s going on.”

Klaus chuckled.  “Hold your horses, Peter.  You got
company, in case you haven’t figured it out yet.  Says his
name is Reno and he’s a friend of Brandi’s.”

“That’s what I thought.”

The scraping sound of furniture being pulled across the floor
echoed through the cellar.  Reno looked up at the grate to
find the pale face of a middle-aged man looking back down at
him.

“Hi!  I’d shake hands but… ”  Peter indicated the
grate ruefully.

Reno nodded while trying to look beyond the man.  “Where’s
Brandi?”

“In the room next door.  And before you ask, there’s no
floor grate in her room.  We’ve been talking through an air
vent near the ceiling.”

“Glad your jailers are stupid.”  Reno grunted.

“Or they just don’t have very high expectations of a mere human
and a female were.”  Peter added.

“Whatever.”  Reno shrugged off the information and reached
for the grate.  “I can pull this loose, shimmy my way up and
get Brandi out.”

Klaus’ hand landed heavily on his shoulder.  “Not so fast,
boy.  If Brandi disappears, they’re going to wonder how it
happened and I can’t have them discovering this access.  Right
now it’s the only means of escape Peter and the others have if
something goes wrong.”

Reno let his arms drop to his sides.  As much as he wanted
to get to Brandi and rescue her, he couldn’t endanger the
others.

“So what do you suggest?  I’m not willing to leave without
making sure Brandi is safe and—no offense—leaving that job to
someone else just doesn’t sit well with me.”

“Best bet is for you to leave town in the morning, then circle
back through the mountains and head for the mines.  I can have
my granddaughter meet you near the base of the mountain and lead
you back.  We can formulate a plan then.”

“This granddaughter, is she about twelve or thirteen with blonde
hair and lots of ambition?”  Reno thought back to the
youngster he’d encountered earlier.  “I think I met her today
near the old coal conveyor.”

Klaus shook his head.  “That’d be her.  The minx isn’t
supposed to be there but she keeps wanting to help and has decided
that guarding my temporary home is her job.”

“Well, she did her best to scare me away,” Reno chuckled
thinking of her tales of ghosts and falling into mine shafts.

“Humph.  I’ll still have to speak with her.  She’s
going to get into trouble one of these days.”  Klaus grimaced
and then sighed.  “Well, you’d best be off before Walt comes
by for his three o’clock inspection.”

Reno hesitated then looked up through the grate.  “Peter,
tell Brandi I’m here and that I’ll get her out of this and I said
she shouldn’t do something stupid like agreeing to mate
Victor.”  The last words left a bitter taste in his mouth and
he fought the urge to spit after uttering them.

Peter nodded and conveyed the message.  Reno strained to
hear Brandi’s answer.  It was faint but he was sure she was
cursing over him insinuating she’d do something stupid.  Klaus
chuckled and Reno grinned, pleased to have riled her—it would keep
her mind off her problems—then he slipped away.  At least she
wasn’t losing her fire being locked up, he thought.

Making his way back to the hatch, he cracked it open and then
froze.  Someone was out there!  Peering out, he saw Walt
standing near a street light, examining a large ring of keys. 
Damn, the man must be early.

After easing the hatch shut, Reno retraced his steps.

Klaus frowned when he saw him returning.  Reno gave the man
no time to talk.

“Walt’s outside.  I can’t go that way and if I stay here he
might scent me.”

“Peter, you’ve got company.  Walt’s early.  Cover up
the grate.”  Klaus issued the order to the man who quickly
complied.

“What do you want me to do?”  Reno asked tightly hoping his
presence didn’t end up harming those above.  He rubbed his
eyes and gave his head a shake.  Two nights without sleep were
slowing his thinking.

“We’ll hide in the entrance to the mine shaft until Walt
leaves.”  Klaus led the way to the tunnel he’d used to enter
the cellar.  “The natural scents of the cellar and the way the
dresser blocks the grate should keep him from discovering we were
here.”

Reno followed, recalling how he’d frozen in the blackness of the
cellar; a tunnel might even be worse.  He swallowed hard but
steeled his nerve.  There was no way he’d show weakness in
front of the Alpha.

To keep his mind off the lack of light, he questioned
Klaus.  “It’s hard to believe no one has noticed you’ve been
down here.”

“It’s usually just Martha and Walt upstairs. Victor spends most
of his time at his project down by the mines.  Martha’s one of
my spies so she airs the place out if my scent is noticeable and
Walt…   Well, he’s an unknown factor in all of this.”

“How so?”

“The man’s smart but he’s weak and he runs with whoever seems to
have the power at the moment.  I know he has his suspicions
that I’m still around—he’s alluded as much to Martha. 
Apparently he hasn’t decided what to do about it yet.  Near as
I can figure he’s waiting to see who comes out on top before making
his allegiance known.”

Reno narrowed his eyes.  “Doesn’t sound very
trustworthy.  Why not eliminate him?”

“He has his uses.  If someone completely loyal to Victor
was in charge of the prisoners, they would have mentioned their
suspicions about my presence already.  And if Walt decides to
play his hand early, well, I have people in place who are watching
him and they’ll give me warning.”

Reno grunted.  “Victor doesn’t strike me as being
stupid.  Why is he putting his faith in Walt?”

“Victor’s arrogant; his superiority complex is his
weakness.  And while I’m sure he knows Walt can be
duplicitous, he doesn’t think the man would dare double cross
him.”

A dim light began to glow in the depths of the tunnel and Reno
stiffened wondering if it could be Victor’s people, but Klaus gave
a string of whispered curses.  “Katherine, I told you to stay
behind.  I ought to tan your hide for not listening.”

A young girl appeared, holding a flashlight and in its glow Reno
saw the youngster he’d met earlier.

She lifted her chin and tossed her hair over her shoulder then
looked the Alpha directly in the eye.  “You always tell me not
to go in the mines by myself so I’m just making sure you follow the
same rules.”  The effect of her show was then ruined when she
threw her arms around the man in a bear hug.  “Besides, I love
you Gramps.”

Klaus sighed and returned the hug.  “I love you, too. 
But I still should tan your hide.”

Reno suppressed a smile as he noted the girl winking at him over
her grandfather’s shoulder before she kissed the man’s cheek. 
“But you won’t because you’re just an old softie.”

Klaus released her.  “Softie or not, I’m still your Alpha
and you need to show respect and follow orders.  Someday I
won’t be in charge and then you might find yourself in more than a
spot of trouble for your defiance.”

The gentle warning had the girl hanging her head.  “I’m
sorry, Gramps.”

The Alpha accepted her apology before nodding towards
Reno.  “Katie, I hear you already met this fellow out by the
mines.”

“But we weren’t properly introduced.”  She held out her
hand and Reno shook it, amused at her boldness.  Either she
didn’t know he was an Enforcer or she was very brave.  Few
greeted him with that sort of aplomb.

“Reno Smith.”

“I know.  Everyone’s talking about you.”  She giggled
but subsided when Klaus gestured for them to be quiet.  The
faint sound of footsteps could be heard.  Walt was in the Town
Hall.

 










Chapter 23

 


Brandi sat on the lumpy sofa, grumbling under her breath, while
she waited for Walt to finish his ‘inspection of the detainees’ as
the man had loftily put it.  Good Lord, why hadn’t she ever
noticed what a bag of hot air the man was when she was growing
up?

Walt had already poked his head in her room and was now checking
on Peter.  A quick trip out back to check on the rest of the
prisoners and then he should be gone, which would leave her free to
resume finding out what was going on below her.

As she waited, she mentally berated Reno.  She might love
the man, but he still drove her crazy.  Why was he still in
Kolding’s Pass when she’d told him to leave?  Was it
stubbornness or hadn’t he believed her?  A part of her hoped
the latter was the case.

The idea that he thought she held him in contempt made her
stomach ache.  She didn’t want to hurt him.  Of course,
her words would only have hurt if he cared about her opinion. 
But did he?  Or had he returned only because he was stubborn
and his sense of duty wouldn’t allow him to leave before he checked
out her story.  She knew him well enough to be certain that he
wouldn’t knowingly leave halves in possible danger, regardless of
any danger to himself.

That brought her to another point.  How dare he tell her
not to do anything stupid while he was carousing around a town full
of unfriendly Lycans?  Didn’t he realize that someone was
bound to pick up his scent?  When she got out of this darned
room she’d give him a piece of her mind over that stupid stunt.

There was a rattling at her door as Walt presumably double
checked that she was locked in.  “I’ll be back in a few hours,
so don’t even think of trying to escape.”

She made a mocking salute even though he couldn’t see it and
then leaned her head back against the wall and slowly
exhaled.  Waiting sucked.

Barely a moment had passed though before the sounds of a
commotion outside her room had her sitting upright and then
hurrying to the door.  She pressed her ear to the panel in an
attempt to hear better.

“What do you mean, he isn’t in his room?  You told me the
three of you had scared him spitless; that he wouldn’t dare go out
tonight.”  Walt was yelling at someone.

A voice she didn’t recognize answered.  “We did.  We
all beat on him, but when I went back to check, he wasn’t
there.”

“Did he leave town?  Is his car still there?”  Walt
sounded agitated.

“Yep, and his suitcase is there, too.  He must be snooping
around town somewhere.”

“Well why the hell didn’t you just track him?”

“I tried, but there’s no scent.”

Walt must have started pacing for the clarity of his voice kept
changing.  “Don’t be an idiot.  Everyone leaves a
scent.”

“Well, I’m telling you he didn’t.  Maybe it’s something
they teach Enforcers how to do.”

“Right.  As if some magic button turns our scent on and
off.”  Walt snorted.  “No, it’s more likely he pulled
some fancy trick.  Climbed on the roof or something and you’re
just too stupid to figure it out.  Get a bunch of your buddies
and hunt him down.  He has to be somewhere.  When you
find him, bring him here.  I’ll get Victor and see what he
wants done.  Damn, why does all this have to happen just when
we have a mess of visitors coming?”

The other man concurred.  “Yeah, it was bad enough when we
got word that Brandi was coming for a visit, but at least we could
have handled her; kept her busy and out of the way.  Having an
Enforcer wandering around, though…   If this meeting gets
messed up, Victor will be majorly pissed off.”

Brandi could almost picture the man running his hands through
his hair or perhaps wiping the sweat from his forehead.  Hmm…
  Special visitors were coming and outsiders weren’t supposed
to know.  Purists?  Maybe even some of the leaders? 
The thought had her heart pounding.

Walt continued.  “They’ll be here by noon and we need to
get this under control before then.”

“Can’t we just call and tell them to stay away?”

“Nope.  Thought of that when we heard about Brandi’s
visit.  Victor says it wouldn’t look good.  He’s trying
to impress someone and this has to go smoothly.”

The sound of the outer door slamming had Brandi scrambling
across the room.  Oh God, the Purists were holding a meeting
in town.  And Walt was sending some of the locals out to go
hunting for Reno!  A sick feeling filled her stomach as
gruesome images flashed through her mind.  While she had great
faith in Reno’s abilities, one wolf against a hunting party didn’t
stand a chance!  Damn Reno for being so pigheaded.  Why
hadn’t he listened when she’d told him to leave?  If he had,
he’d be safely out of town right now.

Brandi rattled the grate.  “Peter?  You there? 
Did you hear any of that?”

“Some, but my human ears aren’t as keen as yours.  Fill me
in on the details.”

She did and by the time she was done both she and her wolf were
fighting a frenzied need to escape and find their mate.  “I’ve
got to get word to Reno and tell him to get out of Victor’s
territory.”

Peter swore.  “Okay.  I think Klaus might still be
below.  Let me see if I can get his attention.”

Brandi listened to the sound of furniture being moved about and
then heard Peter calling out.  As she waited, she kept
glancing nervously at the door.  Any minute now she expected
Victor to appear demanding to know what was going on.

After what seemed like ages, Peter called to her again. 
“It’s okay, Klaus has your friend with him.”  Brandi slumped
against the wall, relieved to know that for the moment Reno was
safe.  “But he says it’s time we make our move if Victor’s
visitors are on their way.”

“Move?  Does that mean he can get me out of here?” 
She straightened and pressed her hands tightly against the wall
wishing she could talk to Klaus herself rather than receive the
information second hand.

“He has a master set of keys that should still work.  He’s
going to get us all out of here.  Word will be sent to our
spouses and pups to head into the mines.  There’s a
prearranged meeting spot, everyone’s just been waiting for the
signal.”

“And then what?”

“We sit tight.  Klaus has a plan to rid our pack of the
Purists.  That’s all we need to know.”

Brandi clamped her mouth shut, not at all pleased with the idea
of ‘sitting tight,’ however, making sure Reno was safe was her
first concern.  She’d deal with the rest later.  “So,
how’s this going to work?”

“Someone is coming to unlock the doors.  We’ll slip out of
the building and head for the tunnels.”

Brandi made a small noise of acknowledgement, while glancing at
her watch.  How long would it take to get someone up
here?  Worrying her lip nervously, she paced the room, hoping
Reno would listen to Klaus and stay below.  If he came up his
scent would be a red flag to every Lycan in the town, though how
he’d managed to get this far undetected had her completely
puzzled.

She could just imagine the war of wills that was going on below
her.  Both men would be glaring at each other, brows lowered
and chins jutted.  Reno would demand the keys, believing that
as an Enforcer it was his job to lead the rescue of the trapped
humans.  And knowing Klaus from years past, the Alpha would
feel the job was his.

A sound drew her attention from the confrontation she was
imagining.  A door was opening.  Now soft
footfalls.  Someone was unlocking her door.  Brandi
tensed, hoping it was a friend but prepared to fight if it
wasn’t.  The knob turned and the door cracked open.

“Brandi… ?”  A soft voice called out sounding quite
young.

She stepped forward warily in case it was a trap.  “That’s
me.”

The door swung completely open and the hallway light revealed a
young girl of about twelve or thirteen.  “Hi!  I’m
Katie.  Do you remember me?”

Brandi felt her eyebrows shoot up.  Klaus’
granddaughter?  She was certainly older than the last time
she’d seen the youngster which was several years ago, but still way
too young to be involved in a situation as dangerous as this!

“Sure, I remember you, but—"She glanced behind the girl thinking
Klaus or some other adult must be there as well.

Katie followed the direction of her gaze and must have quickly
figured out what was on her mind.  “No one’s with me. 
Gramps and Reno were busy arguing about who should come up here, so
I just grabbed the keys and came myself!”  She rolled her
eyes.  “No one notices what pups do.  Come on, let’s get
Mr. Channing and the others and then we can get out of here.”

Brandi opened her mouth to scold, but then thought better of
it.  She’d let Klaus deal with the child.  Leaving the
room, she kept watch while Katie released Peter and then slipped to
the old jail cells in the back.  When everyone was free, they
quickly made their way to the front door.

“Which way?”  Brandi paused, her hand on the door
knob.  There was no way this many people could sneak out of
the middle of town.

“Just off the step.  There’s an old cellar hatch concealed
by the bushes.  It’s unlocked.  There’s a tunnel below
this building that leads into the mines.  That’s how Gramps
and I got here.”

“I never knew that.”  Brandi whispered as she eased the
door open and checked if anyone was outside.

“Me either,” Peter chimed in.

“Old family secret,” Katie whispered back, a glint in her eye
showing she was obviously enjoying the ‘adventure’ she was
having.

They slipped out of the building and off the steps.  Just
as Katie had said, hidden in the bushes was an old cellar
door.  As they pushed through the overgrown shrubs, the hatch
silently eased open revealing Klaus’ tense face.  “Katherine
Marie, I ought to ground you for a month!”

Katie maintained a repentant expression for all of about two
seconds before a grin broke out on her face.  “But you
won’t.”

The older man growled, but gestured for them to hurry
inside.  Katie entered first, followed by Peter and the
others.  Finally, Brandi stepped in brushing past her old
Alpha and descending into the cool, dark depths.  As she
reached the bottom, hands grabbed at her.  Her own
automatically moved up in a defensive gesture and found themselves
pressed to a hard muscular chest.  She jerked her eyes upward
and, just as Klaus closed the hatch and plunged the cellar into
darkness, she caught a glimpse of Reno’s expression.

Anger.  Desire.  Worry fading into relief.  They
all passed over his face in rapid succession and underlying it all…
  Had she seen shades of love?  Her breath caught in her
throat as hope bloomed in her chest.  Then his lips crashed
down on hers and all thoughts fled.

~~~

Reno wasn’t thinking and he didn’t care.  When Brandi
stepped down into the cellar, something had come over him and he
hadn’t been able to stop himself.  He needed to hold her,
taste her, stake his claim.

His mouth was hard on hers, demanding a response, and she gave
it, melting into him, opening for him.  He tasted her
sweetness, inhaled her scent, and revelled in the way she slid her
hands up over his body.  A growl rumbled in his chest. 
Cupping her lushly curved rear, he pressed her closer to his
throbbing cock, wishing they were alone.  She whimpered and it
took all his will-power not to peel her clothes off.  Slowly,
reluctantly, he pulled back from the scorching kiss, damning the
darkness that didn’t allow him to see her face.

Physically, she wanted him and while that pleased him, he wanted
more.  So many questions swirled through his head.  He
wanted to delve into her mind and know what she’d been thinking
that afternoon; if she really was just a danger junkie looking for
the thrill of being with an Enforcer or if he’d actually meant
something to her.  Did she really want to leave Lycan Link or
was she being pressured to go?  And most importantly, was she
really considering Victor as a potential mate?  Just the
thought caused a feeling of panic in him and he…

Damn, someone was poking him in the ribs!  Turning to
snarl, he heard a young voice speaking beside him.

“Glad to see each other?”  Reno could hear the hint of
laughter in Katie’s voice.

Loosening his grip on Brandi, he felt her pull away and heard
her inhale deeply.  Then, as smooth as silk, she addressed her
old Alpha, barely any indication in her tone that she’d just been
in a hot clinch with him.  “Klaus, it’s been a while.”

“Good to see you, too.”  There was a definite chuckle
underlying Klaus’ words and Reno grinned as he thought of how
Brandi would react to that barely suppressed laughter.  Once
again he wished it wasn’t so dark.  He’d love to see the
expression on her face.

Klaus made no direct reference to their embrace though and
started to issue orders.  “Follow me.  We need to be well
into the tunnels before they discover you’ve left.”

The others started to move, but Brandi held back.  “That
won’t work.  They’ll track our scents down here and still find
us.”

Reno remembered the remaining chemical mask in his pocket and
pulled it out.  “I can help with that.  This is a product
Lycan Link has been developing.  There isn’t much left, but it
will cover our trail for a while.”  He took a moment to
explain how the concoction worked.

“Won’t they just follow the tunnel along anyway?”  Peter
asked.

“No.  There’s more than one tunnel, so they won’t know
which one to take, will they Gramps?”  Katie’s pride in her
grandfather was evident in her voice.

“That’s right.  Over the years, my family’s created a
veritable underground maze; it's partly a hobby and partly a
contingency plan in case circumstances like these ever arose. 
Unless a person knows which tunnels to take, they could be lost
underground for weeks, stumbling around in the dark.”

Reno barely stifled the distressed sound that rose inside him at
the thought of being lost underground.

“You all right?”  He sensed Brandi looking at him, but
thankfully Klaus began leading them toward the tunnel.

“Get moving.  I need to start spraying the chemical mask
behind us.”  His tone was gruffer than he intended and she
huffed and moved away.  Well, better that she was in a snit
than him having to confess his new found phobia.

Once they were all in the tunnel, Klaus shut the door, which was
cleverly concealed behind an old shelf.  As it slid into
place, Reno felt his breathing accelerate and forced himself to
count each breath.  In…   Out…   Evenly paced…
  It wasn’t working.  He throat tightened and he gave a
cough trying to relax the muscles.

“The air isn’t very pleasant, is it?”  Brandi commented,
obviously thinking that was his problem.

He grunted in agreement and tried to concentrate on his job;
spritzing the chemical around the edges of the door.  It
wasn’t exactly the recommended application method, but it would
have to do.

A faint light flickered—Klaus was passing out flashlights—and as
the illumination grew into a mellow glow Reno muttered under his
breath.  “Thank the Lord.”

Brandi peered at him over her shoulder.  “What was
that?”

“Nothing.”  He gave the squishy ball on the bottle of mask
an extra firm squeeze.  “Just happy we’re safe in these… er…
wonderful tunnels.”

“Oh.”  She frowned, staring at the bottle in his
hand.  “You know, that looks… ” she paused, sniffed, "and
smells sort of like perf—”

“Don’t you dare say it!”  Reno cut her off, scowling. 
He definitely was going to have words with the developers of the
product.  His men were not going to go around
smelling like flowers!

Before Brandi could reply, Katie was urging them to keep up.

“You don’t want to get lost down here, do you?”  The girl’s
cheery voice echoed strangely and Reno gave a start when he noticed
the others were several yards ahead.

“You heard her, get moving.”  His hand pressed against
Brandi’s back and she hurried along.

One tunnel lead into another, each seemingly identical to the
last with small chunks of rock litterin the ground and rough stone
walls leaching trickles of water.  Wooden posts and beams
provided bracing every few feet, streaks of rust identifying the
presence of nail heads.  Reno wondered how long the struts had
been there and how close they were to rotting away and allowing the
ceiling to cave in.  It wasn’t a thought he wanted to dwell on
for too long.

Eventually, the bottle of mask ran out, but based on all the
twists and turns they’d taken so far, Reno decided no one would be
able to track them anymore.

Without that job to occupy his mind however, he became
increasingly aware that they were deep underground.  Tons of
soil and rock were over their head just waiting to crash down and
seal them in this hell-hole forever.  Their footsteps echoed
down the long passageways and their shadows loomed on the walls
creating menacing shapes.  Reno could feel nervous sweat
forming on his skin.

It seemed like ages, but probably wasn’t, before Klaus called
back.  “We’re almost there.”

“How can you tell?”  Brandi asked.  “Everything looks
the same to me.”

“I’m following the marks on the wall,” the Alpha
explained.  “If you didn’t know where to look, you wouldn’t
see them, but I’ve put markers all along the way.  Each tunnel
junction has a sign that tells which way to go depending on your
destination.”  He lifted his flashlight to illuminate an arrow
mark near the ceiling.  “If you’re ever down here alone, just
follow these and you’ll end up in our safe room.”

“That’s good to know, isn’t it, Reno?”  Brandi glanced back
at him.

“Yeah.”  He nodded while muttering under his breath that it
would be a cold day in Hell before he ever set foot in these
tunnels again.

“The other tunnels all lead somewhere too, don’t they
Gramps?”  Katie boasted.

“Yep.  Some lead to other exits, like this one.”  He
pointed to the left.  “If you see one ‘x’ then it leads to
exit number one, the closest to town.  Two x’s are for one
higher up, near the old conveyor.  Three would be the third
and so on.”

“This one has a triangle,” Peter pointed out, peering up at a
mark near the ceiling.

“Triangles are danger.  The tunnels are either unstable or
could possibly have pits you could fall into.”  Klaus
explained.

“What’s this circle mean?”  Reno reached up and traced the
shape, listening intently as he studied each symbol.

“Circles mean the tunnel leads nowhere.  If you’re in one
you end up where you started, except you won’t realize it.” 
Katie exclaimed excitedly.  “Gramps designed those ones on
purpose so people will just wander around and around forever.”

Reno dropped his hand away quickly and Katie laughed. 
“Don’t worry.  I’ll take care of you.”  She grabbed his
hand and grinned at him.  For a moment Reno stiffened, unsure
what to do when someone that young tried to flirt with him. 
He cleared his throat and extracted his hand from her grip.

“I’m an Enforcer.  I take care of myself.”  He spoke
gruffly then set off to follow Klaus.  Out of the corner of
his eye he noticed Katie sidle up to Brandi and start walking
beside her, then overheard the young girl’s whisper.  “I think
Reno’s scared of the tunnels.”

“Really?”  Brandi shot a glance in his direction and he
looked away quickly.  Dammit, how the hell had Katie come to
that conclusion?  Hadn’t anyone told her that Enforcers were
considered fearless and the next thing to invincible?  That,
with their rogue tendencies, their sense of self-preservation was
skewed and they were more likely to fight to the death rather than
give up?  Everyone knew it made them formidable opponents and
basically fearless in the face of danger.  Up until today,
Reno had firmly believed that last fact, but these fucking tunnels
were messing with his mind and he didn’t like it.  Not one
damned bit!

“Here we are.”  Klaus announced and suddenly the confines
of the tunnel seemed to fall away and they were in a relatively
large space that loosely could be called a room with several
tunnels leading off from it.  Reno felt a wave of relief wash
over him.  While they were still underground, it didn’t seem
like it.  There were a few pieces of furniture and, as Klaus
moved about turning on other lights that were mounted near the
walls, the room grew progressively brighter.  Even the air
seemed fresher too and when he mentioned this, Klaus jerked his
chin up towards the ceiling.

“This is a naturally occurring cave.  The stone is quite
stable so you don’t have to worry about cave-ins.  There’s
also a vent that leads to the surface and we installed a fan that
recycles the air.  Keeps this area breathable.”  Klaus
explained.

“The other areas aren’t?”  Reno asked sharply, staring back
at the tunnels they’d just left.

“Depends.  My tunnels are good because of the venting I’ve
installed and we routinely check air quality, but I can’t say much
for some of the older ones.  There are gases that can kill you
before you even know there’s a problem.  Black damp—that’s a
mixture of carbon dioxide, nitrogen, and water vapour—causes
asphyxiation, and methane’s a big worry too because of possible
explosions.”

Reno nodded, a muscle working in his jaw.

“What’s the plan now, Klaus?”  Peter and the others sat
down on old wooden crates that were scattered about to serve as
chairs.  “Will Alice be here soon?  And my girls?”

The others nodded in agreement and looked at the Alpha
expectantly.

Klaus checked his watch.  “Should be, but it takes
time.  Everyone can’t suddenly leave town and hightail it into
the hills.  And extracting the children is trickier. 
They need to sneak out of their rooms without alerting the bastards
they work for.”

“I’m willing to head into town and create a distraction,” one of
the men said, suddenly standing up.  “My life, for the freedom
of my mate and daughter, would be a small price to pay.”

“No need, Aran.”  Klaus shook his head.  “My spies are
out there overseeing the process.  We’ve been planning this
for months.”

Aran sat down, but didn’t look happy with his inactivity and the
others muttered and shifted in their seats, their expressions
equally displeased.  Reno didn’t blame them.  Any male,
even a human, wanted to protect his family and being jailed—forced
into inactivity—for so long had to be a bitter pill to
swallow.  His admiration for the men grew.

Mating a werewolf and joining a pack took guts.  While the
men before him were fit, the pack members would always be
physically stronger.  Humans had to use the force of their
personalities and strong wills to hold their own in a pack.

“I know this has been hard on you,” Klaus looked at the
assembled humans.  “But I’m damned proud of how you’ve held up
and followed orders.  A pure-blooded were couldn’t have done
any better.”

“Don’t compare me to those bastards.  It’s the pure-bloods
that caused this damned mess,” a blond haired man stated
bitterly.

“Darcy’s right.”  Aran chimed in, his face twisted with
emotion.  “I’ve listened to Victor’s taunts for weeks; his
threats against me and my family, that Purist garbage he’s always
quoting.  I was always proud to be part of a pack, to be
accepted as one of you, but now I hate every one of them.”

The others grumbled in agreement and a tense silence fell over
the whole group.

“Does that include me?”  Klaus asked quietly.  “And
Brandi and her friend Reno?  Or, for that matter, your
mates?”

“Of course not,” Darcy shook his head.  “It’s just…  
I believed in this pack and now—”

“They’ve let you down and shattered your trust.”  Klaus
finished the thought and sighed heavily.  “If it makes you
feel any better, they’ve done the same to me.  I’d never have
believed they’d be so easily swayed.”

“Some of them are just afraid.”  Katie piped in. “That’s
what Mama says.”

“Afraid or not, they should have stood up for what they knew was
right.  They were our friends and neighbours.  But when
we really needed them, they just looked the other way.”  Peter
stared down at the floor, his hands loosely clasped between his
knees.  “I shouldn’t have believed that crap about how noble
wolves are.”

Aran stood up and paced the room.  “When the other mixed
families left, I thought they were weak, that I was more of a wolf
than the ones who caved into their fears.  In reality they
were the smart ones and we were the fools.”

“I’m at fault, too.”  Klaus added.  “I allowed the
serpent into our pack.  I thought he was charismatic; full of
energy and new ideas.  I took him at face value rather than
really analyzing what he was saying.”  The Alpha suddenly
looked old and tired.  “I’m sorry.  If it’s anyone’s
fault, it’s mine.”

“Laying blame and deciding who you hate, won’t solve the
problem,” Reno decided to interject.  “I’ve seen quite a few
packs face this same problem and you’ve got two choices.  You
can live in the past and dwell on the wrongs done to you.  Or
you can move on.  That doesn’t mean you forgive and
forget—some things are too big, too painful for that—but if you let
your hatred rule your life, you become no better than they
are.”

The group was silent for a moment and then Peter slowly
nodded.  “True.  I don’t know if I want to stay with this
pack—I’ll have to talk it over with Alice—but hating all weres
makes no sense.  Purists are a small percentage of Lycan
society and I won’t let them colour my thinking.  I won’t give
them that power.”

Katie’s young voice broke the sombre mood that had fallen over
all of them.  “Gramps, why don’t I take them closer to the
first exit?  That’s where everyone will be coming in and they
can see their families sooner.  That will make you all feel
better, won’t it?”

Her youthful enthusiasm made the others smile and Klaus
agreed.  Katie grinned obviously happy to have an official
role.

“We’ll talk some more, once this mess is sorted out, but for now
Katie’s plan sounds good.”  Klaus gave a nod.  “I need to
check in with some of my spies and see what’s happening in
town.  Victor will have discovered that his prisoners are gone
by now and I’m curious to see what he’ll do.”

“What do you want me to do?”  Reno shoved his hands in his
back pockets and shifted his weight, unused to being on the
sidelines.

“Stay put.  Walt’s friends are looking for you and I don’t
have enough manpower to help you if you get caught.  Same for
you, Brandi.”  The Alpha shot a look her way and Reno bit his
cheeks to keep from smiling when her mouth snapped shut and she
started to glower.  It appeared he wasn’t the only one who
didn’t appreciate twiddling his thumbs.

Katie led her small contingent down one of the passageways and
Klaus watched her for a moment, a mixture of pride and exasperation
on his face.  “I don’t know what I’m going to do with that
one,” he muttered before shifting his attention back to Reno. 
He raised a brow and cocked his head.  “I couldn’t help but
notice you two had a mighty interesting way of greeting each other
back in the cellar.”

Reno opened his mouth to explain even though he had no idea what
he’d say, but Klaus kept right on talking.

“I expect it will be a good hour, maybe longer, before any of us
return.  Just thought you might like to know that.”  He
gave Reno a slow wink, picked up his flashlight and disappeared
into yet another of the tunnels.

Brandi gasped.  “I can’t believe he basically just said he
was leaving us alone so we could… ”  She clamped her mouth
shut, apparently unwilling to finish the statement.

“He thinks we’re going to have sex.”  Reno stated bluntly,
smirking at her affronted expression.

~~~

Just hearing Reno speak those words sent shivers through her and
Brandi struggled to hide the fact.  It had been so long since
Langstaff—over two and a half years—but she vividly recalled the
feeling of being possessed by him.  In her mind’s eye she
could still see Reno lying on the bed; how his tanned skin, still
showing evidence of the previous night’s battle, had contrasted
with the white sheets.  He’d looked like a warrior; proud and
strong, yet vulnerable too, and a feeling of love had welled up
inside her.

She’d done nothing to stop his advances.  In fact, she’d
urged him on, caressing her fingers along his shaft, rejoicing as
he grew harder.  And then, she’d guided him into place and
impaled herself, the feeling of fullness almost enough to send her
over the edge…

Suddenly the cool dampness of the underground room seemed to
disappear and warmth flooded through her.  She swallowed hard
and tried to regain her composure, hoping he couldn’t scent her
arousal.

“We are not going to have sex down here in a mining
tunnel.  That kiss in the cellar was just…   Well, it
was… ”  She furrowed her brow and thought for a moment before
planting her hands on her hips.  “Why did you kiss me,
anyway?”

It was Reno’s turn to look confused, the playful grin fading
from his face.  He worked his jaw and looked about the room,
before sighing.  “Hell if I know.  It just seemed the
thing to do at the time.”

Brandi huffed at his answer.  She’d wanted him to confirm
the emotions she’d seen passing over his face, but being a typical
man he’d taken the easy way out.  For a moment she considered
letting the matter ride but then she came to a decision and set her
jaw.  No.  He’d kissed her.  Even after all the
awful things she’d said to him, he’d kissed her.  And it
hadn’t been a punishing kiss or a ‘getting even’ type of
kiss.  It had felt hot and real and full of emotion.

He must feel something for her, and even if she was wrong—if it
was just lust—she wanted to know, needed to know. 
For all that she might say she was moving on with her life, little
episodes like this kept kindling hope inside her and she wouldn’t
allow the spark to linger.  Either it was extinguished now by
his declaration that he felt nothing or…

“Reno… ?”  She took a tentative step towards him—it was
easy to think about confronting someone, but actually doing it was
a different matter entirely—then cleared her throat.  Her
wolf, pleased with her decision, pushed her to take another
step.

“Yeah?”  Reno darted a glance at her and a wary look came
over his face.  With her eyes, she followed the movement of
his throat as he swallowed and wondered what it would be like to
trace that path with her tongue.  “Listen, I know what you’re
thinking.  You’re thinking that kiss meant something and…
”

His voice trailed off as she stepped even closer and heat flared
in his eyes making her stomach twist in nervous anticipation,
though why she didn’t know.  They were just going to talk…
right?

“We really need to talk.  To clear things between
us.”  By now she was close enough that, in the relative
coolness of the room, she could feel the warmth of his body. 
The expanse of his chest was even with her eyes, his dark t-shirt
outlining the musculature beneath.  Her palms tingled with the
need to touch him and she slowly raised her hands, allowing them to
hover mere inches from the desired destination.

“Between us?  There’s… uh… ”  He stuttered to a
halt.

She could hear the change in Reno’s breathing, see the rise and
fall of his chest speeding up.  Raking her teeth across her
lip, she lowered her hands until they touched the soft
material.  Actual contact had her closing her eyes, absorbing
the moment, feeling nerve endings flaring to life.

It was difficult to gather her thoughts, but she forced her eyes
open and tried to continue the conversation.  “Yeah. 
Us.  Sometimes we seem so close and then… ”  She broke
off when she felt his muscles contract under her touch.

A rumble rose from deep in his throat, and he slowly lowered his
head.  His nose brushed her temple…   Skimmed her
cheekbone…   “And then… we aren’t.”

She drew a shuddering breath and began to gently move her hands
over him, exploring his body as he explored her face.  His
lips brushed her ear.  She traced his collar bone.  He
followed the line of her jaw as she moved her hands to his
shoulders.  Palms on his bare skin, she absorbed the feel of
supple flesh over bone and muscle.  All thoughts of
conversation fled.

He slid his hands from her hips to her waist before moving down
again to clutch her rear.  He kneaded her flesh and slowly
pulled her closer into full contact with him.

He was hard.  She could feel the length of him pressed
against her stomach and cursed the barrier of denim that kept them
apart.

To be one with him, to join with him.  We need
this, her wolf insisted and she knew it spoke the truth. 
At this moment, she had no will-power.  She wanted this man
and there was no excuse.

She wasn’t a co-ed grabbing a onetime chance with a heart-throb,
nor was she offering or seeking comfort from a traumatic
event.  This was desire to be with the one she loved.  To
share herself with him, to give and receive pleasure.  To be
joined in the most intimate physical way possible.  Later
she’d deal with the regret, but for now, this was all she could
think about.

Brandi leaned infinitesimally closer and brushed her nose over
the hollow of his throat.  With the tip of her tongue, she
licked the small indent and inhaled deeply, savouring the taste and
scent of her mate.  He slowly rocked against her and she
clutched his shoulders tightly while sliding her lips up his throat
to his jaw.  Rough stubble abraded her lips, sensitizing them
until they felt tingly and swollen.  She nipped his chin then
slid a hand around his neck and urged him to lower his head.

For a long second they stood poised, lips but a hair’s breadth
apart, little puffs of breath dancing over the waiting
surface.  Brandi raised her eyes and stared into his. 
Expectation filled the air and, of one accord, they closed the
distance and their lips made contact.

Soft and sweet—so different from their earlier kiss—they touched
and retreated only to brush back and forth again, testing and
teasing, drawing out the moment despite the desire inside that
clamoured for more.  Slowly, reluctantly, they pulled apart
and softly exhaled.  Twice now they’d come together
frantically, but this time…

Brandi slid her hands up to bury them in his hair, and slowly
brought their mouths into full contact.  Lips parted and
tongues tentatively touched, stroking, exploring.  Reno
flicked the tip of his over the roof of her mouth and she clenched
her fingers tightly in his hair.  He murmured his approval and
pulled her closer, caressing her back, her hips, her rear.

Sliding his hand down her thigh to her knee, he lifted her leg
up.  Willingly, she wrapped it around his hip, aligning their
bodies more intimately.  He rocked against her and desire shot
through her.  She clutched at his back.  A floodgate
opened inside her and she became desperate to feel his skin on
hers, to have him touch her where she needed it the most.

“Reno, please… ”  Brandi panted.  “I need… ” 
Exactly what she couldn’t decide.  His taste?  His
touch?  To explore his body?

“I know… ”  Reno pressed her even closer.  “Me,
too.”  He shoved a hand up the front of her t-shirt and she
almost cried out in relief when he pushed her bra aside and stroked
her breast.  Work-roughened fingers played over her tender
flesh, sending more waves of desire spiralling through her.

She worked his shirt free of his waistband, and then fumbled to
undo the button on his pants.  Sliding her hand inside, she
gasped as she came in contact with hot hard flesh.  He was
commando!

Reno groaned loudly and roughly thrust against her hand. 
It thrilled her to pleasure him and she caressed the silk encased
shaft, feeling him grow ever firmer under her ministrations.

He teased her nipple while lightly biting on the chord of her
neck.  White hot needles shot through her going directly to
her core.  God, she couldn’t take any more!  There was a
roaring in her ears; the ground felt like it was shaking under her
feet.

Reality crashed down around her as bit of rock began to fall and
dust filled the air.

“It’s a cave-in!”

As one they dove towards the table and huddled underneath as the
world seemed to crash down around them.

 










Chapter 24

 


Dust swirled around them and soon they were both coughing,
choking on the microscopic debris that filled the air.

How long it took for the world to settle, Brandi had no idea for
just when the first round seemed to be subsiding a second roar had
filled the room.  While it seemed like hours, it was likely
mere seconds.  One minute the room was filled with noise and
the next there was only the light clatter of the occasional stone
settling into place.  Slowly, she released the death grip she
had on Reno and looked at him, blinking rapidly to free her eyes of
dust particles.

“Are you all right?”  She managed to choke out the
words.

“Yeah.  You?”  Reno was coughing as well.  His
eyes were red rimmed in his grime coloured face.  Brandi
assumed she looked no better.

“Fine.”

Carefully, they clambered out from under the table, pushing away
the small rocks that were in their way.  Dust still filled the
air, millions of particles floating in the dim light of the
remaining lamps.  Fits of coughing overcame them both, tears
streaming from their stinging eyes.  Reno ripped off his shirt
and tore it in two.

“Masks.”  He said curtly.  “It would be better if they
were damp—they’d filter the dust better—but it’s the best I can
do.”  Spinning her around, he tied it behind her head covering
her nose and mouth and then she returned the favour.

Able to breathe somewhat better, they stared at their
surroundings.  Surprisingly enough, the room was basically
intact.  A few of the lights were broken and filth covered
everything, but otherwise it appeared much as it had just minutes
before.

“I guess we were lucky.”  Brandi slowly turned in a circle,
assessing the situation.

“Damn lucky.”  Reno agreed, doing up his pants.  The
passion of moments ago had been thoroughly doused.  “There’s
no damage here, so the cave-in was… ?”  He looked towards the
tunnel they’d originally used—the maze Klaus had created—then the
tunnel the others had taken.

“Let’s check that one.”  She pointed to the latter and,
with a nod, Reno picked up a flashlight and headed that way. 
Brandi grabbed his hand, both for reassurance and because she
remembered Katie saying Reno didn’t like the tunnels.  Had the
girl been right?

She gave him a sideways glance.  Above the mask, he did
look rather tense, small furrows showing between his brows. 
For a moment she debated about opening the bond between them, but
decided not to.  No.  All these years she’d tried her
best not to invade his privacy.  This was no different. 
Giving his hand an extra squeeze, she walked along beside him.

They didn’t have far to travel—barely a hundred yards—before
they came to a blockage.  Brandi stared at the tumble of
rocks.  Broken pieces of wood were intermingled with the stone
that created a wall blocking what used to be a passageway.  It
was plugged almost to the ceiling with just the smallest of
openings showing.  Of course, how far the opening went she
didn’t know, and there’d been two cave-ins, so possibly another
blockage existed on the other side of this one.

Just in case, she scrambled over the debris, getting as close as
possible to the opening before calling out.  “Hello! 
Anyone there?”  She waited a moment, listening intently before
trying again.  Still nothing.  “Damn.  Reno, do you
hear anything?”

“No.”  His curt answer was followed by a pause and she
noted his fingers clenching and unclenching around the
flashlight.  “What do you think happened?  I thought
Klaus just said the roof was stable.”

She carefully climbed back to stand at his side.  “In the
cave, yes, but tunnels are unpredictable, especially the old
ones.  The timbers that help shore up the tunnels might have
given out or the rainy weather this year might have weakened the
shale.  It could even be Victor’s fault.  Peter said
there’s been lots of new excavation going on.  If Victor
didn’t have an engineer do a mining report on the stability risks,
his project might have compromised this whole area.”

Reno stared at the wall of stone.  With only his upper face
visible it was hard to determine how he was feeling but his tone
was clipped when he spoke.  “You’re the one who grew up in
this area, what do you think we should do?”

Brandi considered the situation.  Her knowledge of the
mines was all from overheard conversations.  She’d never
interested herself in them when she was growing up, being too
intent on leaving.  Now, she wished she’d paid better
attention.  “Well, we can try to move some of the stone and
see if we can create a crawl space near the ceiling, but we’ve no
idea how thick this pile is or what lies beyond.  And, if we
start moving things, it could become unstable and cause another
cave-in.”

“So the alternative is to stay down here.”  He exhaled
loudly.  “Isn’t this just fucking grand?”

Reaching out, Brandi took Reno’s hand again and held it as she
stared at the wall of stone.  The warmth and strength of his
palm pressed to hers was comforting as she fought her own
demons.  Fear was rising inside her, tightening her chest and
causing her skin to prickle.  “I never knew my dad; he died in
the mines when I was a baby.  The roof caved in.”  She
felt tears welling in her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to
steady her voice.  “People always said I was like him. 
It made me feel closer to him, sort of proud.  I…   I
just never thought we’d be the same in the way we died.”

“Hey, we’re not going to die.”  Reno pulled her to his
chest and wrapped his arms around her.  Resting his chin on
her head, he rocked her back and forth.  “We’ll be fine. 
Peter or Katie or one of the others will go get help.  They’ll
dig us out.”

The warmth of his body seeped into hers and she snuggled closer,
inhaling his scent and feeling inexplicably safer in his arms even
as she expressed her doubts.

“But Peter and the others can’t show their face.  And Klaus
doesn’t control the pack, Victor does.  Klaus might have a few
wolves he can count on, but he can’t just appear back in town and
expect the rest to fall in line with him.”  She shook her
head.  “No, it’s up to us to get out of here.”

“Then we will.”  He spoke with confidence, but there was
the faintest hesitancy in his voice  “Let’s head back. 
It’s sort of… stuffy… in this tunnel.”

Brandi leaned back and looked up at him.  In the dim light
it was hard to make out his face, but under the grime she thought
he looked pale.  She chose to say nothing though and they made
their way back to the room where Klaus had left them.

Once there, they pulled off their makeshift masks and sat side
by side on two crates, their backs against the rough stone
wall.  It was hard to believe that just a short time ago
they’d been in the throes of passion.  Was death just around
the corner now?  She cursed the cave-in.  If it hadn’t
happened then perhaps she and Reno would have made love.  He
might have confessed his true feelings and she could have told him
about the blood bond.  Maybe Reno would even have bitten her
and at least she’d have been able to leave the world knowing what
it was like to feel whole again.

The lights flickered and Reno jerked beside her.  She could
hear him cursing under his breath.  “Don’t do this to me.”

“Don’t do what?”

“The lights.  I… er… ”  He paused and looked at her
sheepishly.  “Look, don’t laugh, but I… um… just found out a
little while ago that I don’t do well in dark, underground
places.”

“You’re scared of being in the tunnels.”

“Not scared,” he responded quickly staring straight ahead. 
“Just…   uncomfortable.  Sort of shaky and sweaty.” 
He rubbed his palms over the legs of his pants and flicked another
glance at her.  “Pretty stupid for an Enforcer, isn’t it?”

“No.  Not stupid.”  She hugged his arm and rubbed her
cheek against his shoulder, pleased he was confiding in her. 
“Everyone’s different.  I don’t like spiders.”

He snorted.  “Not even close to the same thing.”

“Hey, a fear is a fear.”  She leaned away and hit him
lightly on the arm.  “I can’t bear to even look at the
things.  And just think of how silly I look running through
the woods in my wolf form only to take off yelping when I see a
daddy-long-legs…   She folded her arms and looked
affronted.  “It’s very embarrassing.”

“I suppose.”  He gave a brief huff of laughter.

“And besides, even though you say you’re scared, you’re holding
up pretty good.  A little pale, but good.”

“As long as the lights don’t go out, I’ll be okay.  Down in
the cellar, I froze up the first time.  I had to really talk
to myself to keep moving.”  He reached up and rubbed his head
and Brandi frowned briefly wondering what the connection was before
continuing to try and bolster his spirits.

“But you did keep moving.  That shows guts. 
Continuing on when you’re afraid is a sign of true bravery.”

He rolled his eyes.  “Thanks for the lesson in Psych
101.”

“You’re welcome.”  She grinned up at him, enjoying the
camaraderie.

The lights flickered again and this time Reno shot to his
feet.  “If the lights go out completely, I don’t know if I can
stand being down here.”

“What else can we do?” she pointed out.  “Unless you want
to chance Klaus’ maze and see if we can find the tunnel that leads
back to the town hall.”

“God… what a choice.  Stuck underground in a black hole
doing nothing, wondering if anyone will ever dig us out, or
wandering lost forever in a maze of old tunnels.”  Reno ran
his fingers agitatedly through his hair.  As the lights
flickered and stayed off for several seconds before coming back on,
a growl escaped him.  “What’s going on with them?”

Brandi shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I suppose they’re
hooked up to a generator.  Maybe it’s failing or perhaps the
cave-in damaged the wires.”

A desperate look was starting to fill his eyes and he darted his
gaze around the room as if looking for a means of escape. 
“What did Klaus say about the tunnels?  That they had arrows
and symbols that showed which way to go?”

She nodded.  “But I don’t know if we’d be able to find the
markings or not.  When he was pointing them out, they were
easy enough to see, but on our own… ”  She shook her
head.  “They were pretty well concealed.”

Reno started to pace back and forth and seemed to be arguing
with himself.  Then, quite abruptly, he stopped.

“I’m going to give it a try.”  He spoke in a rush, his
breathing visibly faster.  “I know I can’t stay down here if
the lights give out.  I don’t know what I’d do, what my wolf
might do.  It’s too dangerous for you to be here with me.”

“What?”  She stood up.  “If you think for one minute,
you’re going to go alone—”

He interrupted before she could finish her thought.  “It’s
safer for you if you stay here, away from me.  I’d rather be
lost in the tunnels than hurt you.  And if I make it out, I’ll
send someone back—”

“Reno Smith, there is no way in hell I’m staying here by
myself.  We go together or stay together.”

“But—”

“No buts.  You’re not even making any sense.  If you
try to leave without me I’ll just follow along behind.”

He gave a frustrated growl and for a few moments they locked
gazes, a silent battle of wills ensuing.  Finally, he huffed
in frustration and conceded.  “Fine.  But if I think my
rogue is taking over, if I tell you to leave, I want you to head
back this way as fast as you can, understand?”

Brandi felt Reno was being over-cautious, letting a label, and
Lycan society’s expectations of what that label meant, rule his
life.  However, his eyes were boring into hers as he awaited
an answer.  She nodded, agreeing to his terms while her own
wolf confidently stated it could handle Reno’s wolf and even looked
forward to the experience!

Reno visibly relaxed after she agreed and the wild look in his
eyes faded to the background.  “We can probably track our
scents at least half the way back along the route we took, and when
we reach the part where the mask was working, we can use the
markings on the wall.  I think we can make it.”

Brandi shook her head still doubting the wisdom of the
plan.  “My nose isn’t that good at tracking.

“Mine is.”

She hesitated hoping he wasn’t over-confident, but finally
nodded.  The truth was she didn’t want to be in the cave if
the lights gave out either.  It was too close to some of her
childhood nightmares about how her father had died and she said as
much to Reno.

“Okay let’s do it.”  He extended his hand to her and she
grasped it, holding the flashlight in the other.

At the entrance to the maze, she sniffed the air, detecting the
faintest trace of their earlier presence, but the natural smells of
the mine obscured too much for her to be confident in following the
trail.

“Come on,” Reno gently tugged at her arm.

“You’re sure you can follow the trail?”

“Tracking was one of the courses I taught at the Academy,
remember?  Don’t worry.  You’re in good hands.”

Deciding she’d have to place her trust in him, she gave a
tentative smile.  At first, Reno walked along quickly, barely
pausing at each junction to check for the symbols before choosing
which way to go.  Brandi followed and prayed his nose was as
good as he claimed it was.

Eventually Reno began to slow his pace and finally stopped
altogether.

“What’s wrong?  Has the trail disappeared?”

“It’s fading but still there.  Now there’s something else,
a new scent.  Don’t you notice it?”

Brandi sniffed carefully, furrowing her brow.  “What is
it?”

“I think the other cave-in was in one of the tunnels in the
maze.”

“What?”  She stared at him aghast, gripping her flashlight
even tighter.  “But, surely, not the one back to the town
hall, right?  Klaus had that one in good repair!  It has
to be one of the other ones.”

He nodded grimly.  “Maybe, but I doubt it.  There’s a
distinctive chemical odour that wasn’t present at the site of the
other cave-in.  And it would make sense for Victor and Walt to
seal the tunnel we escaped in.  They likely followed your
scents into the cellar and found the tunnel entrance.  When
they realized they couldn’t track you, they decided to trap all of
us inside.”

Brandi swallowed hard, not wanting to believe him, but knowing
his words made sense.  “And the other cave-in?”

“There was no chemical smell so I think it was just an
unexpected by-product of this explosion.”

A thought suddenly occurred to her.  “What about
Klaus!  They must have noticed his scent too!”

“Probably.  The man’s been lucky not to have been
discovered in all this time, even if Walt has been sitting on the
news.  He must have stayed deep underground and depended on
his ‘spies’ to bring him news of what was going on in town.”

“So they’re looking for him now.”

Reno nodded.  “And that means we can’t count on him to
organize a rescue party.  He and Peter and the rest will be
trying to stay ahead of the hunting parties.  No one will be
trying to clear the cave-in and we can’t use the town hall
exit.”

“Maybe they didn’t blow it up.  Maybe it’s just—”

Reno cut her off.  “Brandi, what else would they be blowing
up down here?”

“I don’t know, but I want to check.”  She set her chin in a
determined fashion.  Usually she didn’t want the facts
candy-coated but was reluctant to give up hope.

He sighed.  “All right, follow me.”

They travelled a bit farther, but all too soon came to the
remains of the tunnel’s entrance.  “See?”

Brandi stared at the tumble of stone, her spirits
plummeting.  There’d been a vague hope in her heart that Reno
was wrong, but now…   “You were right.”  She turned to
look at him, making no effort to hide her fear.  “What do we
do now?”

Reno slung an arm around her shoulder.  “We look for
another way.”

Wrapping her arms around his waist, she buried her face against
his shoulder, breathing in his comforting scent.  “I’m
scared.”

“Hey, I’m the one who’s afraid of dark underground places,
remember?”

“Yeah, well I’m going to join you now.”

“Sorry, no can do.  It’s an exclusive club.”

She tried to smile, knowing he was attempting to lighten the
mood but it wasn’t working very well.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then turned and started to
lead her back the way they’d come.  “You know we were damned
lucky.”

“How is it lucky to have someone blow up a tunnel and trap you
underground?”

“The coal dust didn’t spark any fires and there was no methane
gas to ignite.”

Brandi stopped in her tracks, realizing how much worse off they
could be.  A fire would have depleted their oxygen if the
smoke didn’t kill them first.  “You’re right, we are
lucky.”

They walked in silence for a while before she questioned
him.  “Where are we going?”

“Klaus said there was an exit farther up the mountain. 
We’re heading towards that one.”

“But what if they block that one too?”

“We’ll have to hope they don’t.  And if they did, we’ll
look for the next one.  Actually, I think they’ll have their
hands full and might forget about us for a while.  Someone
must have noticed the halves are missing by now and Victor’s group
needs to capture them before the other Purist leaders arrive.”

“Maybe he’ll just cancel the meeting and the others won’t
come.”

“No.  From what you and Peter related about the
conversation you overheard, Victor won’t want to lose face in front
of them.  I suspect he’s been boasting about having the
perfect location for them, a place to meet, to hide if
necessary.  After all, no one can get into Kolding’s Pass
unnoticed.  He won’t cancel; he’s too sure of himself. We’re
no more than an annoyance to him, as is Klaus.”

Brandi hoped he was right and said no more.  However,
inside she had her doubts.  Even if they got to the second
entrance, what would they do then?  Victor, his men, and any
number of Purists were still out there and they had no idea where
Klaus might be or how many followers he had.

Reno stopped.  They were at a junction and he was staring
hard at the symbols on the wall.  “Circles were for the maze,”
he murmured.

“And triangles were danger.”

“So this… is definitely an ‘x’ and here’s another.”  Reno
traced his fingers over the rough cut markings.  “We must have
to go this way to the second exit.  What do you think?” 
He looked at her for confirmation and she nodded.

And so they continued on, pausing each time the tunnels branched
off, studying the markings before proceeding.  For the most
part, Reno was silent, but in the dim illumination of the
flashlights she could see the inner struggle he was waging. 
His face was tight, his pupils dilated.  At times he would
pause to take deep breaths, give his a head a shake, or mutter
under his breath.  Was he battling his wolf, his fear, or
both?  Whatever the case, he gave her no cause to worry for
her own safety.

The ground finally developed a definite upward slope, and Reno
seemed to be trying to make it a positive sign.

“See?”  He grinned back at her.  “Klaus said the
second exit was higher up in the mountain.  We must be going
the right way.”  The grin seemed forced but she said nothing
about it, merely nodding and rubbing his shoulder.

He placed his hand over hers and gave it a gentle squeeze. 
No word of thanks for the encouragement crossed his lips, but she
knew he appreciated the comforting gesture.  She was starting
to believe that with Reno, actions carried more meaning than
words.

Hours—days even for all she knew—seemed to pass.  This part
of the mine had been played out years ago and was in greater
disrepair than the tunnels Klaus had used.  They climbed over
rocks, ducked under low beams, and sidestepped old coal carts left
abandoned by long ago miners.  The remains of the tracks that
the coal carts had run on appeared and at first she’d thought that
meant the entrance was near, but after walking, and walking, and
walking some more, she realized she’d been premature in her
thinking.

At some point Brandi fell into a bit of a daze, moving
automatically and barely acknowledging Reno when he pointed to a
symbol and changed their path.  His stamina exceeded hers and
she was more tired than she’d ever imagined possible.  He
could lead them anywhere for all she cared.  Her legs were
tired.  Her eyes itched.  Her throat was dry.  She
eyed the dampness on the wall with a scowl.  It seemed to mock
her with its wetness, but she knew the moisture wasn’t
palatable.  Dreams of a long, cool drink were filling her mind
when quite unexpectedly she slammed into Reno’s back.

“Why did you stop?”

“Sniff.  The air is fresher, which means… ”  He paused
and looked at her expectantly.

It took a moment for her tired brain to process the information
and its implications.  When it did, she gave an excited whoop
and clutched his arm.  “We’re almost at an exit!”

“And no one has tried to seal us inside.”  A real smile
spread across his grime covered face.  Impulsively, she kissed
him before pushing at his body, urging him to move on.  Her
legs lost the heavy, tired feeling that had plagued them for the
last while and the final yards seemed to fly past.

“There it is!”  Reno pointed straight ahead and the sky,
awash with the bright blue colour of a crisp mountain morning,
showed through a small opening in the stone.  They gave each
other a quick hug and then hurried towards the entrance.

Unfortunately, it too had suffered a cave-in for just feet from
the opening it became apparent that it was too small to fit
through.

“Crap.”  Brandi eyed the debris and sighed before
exchanging weary glances with Reno.  As one, they began the
tiresome task of removing the rubble from the opening.

Brandi’s muscles ached.  Her fingers were bleeding, her
nails were cracked.  Sweat dripped down her face.  She
leaned back against the wall to catch her breath and watched Reno
working.

A sheen of sweat covered him and his muscles flexed and bunched
with each move.  He must be just as tired as she was,
despite  his training, yet he kept on working, each motion
smooth and fluid, his face set with determination.  She
wondered what extremes he could be pushed to; if he’d ever admit to
a weakness.  Or would the rogue in him keep going, refusing to
give up until he finally collapsed of exhaustion.

Well, she wouldn’t chance it.  Shoving off from the wall,
she set to helping him again, carrying away the smaller stones,
rolling those she couldn’t lift.

“I’ll do that.”  Reno grabbed a large piece she’d been
struggling with and easily hefted it.

“Show off,” she gibed teasingly.

He flashed her a smile, his teeth startlingly white against the
grime on his face, but kept on working.

Finally, just when she was sure her arms couldn’t move another
stone, Reno stopped.  “I think we can squeeze through.”

Brandi eyed the hole and then the breadth of his
shoulders.  “I don’t know.  Maybe if you shifted… ”

“No.  My wolf’s too unstable right now to be set
free.”  His face showed that he’d brook no argument so she
merely nodded.

“Guess we’ll have to try this way then.”  She stepped
towards the opening and began to squeeze herself through.

It wasn’t that tight of a fit, though the roughness of the stone
could be felt through her clothing.  Her main injury came from
banging her head when unexpectedly she felt Reno’s hand on her
rump.

“Hey!”  She yelled in protest.

“Sorry, but the way you were wiggling it back and forth I
couldn’t resist.”  Laughter could be heard in his voice and
after the tense tones he’d been using over the previous hours it
was like a balm.

She smiled and gave her rear an extra wiggle before
continuing.  The fresh air and blue sky were calling to her
and she moved as quickly as she could.  One inch, then
another…   She was out!

Scrambling to her feet, she barely glanced around before poking
her head into the tunnel.  “I made it!  Your turn!”

The sound of grunting and swearing following.  She could
see Reno’s head, then his shoulders.  Wincing, she noted the
fresh raw scrapes and cuts on his flesh as he forced his too wide
torso through the narrow space.  Biting her lip, she said
nothing until at last, he too was free.

The strength seemed to leave her legs and she sank to the ground
beside him and he gave her a hug.

“We did it!”

“Yeah, we did.”  He kissed the tip of her nose and then
they both just sat there, faces tilted to the sky.

 










Chapter 25
New Chapter


Reno knelt on the ground, taking in deep lung fulls of the fresh
mountain air while looking around at his surroundings.  They
were on a small plateau and several yards away the mouth of the
coal conveyor could be seen.  The broken remains of the tracks
that the coal carts had moved along still remained, though weeds
grew up between the ties.  A lone coal cart was lying on its
side, forgotten and rusty, with a clump of daisies blooming nearby
looking rather like a simple funeral bouquet.

A passing whim almost had him getting up and plucking them to
give to Brandi, but moving seemed too complicated to even consider
at the moment.  Instead, he revelled in the feel of the
sunshine on his bare skin.  After the cool dampness of the
mines, the warmth of the sun and the untainted scents of nature
were like an elixir pouring life back into his tired body.

And he was tired.  While the physical exertion of
traversing the tunnels had been hard, it was the battle he’d waged
internally that had drained him.  The feeling of being
enclosed underground, and the knowledge that only the dim glow of a
flashlight kept the darkness at bay, had driven him and his wolf to
the edge.

At least he, in his human reasoning, had been able to understand
the need for measured progress through the maze of tunnels. 
His wolf, however, had constantly pushed for control, wanting to
transform and deal with the nebulous enemy in a frenzied
rush.  Of course, that would have worsened the situation but
the beast hadn’t seen it that way.  Only through a combination
of reassurances, stern reprimands, and a call to duty had he kept
the creature in check.  It was the knowledge that Brandi and
her wolf depended on them that had held the most sway.

He turned to look at the woman beside him, knowing that if he
was weary, she must be exhausted.  Enforcers were trained to
go days without sleep and endure extended periods of physical
exertion, but that wasn’t the norm for a DC officer.

Surprisingly enough, rather than collapsing in a heap on the
ground, she was studying him, a smile on her face.

“What?”

“You’re a mess.”  She reached over and ran her hand across
his chest then held it up for his inspection.  A thick layer
of dust covered it.

Glancing down, he noted the filth covering him, slightly cleaner
streaks showing where she’d run her fingers.  He felt a
crooked smile forming on his face as he imagined how he must
look.  It widened even more when he took in her grubby
appearance.  “You don’t look much better.”  He brushed
his thumb over her cheek and showed her the smudge.

Brandi stared at it for a moment and then laughed.  “We
make a fine pair, don’t we?  But you know what?  I don’t
care.  We made it out of that stupid mine and that’s all that
matters.”  Unexpectedly, she leaned over and gave him a
hug.

“Yeah, we did.”  He returned her embrace, chuckling at her
lack of vanity.  Leaning back against a convenient boulder,
his arms still loosely holding her, he mused over what a trouper
she’d been.  Never once had she complained and she’d
kept up with him.  There’d been no lagging behind or asking
for reassurance; she’d just jutted her chin and continued on. 
Strength of spirit, brave and sexy…   Even covered in coal
dust, her beauty was obvious to him.  An ache grew in the
region of his heart and he tightened his grip on her.  A
primal need to possess and protect rose up inside him.

This female is ours.  We’ve saved her, taken her from
Victor and safely led her through the darkness.  Don’t let her
get away this time.

His wolf’s thinking closely echoed his own and he wondered why
he hadn’t listened to the beast’s thoughts on the matter
sooner.

Brandi shifted in his arms.  His concentrated appraisal of
her must have been noticeable for the smile faded from her lips and
a blush showed under the layer of grime.  She glanced down at
the ground and cleared her throat.

“I… uh…   I suppose we should try to get cleaned up and
then find the others.”  She pulled away and he reluctantly let
her go.  “If I recall correctly, this particular mine entrance
is fairly close to a stream.”  Pointing to the left, she
continued.  “If we head that way, there should be a place we
can splash off; it widens out to form a pond not too far from
here.

Reno nodded and stood up, extending his hand to her.  After
a moment’s hesitation she took it and he pulled her to her
feet.  When she would have moved away, he held on, a memory
having stirred to life.  He waited until she raised her eyes
to meet his.  “This reminds me of when we met.  I helped
you up off the floor that first day.”  With his thumb, he
caressed the back of her hand, enjoying the feel of her delicate
bones, then brought her hand up and kissed it.  He quirked a
smile at her, thinking she’d enjoy the shared memory.

Instead, her mouth parted on a small gasp and her eyes
widened.  For a moment her stare was so intense, he was sure
she was waiting for him to say something else.  He searched
his recollection of what had happened that day, wondering what her
expectation of him might be.  Nothing came to mind.  “Um…
  You looked cute.”

He tacked on the last bit, hoping it would suffice but the
general statement obviously wasn’t what she’d been hoping for.

“Thanks.”  She pulled her hand away, and her shoulders
slumped.  “Let’s go find that pond.  It’ll be good to be
clean again.”  Her tone belied her words and it sounded to him
like cleanliness was the last thing on her mind.

Hell.  Somehow, he’d disappointed her, but how?  Why
were females so hard to figure out?  He furrowed his brow
considering the situation, but she must have mistaken his look for
confusion.

“Don’t worry; you’ve done enough tracking for the day. 
I’ll show you where the pond is.”  Brandi took the lead and he
let her, despite the fact that the water’s fresh scent was easy to
follow.

They walked in silence and he shot her speculative glances out
of the corner of his eye.  She felt something for him and it
was more than just lust, he was sure of it.  But another
factor was in the mix too.  He reflected on their past
encounters, times when he’d caught her eyeing him, when she seemed
to be on the verge of saying something only to draw back.  The
times when he’d make an idle comment and a look of expectancy
intermingled with fear would flash across her face…

“Here we are.”  Brandi announced their arrival and sure
enough, they rounded a clump of saplings and a small pond stretched
out before them.  The walk seemed to have returned her to a
happier frame of mind for she grinned and twirled a finger at
him.  “Now turn around while I strip down.  I’ll tell you
when you can look.”

“I’ve seen you naked before,” he grumbled while obeying her
request.

“That was different,” she replied primly, though he was sure he
heard a hint of underlying laughter.

The soft sounds of her shimmying out of her clothes stirred his
imagination as well as other parts of his body.  By the time
he heard water splashing, the fit of his pants was decidedly
uncomfortable.

“Okay, I’m in.  You can turn around.”

When he looked, only her shoulders and face were visible and she
was staring at him expectantly, a mischievous glint in her
eye.  He quirked an eyebrow her way, his hands resting on the
waistband of his pants.  “I had to turn around, so… ”

She rolled her eyes.  “As if males care.  You all love
to strut your stuff.”

Reno shrugged.  “Fine with me.”  He shucked his pants
and grinned when he heard her gasp.  Apparently, she hadn’t
expected him to be aroused.

“You might have warned me,” she scolded while turning
away.  Her back now to him, she sluiced water over her arms
trying to remove the grime that coated them.

“But that wouldn’t have been as much fun,” he replied, slipping
into the water and wading over to where she was.

Brandi paused in her ablutions and peeked at him over her
shoulder.  “True.”  She flashed a playful grin at him
before taking a deep breath and ducking under the water.  She
grabbed his ankle, gave a yank and he toppled over with a shout of
surprise.

Bobbing to the surface, she started to laugh, obviously finding
the sight of him flailing about trying to regain his footing
amusing.  The laughter quickly died, however, when he steadied
himself and planted his hands on his hips.  He glared at her
and a look of apprehension appeared on her face.

She started to back up.

“That wasn’t very nice of you, Brandi.”  He kept his voice
low, a hint of threat lacing his words.  As he advanced on
her, she began to retreat with even greater speed.

Reno’s wolf stirred, its ears perked with interest.  A
chase?  Yes!  We should pursue her.  Hunt
her down and claim her as our own.

“Reno?”  She tentatively said his name, faint lines of
worry appearing on her brow.  He sniffed the air and realized
she was excited by the idea that he was stalking her.

“An unprovoked attack on an Enforcer deserves punishment, don’t
you think?”

“P-p-punishment?”  A shiver ran over her.  “What
kind?”

He growled and her eyes widened.  Suddenly she twirled
around and began to swim away.

With a shout, Reno launched himself forward, his long strokes
rapidly eliminating the distance between them.  In a matter of
moments, he was able to grab her ankle and tug her back towards
him.

Lashing out, she struggled to be free, but Reno merely wrapped
his arms around her, stilling her actions.

“Caught you, you minx!”

“No!”  She made a half-hearted attempt to escape but
laughter was bubbling beneath her supposed protests.  He
shifted one arm lower and brought them into intimate contact and
her struggles stilled completely as a gasp came from her parted
lips.  Despite the coolness of the water, his erection hadn’t
completely disappeared and her movements were making him grow even
harder.

As their gazes met, he could see the desire burning within her
eyes and knew his own was equally hot.  Slowly, he allowed her
to slide down the length of his body until her feet touched the
ground.  Her nipples, already peaked from the cold, rubbed
against his chest in an erotic caress.

She nudged her hips against him.  “Is this the
punishment?”  She exhaled the words softly.

He gave a gentle thrust, the length of him brushing against her
heated flesh, a stark contrast to the cool water. 
“Maybe.”  He reached up and tucked her curls behind her
ears.  A hint of doubt passed over him as he recalled the
words she’d spoken in the town hall.  “Is that how you would
see it?  As a punishment?”

Brandi shook her head, her look solemn.  “No. 
Never.”  Reaching up, she brushed his hair from his forehead
before trailing her fingers down his cheek in a gentle
caress.  “Being with you would be wonderful.”

“I’m glad.”  He closed his eyes for a moment as relief
flooded him.  While he’d been sure her cutting comments at the
town hall had just been a show, it was good to hear her refuting
them.  Opening his eyes, he gave her a crooked smile and then
turned his head to lightly nip her wrist.  She inhaled sharply
and he soothed the small hurt with a slow lick over the tender
skin.

“Mmm… You’re all clean now,” he murmured, dipping his head
further and pressing a kiss to her shoulder.

“Are you sure?”  She breathed out the question, clutching
his shoulders.

He licked her collar bone.  “Perhaps I should keep
checking?”

“Um… I suppose.  After all, I might have missed a
spot.”  She dropped her head back exposing her throat. 
Her eyes were heavy lidded, her teeth slowly raking over her lower
lip.  Reno slid his mouth up the side of her neck to nuzzle
her ear.

Desire pooled in his belly.  Brandi rubbed against him
sensuously, caressing his shoulders, sliding her hands down to the
small of his back and then lower still.

The feel of her clutching his butt sent shivers up his
spine.  He pulled her tightly against his body, nibbling her
jaw, before moving to her mouth and sucking her lower lip.

“Yes… ”  She hissed the word and then captured his mouth
with hers.  Her kiss was frantic; hot and wet and
passionate.  She seemed intent on consuming him as if some
inner hunger was driving her onward.

Reno lifted her and she responded without hesitation, wrapping
her legs around his waist.  The tip of his erection brushed
her core.  He could feel her heat and slickness.  The
need to bury himself inside her, to claim her as his own, grew
exponentially and he shuddered trying to hold back.

Always before, their coupling had seemed rushed, driven by
desire alone, but not this time.  This time he needed to know
that there was more between them than lust.  Perhaps it was
the sting of her earlier comments that drove him, for he suddenly
had to know they’d see each other again, that this moment wouldn’t
end in yet another fight, another misunderstanding.

“Brandi, I want—”

“I want you too.”  She slid her hands through his hair and
tried to lower herself onto his waiting shaft.

He gripped her hips tightly, holding her in place even as his
body screamed his need to plunge into her waiting warmth. 
“No, I—”

An insistent sound, completely out of sync with their natural
surroundings, unexpectedly caught his attention and he groaned in
frustration.  It was his cell phone.

Brandi took advantage of his distraction, wiggling from his grip
and partially impaling herself.  He staggered at the sensation
of heat and tightness, barely keeping them upright.

“My phone… ”

“Forget it.”  Brandi rocked against him and he slipped even
deeper inside her, eliciting a groan from each of them. 
“Who’d call you anyway?”  She latched onto his neck and sucked
firmly.

“Um… ”  He couldn’t think, sensation clouding his mind and
he gave a hard thrust.

“Oh… ”  Brandi gasped her approval.  In the distance,
he heard the phone quit ringing only to begin again.

Ignoring its summons, he set up a rhythm, the water lapping
about them.  Tension built.  Brandi raked her nails over
his skin…

For a second time, the phone stopped and then started up again.
This time Brandi groaned and stilled her movements.  She
pressed her forehead to his, breathing heavily.  “Someone
really wants to talk to you… ”

“Yeah.”  He closed his eyes and sighed.  A moment ago,
he hadn’t been sure they should do this, at least not until they
talked but now…   “Maybe it’s not important.”  Yet even
as he spoke, he was loosening his hold.

Brandi slipped from him.  “And maybe it is.  Go check.
 We shouldn’t really be doing this right now anyway. 
Klaus and the others… ”  She let her voice trail off as they
both recalled the reality of their situation.

Reno pressed a quick kiss to her forehead and then waded over to
his phone.  A quick check revealed it was Damien. 
“What’s up?”

“Dammit Reno, I’ve been trying to get hold of you for
hours!  What the hell have you been up to?  ”

“Just now?”  He smiled over at Brandi who scowled at
him.  “Or—”

“Never mind.  Listen, you’ve got to get your ass out of
Kolding’s Pass.”

“Why?”  Something about Damien’s tone had all his senses on
high alert.

“The captain is leading the ACS squad in—”

He grunted in approval.  “Good.  The place is crawling
with Purists.”

“—and Brandi’s name is on the list of those to be
apprehended.”

“What?  That’s crazy!”  Reno growled down the line not
believing what he was hearing.

“They’re going to arrest her.  She’s the leak.”

“No fucking way!”  Reno shot a glance at Brandi.  She
was watching him with a puzzled expression, while squeezing water
from her hair.  He gave her a tight smile and walked further
away, keeping his voice low.  “Is this some weird joke? 
Because if it is, it’s not funny.”

“Sorry.  I wish it was.  Beth and I were already at
the airport, ready to fly out when Jenny phoned me with the
scoop.  The captain was recalling everyone.  Apparently,
all evidence points to Brandi.”

He jutted his chin.  “Well, the evidence is wrong.”

“You’ll have a hard time convincing anyone of that.  Brad
Owen is the one who found out.  Apparently, she’s been hacking
into computer accounts, reading private memos and forwarding the
information to the Purists.”

“And they only found this out now?”

“I guess she was doing a great job of covering her tracks. 
Brad’s been working on this for ages but she finally made a
mistake.  He was able to track it back to her computer and
password.”

Reno was silent, digesting the information.  Brandi, a
Purist?  He couldn’t believe it.  He clenched his fists
as he forced himself to view the idea dispassionately.

It was her computer and her password.  And, if he recalled
correctly, her file at Lycan Link had something about her taking
computer courses at the Academy.  He ran his hand through his
hair and frowned.  Hadn’t she once claimed to have graduated
at the top of her class?

And then there was the fact that she had an amazing success rate
working with the Purist Alphas.  Was she really that
good?  Or did they fall in line because she was one of
them?  No, she wouldn’t have called him to come to Kolding’s
Pass if she was a Purist…   Unless it was some sort of set up
or a trap.

He thought about how easily she created elaborate yet believable
lies.  Was this just another one?  And if it was, had her
recent passion been a lie, too?

“Reno… ?”  Damien’s voice caught his attention.  “I
hate to tell you this, but it gets worse.”

“How?”  Reno couldn’t imagine how things could deteriorate
even more.  His stomach was already in knots.

“You’re under suspicion now, too.”

“Me?”  He felt his brows shoot up in surprise.

“The captain has been trying to get hold of you but you didn’t
answer your phone.  He even texted you.  Your lack of
communication has been deemed suspicious.”

“I’m on vacation.  I don’t have to be on call 24/7.”

“You’re on an unapproved vacation, which is another
strike against you.  They tracked your flight and car rental
through your credit cards.  The captain knows you were heading
to Kolding’s Pass and thinks you might be Brandi’s
accomplice.  From what Jenny was able to gather, the captain
said something about noticing a connection between the two of
you.”

“Shit.”  Immediately, Reno thought back to the night of
Brandi’s goodbye party.  The captain had commented on the two
of them, even noting her lipstick on his mouth.  Yeah, if
Brandi was under suspicion, it made sense to suspect him too. 
He couldn’t fault the captain’s logic, even if it did put him in
the middle of a messy situation.

Sighing, he pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to think of
what he should do.  Real Purists were about to invade the
area.  A hunting party was after him.  Victor and Walt
were likely chasing down Klaus and the halves.  Now, he had
the ACS on his tail and—he looked at Brandi who was trying to get
the worst of the dirt out of her clothes—his… companion… might be a
traitor.  Yep, the day was off to a great start.

“Damien, where are you now?”

“At the airport.  Beth’s renting us a car and then we’re
heading to Renwick.  That’s the nearest town to Kolding’s
Pass.”

“I’m surprised the captain let you go.”  Reno commented
idly while calculating how long it would take Damien to reach
Kolding’s Pass and when the ACS would arrive.  Damien had a
head start but the ACS would be taking a private jet. 
Frowning, he decided everyone would likely converge on the place at
about the same time.

“The captain didn’t let me go.”  There was a hint of
laughter in Damien’s voice.  “I left a message and then didn’t
pick up when he called me back.”

Reno huffed, thinking of how the captain would have fumed over
Damien’s absence.  Or, maybe Damien would have been considered
a liability on the raid since his partner was under
suspicion.  Perhaps the plan had been to isolate Damien to
keep him from providing a tip-off.  It’s what he would have
done if he’d been in the captain’s shoes.  Reno rubbed his
neck, not entirely comfortable with the knowledge that he and the
captain were so much alike.

“Okay, Damien, here’s the scoop on what’s happening on my
end.”  As succinctly as possible, Reno explained the salient
points of the situation.

“So what’s your next step?”

“Hell if I know.”  Reno glanced over at Brandi who was now
dressed and waiting for him.  Could he trust her or not? 
His gut was telling him yes, that somehow she’d been set up, but
the Enforcer in him was urging caution.  “I suppose I’ll try
to find the mixed families and halves, make sure they’re safe and
then find Klaus.  He’ll likely need some help dealing with
Victor and the visiting Purists until the ACS arrives.”

“And what about Brandi?”

“She’ll be with me.”  He answered shortly.

“I’m sure it’s a mistake,” Damien offered but his voice lacked
conviction.

“Yeah.”  He sighed and tried to ignore the sick feeling
twisting his insides.  “Listen, when you get here, give me a
call.  Hopefully by then I’ll have a better idea of what’s
going on.  But keep Beth away.  She’s a half and you
don’t want to chance having her near these Purist bastards.”

Damien agreed and they ended the call.

For a moment Reno stood there staring at the phone in his hand,
wondering what he should tell Brandi, if anything.  Was there
any point in upsetting her with the news?  Not really. 
He scowled, questioning his own motives, wondering if he was
keeping the information from her to protect her or because he
thought there was a chance she really was guilty.

 










Chapter 26

 


Brandi watched as Reno concluded his phone call.  Lines
furrowed his brow and she wondered if he’d received bad news and if
so, what.  That he was talking to his partner, Damien, was no
secret; she’d heard the initial bit of the conversation.  Then
Damien had said something that had made Reno begin to swear and
he’d moved away, turning his back and keeping his voice low so she
couldn’t overhear.

It was obviously a private conversation but her curiosity was
piqued.  Lycan Link business?  Or had Damien gotten
himself into another romantic pickle?  She smiled at the
thought.  The man’s escapades were legendary and she knew of
more than one occasion where he’d become a bone of contention
between two females.  With his black hair and dark eyes, she
knew he’d turned the heads of most of the ladies at Lycan
Link.  It was likely she was one of the few who hadn’t given
him longing glances, but then again, by the time Damien started as
an Enforcer she was already bonded to his partner.

No, Reno wouldn’t look that concerned over Damien’s love
life.  If she asked, would Reno tell her what the problem
was?  Perhaps.  And there was no harm in asking, was
there?

Tired of waiting for him to come to her, she got to her feet and
wandered over to where he stood apparently deep in thought.

“What did Damien want?”

He hesitated before responding.  “He’s heading towards
Kolding’s Pass.  I called him last night, asking him to come
as backup in case I needed help getting you out of here.”

“Oh.”  She digested the information that Reno had been
concerned enough about her to ask for help.  The idea warmed
her heart.  “So he’ll be here soon?”

Reno moved off to pick up his pants.  Pulling them on, he
tucked the phone into his pocket before answering.  “He gets
here when he gets here.”

His answer seemed purposely vague but she shrugged it off. 
“We’re not just going to stand around here waiting for him though,
are we?”

“No.  I need to check on the halves and their
families.  They were supposed to head to the tunnels; however,
given the cave-ins, they could be anywhere.  And I need to
find Klaus, too.”

She noted how he’d said ‘I’ rather than ‘we.’  Well, if he
thought he was going alone, that’s not how it would play out. 
They went together whether he liked it or not!  “The mine
entrance closest to town is about a couple of miles from here;
that’s the one they were going to meet at so it’s logically the
first place to check but… ”  She paused, recalling the
conversation she’d heard last night.  “You can’t go that
way.  Walt has a hunting party searching for you.”

“No choice.  I’m not staying here twiddling my thumbs when
they might need my help.  I’m an Enforcer and it’s my duty to
protect.”

Brandi compressed her lips tightly, knowing he was right but not
liking it.  “Well, you’re not going alone.  Don’t think I
didn’t notice your wording.”

The corner of Reno’s mouth curved upward.  “Force of
habit.  Don’t worry; I’m not letting you out of my
sight.  We move as a team.”

Still worried about his safety from the hunting party, she
wracked her brain for any means of reducing the danger.  “We
could go through the stream at least part way; that would throw the
hunting team off our scent.”

He shook his head.  “Fallacy.  The rafts—dead skin
cells that all living creatures shed—float on top of the
water.  And even if the water’s moving downstream like this
is, our scent is in the air.  We’ll just have to hope the
hunters aren’t in the area.  If they are… ” he paused and gave
her a hard look, “I’ll distract them, and you take off. 
There’s no sense in both of us being captured.”

“But—”

“No buts.  I’m in charge.  You follow orders.” 
He lifted his chin, an air of authority radiating from him.

Brandi swallowed back her comment, instinctively acknowledging
his leadership.  He was trained in these types of
situations.  She wasn’t.

They set off, moving swiftly and silently, watching for signs
that others were about.  Occasionally, Reno would signal her
to stop and point out tracks on the ground or crushed
vegetation.  Even though she wasn’t a skilled tracker, she
knew what the signs meant and could pick up the traces of scent
left behind.  A hunting party had been through the area
several hours ago.  She felt it boded well for them; if this
part of the mountain had been searched already they wouldn’t be
coming back this way soon.

As they neared the entrance to the tunnel, Reno unexpectedly
stopped.  Thinking he was unsure which way to go, Brandi
gestured to the right, but he grabbed her arm and pulled them both
into the shelter of a bush.  His lips pressed to her ear, he
whispered a warning.

“Something’s wrong.”

His breath against her skin made her shiver, but she forced
herself to concentrate, raising her brows questioningly. 
“What?’

“I don’t know.  It’s just a feeling.”  He inhaled
slowly, testing the air while slowly moving his gaze over the
surrounding area.  “There are lots of scents.  Klaus has
been here.  Peter and the others.  Some I can’t place…
”

Brandi sniffed and smiled as she recognized some of those
present.  “Alice—that’s Peter’s mate—is one of them.  And
their girls.  I’m glad they made it here safely.  The
cave-in must not have affected this area.”

Reno nodded.  “Some are the halves, but I’m not sure about
the others.”  He compressed his lips and narrowed his
eyes.  “I don’t know.  It could be Klaus’ people. 
The man’s not an idiot.  If he’s planned this as a meeting
point, he’ll have set up guards and be prepared to defend the
area.  Maybe that’s what I’m sensing.”

Brandi nodded.  “Victor’s not going to release control of
the pack easily.  Klaus will be expecting some type of
retribution.  It’s a good thing we’re here to help.”  She
moved to step forward.

Reno pulled her back.  “No.  If it was Klaus’ wolves,
they’d have seen us approaching and shown themselves by now.”

“Then you think some of Victor’s men are here?”  She
glanced about, an uneasy feeling growing in her stomach.  “But
if they’re here, why haven’t they entered the mine and recaptured
Peter and the others?”

For a moment Reno was silent, vertical lines showing between his
brows as he thought.  “Perhaps… ” he began slowly as if the
puzzle pieces were just starting to fall into place. “They’re at a
stand-off and Victor’s just trying to sit on the situation; to keep
a lid on things until after the Purists’ gathering is over. 
He won’t want to lose face in front of the other leaders, yet he
can’t be sure his men can deal with Klaus in time.”  Reno
scanned the area again while continuing to explain.  “If the
mixed families and halves are in the mine—and we believe they
are—Victor will leave them there for the time being with guards
posted so they can’t get out.  The entrance under the town
hall has been sealed and quite likely he’s directed other men to
search out and guard the remaining entrances.”  He flicked a
glance her way.  “That might even explain why the exit we used
was partially blocked.  It could have been intentional but
whoever carried out the deed didn’t check to see if it sealed
completely.”

“So… until the meeting’s over, nothing happens?”

“That’s my best guess.  And once the Purists are gone,
Victor will likely send his men in to flush out the mines.”

“And what about Klaus?”  She furrowed her brow.  “Does
Victor have men hunting him down as well?  And if Victor does,
he must be running short on manpower.  Our pack wasn’t that
big.”  She began to tick the various groups off on her
fingers.  “Some of his men are here, some are out hunting for
you, and there’s probably a good sized contingent at the meeting
with him since he’d want a show of force.”

Reno pulled his lips back in a nasty grin.  “That works in
our favour then.  Victor’s resources are strained.  His
best men are likely scattered and he’s having to use less skilled
members of his team.”  He chuckled.  “The man’s likely
shitting bricks hoping this doesn’t all blow up in his face.”

“It would be a pleasure if it did.”

They were both silent for a moment, each considering all the
possible twists and turns the situation might take.

“So what are we going to do now?”

Reno rubbed his chin.  “Okay, here’s the plan.  We’ll
assume Klaus is safe and still at large, capable of directing his
team and maintaining a standoff for several hours.  I’m sure
there are guards—Victor’s guards—watching this place.  They
know we’re here and are just waiting to see what we do.  I’m
going to distract them, try to lead them away from here while you
sit tight.  Once they start to follow me, head for the
mine.  It’s a defensible location.  You’ll be safe in
there with Peter and the others.”  He moved to stand up and
this time she was the one grabbing an arm in restraint.

“Are you crazy?”  She shook her head.  “No way. 
First of all, I’m not going to hide and secondly, what good is it
to Klaus and Peter and the rest if you’re captured?  Victor
will just repost guards by the entrance and, as you said, deal with
us once his big meeting is over.”

Reno stared at the ground, then glanced up at her.  “I
wasn’t entirely… honest… when I told about Damien’s call. 
He’s coming… and so are Captain Fielding and the ACS squad.”

“ACS?  Here?”  She smiled and relaxed, releasing her
grip on his arm.  “That’s a good thing.  Why didn’t you
tell me sooner?”

“I—”

The sound of pebbles skittering down the slopes cut him
off.  They both turned in the direction of the noise and swore
in unison.  It was Katie, heading directly towards them.

“Hey!  Hi there!”  She was calling out and waving her
hands.

Brandi looked about frantically and just as Reno had suspected,
wolves began to appear from several hiding places downwind of their
present location.  Before she could even decide what to do,
Reno had shifted forms and was gone.

He darted from the bushes, running directly between Katie and
the wolves.  They faltered, then five of them veered off
course and began to chase Reno, while the remaining wolf continued
towards the young girl.

Brandi’s heart pounded with fear for Reno, yet as much as she’d
like to help him she knew Katie had to be her priority. 
That’s why Reno had bolted after all, to draw them away from the
child.

Brandi shifted and streaked out heading towards the remaining
wolf.  It was intent on Katie and, using the element of
surprise to her advantage, she hit the wolf broadside.  The
animal went rolling several yards down the slope before regaining
its footing.

Keeping her head low, Brandi circled around her opponent
thankful she’d followed Reno’s advice all those years ago and
upgraded her combat skills.  While the course had dealt with
self-defence in human form, the instructor had thrown in a few wolf
tricks as well.  She hoped they worked as efficiently in real
life as they had in the classroom.

The wolf lunged at her and she leapt out of the way, twisting
mid-air and managing to slash his flank.  Landing, she twirled
and aimed low, going for his hamstring.  Take out a leg if
you can, the teacher had told her.  After that the
underbelly and throat.

She missed the leg, the other wolf moving at the last
second.  As her teeth clicked together, she felt a searing
pain in her shoulder.  His teeth ripped into her flesh. 
Yelping, she jumped away, looking up to see Katie but a few feet
away with a large branch held over her head, ready to strike!

What in heaven’s name was the girl thinking of?  Surely she
knew better than to step into the middle of a wolf fight! 
Even as the thought formed in her head, Katie swung, barely missing
Brandi but catching the wolf alongside the head.  The beast
cried out and then slumped to the ground. And just like that, the
fight was over.

Immediately Brandi shifted back to human form.  It had been
a brief scuffle but she was still panting and keyed up from the
adrenaline rush the incident had created.  She stared at the
wolf on the ground then looked up at Katie.  The girl’s face
showed surprise before crumpling into tears, the branch dropping
from her now limp hands.

“Is he… ?”

Brandi knelt and double checked, but the wolf’s breathing was
strong.  “You knocked him out, nothing worse.”  She
paused for a moment, staring at the wolf, checking his scent. 
As she slowly stood, her hands curled into fists.  He was one
of her cousins, barely beyond a pup.  The fact that he was
obviously part of Victor’s group and had no compunction about
attacking her soured her stomach.

Katie—apparently oblivious to Brandi’s feelings—seemed to
quickly recover from her momentary shock and was now beaming. 
“We make a good team, don’t we?”

“No.  We do not make a good team!”  Brandi
felt her exasperation boiling over.  “What the hell did you
think you were doing, running down the mountain, and yelling at us
like that?  You gave away our hiding place, put yourself in
danger, and now Reno’s… ”  She clamped her mouth shut,
unwilling even to contemplate what was happening to him.

“I… I was just trying to help,” Katie looked up at her with sad,
puppy dog eyes.

“Don’t give me that look.  It might work on your
grandfather but it doesn’t work on me.  And how was yelling
out like that supposed to help?”  She glared at the girl
before checking out the wound on her own shoulder. 
Thankfully, it was a minor cut and already healing.

Katie folded her arms and huffed obviously miffed that her
favourite method of getting out of trouble wasn’t working.  “I
saw you coming this way so I was trying to distract the
wolves.  I knew they were there and thought they’d chase after
me so you and Reno could head into the mines.”

“And you were going to outrun six wolves?”  Brandi stared
at her incredulous.  “You aren’t even old enough to
shift!”

“But I know these mountains.  There’s a crevice just behind
that rock and it leads into a cave and from there into the
tunnels.  I was going to slip in there and then make my way
around to where Peter and the rest are hiding.”  Katie tossed
her hair over her shoulders and glared.

Brandi shook her head, unable to believe the girl’s
self-confidence.  The plan had had some merit—not that she’d
admit that to Katie—but Reno’s intervention had added an unexpected
curve.  “Well, your plan didn’t work because now Reno’s trying
to outrun five wolves and he doesn’t know the territory.  And
he wouldn’t be in that situation except that he thought he was
saving you.”

“Reno was trying to save me?”  The girl’s eyes grew large
and a look of adoration spread over her face.

Brandi snorted in disgust at the girl’s crush but was saved from
having to comment by the appearance of Peter and Darcy running
towards them.

“We saw Victor’s guards take off and came out to see what was
going on.”  They looked down at the unconscious wolf.  “I
guess you didn’t need us though.”

“Just lucky,” Brandi answered tightly, frowning at Katie. 
“We took out this one but the other five are after Reno.”  She
glanced in the direction he’d gone.  While her wolf was urging
her to go to the aid of her mate, she knew running all over the
mountain made no sense.  “What’s going on here?”

“We’re holed up in the mines.  Our mates and pups had just
arrived with their escorts and we were heading back to where you
were when there was a cave-in.  We tried to clear the rubble
but it was too unstable so we headed back this way. 
Unfortunately, by the time we returned to the entrance, Victor had
guards posted.”  Peter shot a look at Katie.  “And this
one didn’t tell us there was another way out.  We didn’t even
notice that she’d left.”

“No one pays attention to kids,” Katie shrugged.  “Besides,
the opening’s too small for adults and Gramps always says to keep
an ace up your sleeve.  That was mine.  I slipped away
and was keeping a lookout from a higher vantage point.”

Brandi rolled her eyes at the girl’s reasoning and then
explained what had happened since they’d last seen each
other.  “Reno thinks Victor’s plan is to keep you trapped
until the Purists conclude their meeting.  Then they’ll come
for you.”

“It makes sense.  We’ve been wondering why they didn’t
attack.”  Peter furrowed his brow and pulled on his lower
lip.  “Any idea where Klaus is?”

Katie piped up.  “Gramps is going to blow up the meeting
room that Victor’s been building.  He has charges laid all
around the opening.  Once the Purists are in there…
kaboom!”

Brandi felt her eyes widen at the news, the DC officer in her
already thinking of all the problems such an occurrence would
cause.  “So Klaus is there?”

“Probably,” Katie answered.  “Once when I was spying…
  I mean I accidentally overheard him talking once
and he said he’d be there for the showdown and reclaim his
pack!”

Peter backed her story.  “He mentioned having a plan to me
as well, though I didn’t know it was quite that radical.  But
he did say he had about a dozen wolves he could trust and they’d
all be ready to act when the time came.”

Brandi nibbled her lip wondering what the best course of action
would be.  Did she wait here, hoping the ACS would deal with
the problem?  Did she go help Klaus with his crazy plan or
should she follow her heart and find Reno?

She wished Reno had been a bit more specific about when Damien
and the ACS would arrive; the knowledge would have helped her
decide what to do.  It was strange that he’d held back on
telling her.

“I think we should find Klaus.”  Peter stated firmly. 
“I’m tired of waiting around, cowering in caves, and letting others
‘save’ me.  We’re part of Klaus’ pack; we’ve earned our place
and we need to make a stand.”

Darcy nodded in agreement.  “We might not have claws and
teeth like the wolves, but we have guns.  We can stand up to
the Purists.”  He pulled a small weapon from his pocket.

“No guns.”  Aran walked up and yanked the weapon from
Darcy’s hands.  “They’ll only escalate the problem. 
Besides, our children are here.  What example are we setting
for them?”  He jerked his head back and they turned towards
the tunnel entrance to see a small group had gathered and was
watching the proceedings.

Darcy glared at Aran and took the gun back.  “Klaus gave
them to us.  He has no problem with firearms.”

“To defend the children and keep the Purists out of the
tunnels.  We were to use them only if
necessary.”  Peter clarified.

Darcy pocketed the weapon but didn’t look happy.  “What
about this one?”  He poked the wolf on the ground with his
foot.

“Tie him up and put him in the mine.”  Brandi said with
barely a hint of regret.  The wolf was her cousin but familial
loyalty played no part in this.  There was right and there was
wrong and he’d chosen to back the latter.  “The ACS is on its
way.  You can wait here safely and let them deal with the
situation… ”  She held up a hand to stop their instantaneous
protests.  “But if you’re determined to join Klaus, remember
it means heading right into Purist territory.  And you can’t
all go.  Some need to stay back with the pups just in
case.”

The men discussed the matter between them and then headed back
to the mine to talk with their families.  Brandi took Katie by
the shoulder and spoke to her sternly.  “You are not going
with us.  Do you understand?"

“But—“

“No.  You’re too young and it’s too dangerous.”  When
the girl looked like she’d protest again, Brandi switched
tactics.  “Besides, you know this area better than any of
them.  What if the ACS doesn’t arrive in time?  If the
halves and their families need to find a new hiding place you’d be
able to show them where to go.”

“Well… ”  Katie mulled the situation over before finally
agreeing.  The girl’s eyes glinted with mischief and Brandi
suspected she was probably already plotting escape routes and
defensive moves.

Pleased to have one problem solved, Brandi headed towards the
others.  She doubted the wisdom of heading towards the
Purists’ meeting but understood how the human males felt.  And
while she really wanted to find and help Reno, she knew duty came
first.  Pack before personal wants and needs.  It was the
way of her people.

For a moment, she debated if the situation warranted accessing
her connection to him.  The ethics of poking about in his mind
warred with her desire to have a sense of how he was doing.

“Are you ready, Brandi?”  Peter spoke and she blinked,
surprised to find him beside her.  Checking on Reno would have
to wait.  It was probably for the best anyway.  If he was
in trouble her concentration and loyalty would be divided and she
was needed here.

Sometimes it was better not to know.

 










Chapter 27

 


Reno splashed through yet another stream, the water blessedly
cool on his heated body.  It felt like he’d been running for
ages trying to shake the wolves chasing him and he was starting to
feel the strain.  The idea of stopping for a drink was
tempting but he didn’t dare pause, at least not yet.  Instead,
he contented himself with licking up the drops that landed on his
muzzle while proceeding to race up the far bank before doubling
back through the stream and heading towards town.

For all that he’d told Brandi running through water wouldn’t
throw trackers off a scent, it might slow them down and at this
point he’d take whatever advantage he could find.  The group
following him was skilled—more so than he’d expected after his
encounters with Walt and the threesome who’d accosted him outside
his motel room. They’d seemed more like caricatures and he’d
erroneously assumed the rest of Victor’s men would follow in the
same pattern.  He was wrong.

More than once they’d split up, fanning out and trying to force
him to change course, likely wanting to herd him towards a dead end
or some form of terrain that would put him at a disadvantage. 
Luckily, he was experienced enough to recognize their
tactics.  If circumstances had been different, he’d have
enjoyed the opportunity to match wits, but now it was a matter of
survival.  Purists had no love of Enforcers and there was no
doubt that if he were caught, Victor would eliminate him.

Despite his best efforts, the five wolves following him
persisted.  His only advantage seemed to be his size and
stamina.  Over the miles, his longer stride had eventually
allowed him to pull ahead just enough that he was out of visual
range at least part of the time, and he had some sense that those
following him were beginning to tire. Unfortunately, they still
showed no signs of giving up and if his next ploy didn’t work, he
might end up having to fight in order to be rid of them.  The
odds—five to one—weren’t exactly in his favour.  He
might survive the battle but at what cost?  And would
it leave him too weakened to confront Victor?

Reno wanted the Alpha’s hide.  His wolf rumbled its
agreement, eager for a fight where it didn’t have to hold back as
he’d forced it to at the motel the previous night.  Not only
was Victor a Purist who’d resorted to trickery to take over a pack
and ignored the Rights and Freedoms Act as it pertained to halves,
he’d also insinuated he would lay claim to Brandi.  Reno
wasn’t about to let that happen.  Brandi was his.

Concern for her weighed heavily on his mind.  When he’d
seen Katie heading straight towards danger, he’d had no choice but
to try and become the target.  But it meant he’d left Brandi
unprotected.  At least the wolf that had stayed behind had
been smaller and relatively young.  Surely Brandi could handle
the pup… he hoped.

Reno swivelled his ears back and listened intently.  From
the sound of things his pursuers were still following but
considerably farther behind than last time he’d checked. 
Good.  There was still a chance he could lose them when he cut
through town.  If there were enough scents and criss-crossing
paths laid down they might become sufficiently confused that they’d
break off the hunt.  Of course, there was always a chance that
one of the residents might decide to challenge him but it was a
calculated risk.  He was counting on the fact that, with the
Purist leaders holding a meeting near the town, the rest of the
pack might be busy or perhaps Victor would have ordered them to
stay home.  After all, the head honchos were known to guard
their anonymity.

A corner of his mouth curved up as he contemplated the fate of
the leaders once the ACS arrived.  With any luck Damien would
be able to intercept the squad and clue them in on the news that a
group of Purist leaders were in town.  They’d capture the
whole group and cart them back to Lycan Link, thus putting a
serious dent in the Purists’ force.

His stride faltered as he considered that the ACS might arrest
Brandi as well.  She wasn’t guilty, of course.  It had to
be a mistake.  In his gut he was sure of it and his wolf
grunted in agreement, yet a tiny grain of doubt remained.  Was
he letting his personal feelings cloud his judgement?  He
didn’t think so, but…

The town came into view and once again he focussed on losing the
wolves tailing him.  He mentally ran over his plan: 
circle the town, cut across several of the main streets and head
back into the mountains.  By intersecting his paths, the trail
should become a maze that leads nowhere.  Once he was free of
those chasing him, he could concentrate on tracking down
Victor.

Reno veered to the left, skirting the outer buildings.  The
town seemed eerily quiet as he ran by, only the clicking of his
nails on the sidewalks creating any sound.  His supposition
that Victor had confined the pack to their homes must have been
correct.  Well, all the better for him.  He quickly
completed his planned course, before heading back towards the cover
of the forest.

His sides heaved from the exertion of the prolonged run and once
he was well hidden by the trees, he finally paused to rest and
slake his thirst at a small puddle.  A five minute break and
then he’d be off again.  Sinking to the ground, he sighed in
relief, his exhausted muscles thanking him for the reprieve. 
Slowly his heartbeat returned to normal and his breathing
calmed.  Resting his chin on his paws, he studied his
surroundings; the spot where he’d chosen to stop providing a good
view of the town below.  There wasn’t much happening
except…

The door of the town hall opened and two people stepped
out.  Narrowing his eyes, Reno concluded it was Walt and
Victor.  Slowly, he sat up, keeping his gaze fixed on
them.  Now what were they up to and why were they still in
town?  Surely, the Purist leaders had arrived by now. 
Was Victor trying for a show of authority by arriving late and
keeping the others waiting?  Perhaps.  It was just the
sort of tactic the man would employ.

After conversing for a few minutes, Victor got in a vehicle and
drove off leaving Walt standing in the street.  Now that was
also curious; could it be that, like Klaus, Victor also suspected
Walt of being duplicitous and didn’t trust him near the
leaders?  Even from a distance, Reno could tell by Walt’s
stance that he wasn’t pleased.  So there was dissent in the
ranks; Reno nodded.  That fact might prove useful later
on.

Walt watched Victor drive off and then paced back and forth
several times before turning to stare up at the mountain, seeming
to look right in Reno’s direction.

Reno resisted the urge to slink down low.  Remaining still
was the best way to hide.  Eventually, the man went inside and
Reno shifted his gaze to Victor’s truck.  The vehicle headed
out of town then began winding its way up a dirt road.  Clouds
of dust betrayed its progress even when it was lost from sight by
the trees.  When the dust cloud stopped, Reno mentally marked
the location.  Hmm…   It appeared to be only a few miles
from the coal conveyor—the mine entrance he and Brandi had used
earlier that day—just higher up.  Hell.  If he’d only
known he could have been there ahead of Victor, lying in wait.

A frustrated growl escaped him as he contemplated retracing his
steps back up the mountain once again.  This was better than
any workout routine the trainers at Lycan Link had ever
devised!

The sound of howling drew his attention back to the town and he
noted with satisfaction that those hunting him seemed to be milling
about in confusion.  His lips curled into a smile as he took a
moment to enjoy their obvious frustration, but didn’t allow himself
to linger.  They were clever enough to figure out his trick
and he wanted to be well away before they picked up his scent
again.

Rising to his feet, he headed towards Victor’s location,
resisting the urge to detour and check on Brandi.  He had to
believe she was capable of taking care of herself.  And she
wasn’t alone; the humans and their mates were with her plus
whatever assistance Klaus had put in place.  A short bark of
laughter escaped him when he realized this was the same pep talk he
gave himself whenever Brandi went into a Purist pack as a DC to do
clean-up.  Logic couldn’t always soothe feelings when you
cared about someone.

Briefly, he wondered if a second shift of Victor’s wolves would
arrive to guard the halves.  Had the ones following him
alerted anyone they were leaving their post?  Or had the mixed
families and halves been left unguarded?  If that were the
case, would Peter and the others stay put or take the opportunity
to leave the mines and seek safety at the base of the mountain in
one of the towns?  And would Brandi go with them?

Reno concentrated on finding the quickest path possible up the
mountain.  The sooner this mess was taken care of, the sooner
he could find Brandi.  Something inside was urging him to
hurry, to not waste time but exactly why, he was unsure.

Despite the growing tension within him, he was careful to
approach from downwind, wanting the element of surprise to be on
his side.  Constantly scanning the area in case Victor had
guards posted along the way, he finally found himself back at the
conveyor entrance.  Approaching with caution, he sniffed the
air to see if anyone was about.

Faint whiffs of other wolves drifted by but none had been in the
vicinity recently.  His scent and Brandi’s still lingered
bringing back memories of their close encounter.  Had it only
been a few hours ago that they’d played in the nearby pond, totally
oblivious that they were but a few miles away from the site of a
major Purist gathering?  Damn, they’d been lucky.  It
would have been all too easy for Purists to take them unaware while
they were wrapped in each other’s arms.

Reno grimaced at how close a call that had been.  The
captain was right; emotional involvement clouded your senses and
put you at a tactical disadvantage.  That was another reason
rogues made good Enforcers; the fact that they seldom formed deep,
lasting bonds with others meant they weren’t distracted when
carrying out their duties.  He frowned and wondered where that
left him and his relationship with Brandi.

He tried to ignore the unsettling question and moved on towards
where Victor and his cronies were likely gathered.  The
Purists had to be his main concern right now and he needed to keep
his wits about him.

Picking his way along, Reno used the shadows and outcroppings of
rock to hide his progress.  Recent rains had left the plant
life green and lush which meant his paws moved silently over the
moist ground; no betraying crunch from dried leaves would alert his
quarry.  The winds remained light and he was able to keep his
downwind advantage.  No squirrels or birds called out warnings
as he passed by.  Yes, all in all, things seemed to be working
in his favour.

Yet, if that was the case, why was he second guessing his plan
the closer he came to the meeting site?  Why was there
foreboding growing inside him?  Was this what he’d heard the
old ones talk about?  A sense that your time was almost
up?

A shiver passed over him at the idea this might be the day he
died.  As an Enforcer it was always a possibility but he’d
never really worried about it before; there’d been nothing binding
him to this earthly life.  Now, however, he was on the verge
of building a relationship with a female and he wasn’t ready to die
without having explored that possibility further.

He gave a snort of disgust when he realized the path his
thoughts had taken.  Quit whining like some wussy romance
character, he muttered to himself.  Suck it up.  Today’s
as good a day to die as any.  Wasn’t that what he was supposed
to be saying?

Giving his head a shake to clear his thoughts, he focussed on
the present.  He needed to stay alert.  It was obvious
from the scents in the air that dozens of wolves were about. 
No doubt each Purist Alpha had brought along their own contingent
of supporters.  Narrowing his eyes, he grumbled his
discontent.  Somehow, he’d envisioned taking Victor off guard
or luring the Alpha away from the others, but apparently that
wasn’t likely to happen.  The man was probably surrounded by
protection.

Reno cursed under his breath at his own folly; he’d let emotion
rule his judgement.  By concentrating solely on the fact that
he wanted a confrontation with Victor, he hadn’t analyzed the
situation properly.  Only an ass would come charging up here
by himself for some grand showdown.

No, the most he could do was lay low, perhaps carry out some
reconnaissance and then report the relevant details to the ACS when
they arrived.  Of course, that was only if the ACS was willing
to talk to him.  It hadn’t escaped his mind that he was
considered a possible co-conspirator in Brandi’s supposed leaking
of information to the Purists.  Maybe that was the source of
his unease, the fact that his own men might have turned on
him.  He recalled the oath of allegiance he’d taken upon
joining Lycan Link and the fact that both he and Brandi could be
court-martialled and possibly found guilty.

Of course they weren’t guilty, but by time the charges were
disproven and the real culprits found, his reputation and Brandi’s
would be ruined.  Everything he’d worked for would be lost,
the only home he had—his pseudo-pack—would no longer welcome
him.  He pushed the thoughts from his mind.  Negative
speculation wasn’t helpful.  There was a job to do and duty
came before personal concerns.

The sound of car doors opening and shutting let him know he was
close to his destination.  Noticing a small ledge just a few
yards away, he dropped to his belly, crawling along with utmost
care, keeping out of sight and ensuring he stayed downwind of the
gathering.  Once in place, he peeked over the edge, biting
back an instinctive snarl at the sight of his enemies.

Before him a large bowl-like depression, at least a hundred
yards wide, was cut into the earth.  At the far end he could
see an opening to a mine tunnel and at the other was a gravel
roadway.  The whole area showed signs of recent excavation;
the sides of the hollow were bare soil and stone with only a few
straggly native plants beginning to take root.

Several vehicles were parked in the middle of the space, some
having out-of-state license plates, while others were local. 
Thirteen in all, including Victor’s truck.  An unlucky number,
he mused, but unlucky for whom?

Weres were milling about, some in small groups, others staring
around assessing the location.  Reno kept himself pressed low
to the ground, thankful his fur blended in with his
surroundings.

With the wind blowing his way, he was able to catch snatches of
conversation.  General greetings, comments about the
trip.  A few were discussing the benefits of the location
while Victor visibly preened.  The man was easy to pick out of
the crowd, his dull blond hair slicked back and his clothes too
perfectly pressed.  Reno snorted wondering if the man even
knew how to get dirty.

“Yes, it’s a pure Lycan town with minimal access to the outside
world.”  The sound of Victor’s voice drifted up to Reno’s
location.  “And the rooms I’ve developed underground are
perfect for meetings.  They’re secure, sound proof, and I’ve
installed reinforced beams throughout.  If it meets with your
approval, I’ll proceed with my plans to add steel plates for extra
structural stability and install more generators.”

“Isn’t it better that we keep changing our location?” 
Someone questioned.  “Constantly gathering in one place might
draw undue attention from Lycan Link.”

“I’m a visionary, Roberts.  I’m preparing for the day when
we begin to take over.”  Victor lifted his chin.  “It
won’t be easy.  There’ll be bloodshed and hardship before we
make Lycans see the truth of our ways.  And during those dark
days, our leaders will need secure locations such as this.”

“Well spoken, brother.”  Another man stepped forward and
clapped his hand on Victor’s shoulder.  Something about the
fellow led Reno to assume he held a high rank within the
organization.  “Your work for our cause hasn’t gone
unnoticed.  The information you’ve provided on upcoming raids
has saved many of our members.  You won’t go unrewarded.”

Reno’s ears perked up.  Victor was the one providing
information to the Purists about ACS raids!  The man obviously
had someone on the inside of Lycan Link and logically that person
would be… Brandi.

A stone settled in his gut as the puzzle pieces fell into
place.  Victor had information.  Brandi was a member of
the pack.  She worked for Lycan Link.  And her
computer was the source of several cases of hacking.  The
evidence was damning and he shook his head, not wanting to believe
it.

“Hey!  What’s that?”

Reno jerked from his introspection and swore.  He’d been so
busy thinking he hadn’t noticed the shift in the wind.  The
Purist Alphas were all looking in his direction and several of
their guards had already shifted forms and were heading his
way!

Scrambling to his feet, he turned and ran.  A wolf suddenly
appeared to his left so he swerved right, leaping over a fallen
tree and around a bush only to see another wolf coming at him from
that direction.  Changing course, he ran another few yards but
two more were bearing down on him.  Bits of dirt and grass
flew into the air as he skidded and tried to alter his path yet
again.  A couple of strides to the left and still more wolves
came into sight.  Reno pivoted around, darting his gaze about,
desperate to find an escape.  When none was apparent, he chose
the smallest looking wolf and charged directly at him.

His move obviously took the Lycan by surprise for it hesitated
and that was all the opening Reno needed.  Rather than wasting
time fighting, he launched himself over the animal’s head, used its
back as a springboard and took off.  He had no idea where he
was going but any place was preferable to his present location, or
so he thought until he realized he was heading straight towards the
upper edge of the depression where the leaders were gathered.

Trying to make a sharp turn, he gasped, surprised to feel the
ground beneath him begin to slide down the slope.  The soft
dirt and loose gravel were giving way under his scrambling
feet.  He spread his toes wide, trying to gain a firm footing
but the freshly excavated ground continued to slip and he found
himself skidding out of control, caught in the midst of a
landslide.

Over and over he tumbled, small rocks coming loose and rolling
down around him, hitting his back and shoulders, bruising his legs
as he careened out of control.  First one and then another
banged into his nose and he yelped, his eyes watering from the
pain.  Dust rose up around him, filling his eyes and
nostrils.  Coughing and sputtering, he struggled to catch his
breath, to see where he was going, to stop his mad descent.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, his unplanned ride was
over.  The world was still.  The dust settled. 
Shakily he got to his feet, his whole body throbbing from the
beating it had just taken.  He blinked rapidly, shook his head
to clear his vision, and then cursed the fates.  He’d landed
just a few feet from Victor!

Force of habit had him glancing about even though he already
knew there was no means of escape.  Those that had been
chasing him closed in from behind and the Purist leaders formed a
wall in front.  Not liking being at a disadvantage with the
others towering over him, Reno shifted into his human form.

“Mr. Smith.  I confess to being surprised that you decided
to join us in such a manner.”  Victor gave him a mocking
nod.  “I was expecting a more… subtle… approach.  But
perhaps the rumours of your greatness are just that, rumours.”

“Subtlety is over-rated.  I prefer a more in your face
method.”  Reno hooked his thumbs in his belt loops and took a
casual stance while rapidly calculating the odds that he’d make it
out of this alive.  Right now, it appeared to be around
zero.

“Strange, but to me it appeared you were at my feet.” 
Victor snickered.

“Well, you rate damned low in my book so ground level seemed
about right to me.”  Reno shrugged and then barely ducked in
time to miss the blow that came at him from the right.  One of
Victor’s men apparently had taken exception to his comment.

“You need to show respect for an Alpha.”  The man growled
and took another swing.  Reno blocked the blow while
delivering one of his own that left the fellow on the ground
wheezing for breath.  When the others moved in closer to come
to their comrade’s aid Victor barked out a command.

“Enough!  We have more important matters to deal with than
this one.”

“Did you say his name was Smith?”  One of the Purist
leaders—the one called Roberts who had questioned having a
permanent meeting spot—asked.  He looked nervous.  “As in
Reno Smith, from the ACS?”

“One and the same.”  Victor answered shortly and turned
away as if not wanting to acknowledge the other man.

“ACS?  Here?”  The one who was more dominant raised
his brows and the rest of the group murmured uneasily.

“Not to worry, Burchard.  Smith’s appearance here has
nothing to do with Lycan Link or the ACS.  He erroneously
believed one of my females had formed an attachment to him.”

Reno kept his face bland while frowning inwardly.  Did
Victor actually believe that or was it a tale he was spinning to
the others to save face?

“Why he’s here no longer matters,” Roberts pointed out. 
“The problem is that he is here and must have put the
puzzle pieces together.  He knows we’re Purists and can
identify us.  After all, the man’s not stupid.”

“Thanks,” Reno gave the man a mocking bow, wondering what they
might do with him.  Would they kill him now or tie him up and
kill him later?  Not much of a choice but he’d take the latter
since it provided a window of hope.  You never knew when
events might turn in your favour.

Victor sighed.  “Smith’s nothing but a minor
annoyance.  I plan to get rid of him once we are done with our
meeting.”  He jerked his head towards his men.  “Tie him
up.”

“No.”  Roberts stepped forward and Reno noted with interest
the challenge in the man’s voice.

“No?”  Victor stiffened and lifted his chin.

“Deal with him now before he has a chance to escape.” 
Roberts folded his arms and widened his stance.

“Fine.”  Victor snapped out the word, likely disgruntled at
this interruption to his moment of glory.  His ice blue eyes
looked even colder than ever.  “DaSilva, go and—”

“And,” Roberts interrupted.  “You should be the one to do
it.  You’ve been spouting your hatred of Enforcers and the ACS
for long enough.  All talk and no action; that’s how it looks
from where I stand.  When was the last time you even went
hunting and made a kill?”  The man paused and looked Victor up
and down before jeering.  “It’s as if you don’t even want to
get your paws dirty.”

Victor narrowed his eyes and a few of the other leaders chuckled
at the verbal jab.

“Brother Roberts has a point.”  Burchard clasped his hands
behind his back and cocked his head to the side, studying
Victor.  “Those who make up my inner circle not only preach
returning to our roots, they model it through their deeds.  I
don’t recall seeing you in wolf form recently.  When was the
last time you spilled blood?”

Reno noted the muscle working in Victor’s jaw and the
unmistakeable gleam of glee in Roberts’ eyes.  Apparently, a
power struggle was going on within the Purists’ hierarchy.

Silence descended on the group.  Even the weres behind him,
who had been milling restlessly about, stilled.  Victor’s gaze
slowly moved over those assembled, his lip curling in disdain when
he looked at Roberts.

Ever so subtly Victor pulled his shoulders back.  When he
spoke, his words were measured, his tone having an edge of
derision.  “Some might feel the need to prove themselves with
endless shifting.  They spend their time and energy on
pointless hunts that have no benefit beyond the enjoyment of blood
sport.  I, however, prefer to devote myself to furthering our
cause through the gathering of intelligence and the acquisition of
more members.  In the end, would you prefer a secure shelter
or a dead stag?”  He looked back at Burchard and quirked an
eyebrow.

Tension was palpable as those gathered glanced between the three
main players in the confrontation.  Roberts’ face was
red.  Burchard lowered his brows and Reno was sure he heard a
collective gasp.  In fact, he readied himself assuming a
leadership battle would ensue and it might allow him an escape
opportunity.

Unexpectedly, Burchard relaxed and let out a bellow of
laughter.  “A point to Victor, Roberts, though your dead deer
might be useful as emergency rations.  Victor, can you install
a freezer in your underground shelter so we can store Roberts’
contributions to the cause?”

“Perhaps.”  The corners of Victor’s mouth curled ever so
slightly and he nodded.

Burchard was clever, Reno decided.  The man seemed to have
baited the two in order to judge their reactions and then defused
the situation by turning it into a joke.  Was Burchard looking
for a second in command and were these two both up for the
job?  If so, Victor had come out the winner though his subtle
challenge towards Burchard in front of the other Purists might blow
up in his face.  A second in command needed to be strong and
clever but not too ambitious or the leader would fear being
usurped.

The tension within the group eased but Reno knew his own fate
had yet to be decided.  He scanned those gathered wondering if
he had one minute or one hour left to live.  Flicking his gaze
over the surrounding countryside, he caught sight of a flash of
movement on the slopes above.  Narrowing his eyes, he could
almost swear he’d seen someone with red hair but that was
ridiculous.  Brandi was safe in the tunnels, wasn’t she?

While Reno puzzled over what he’d seen, Victor addressed those
gathered once more.  “I embrace the ancient ways of our people
as any of my pack members can testify.  However if you need
further proof—"  Without warning, the Alpha shifted forms and
lunged towards Reno.

 










Chapter 28

 


Brandi, Peter and the others had spent the last hour working
their way up the mountain, circling around and above the meeting
spot that Victor was using.  By keeping downwind, they’d
managed to avoid detection and were now hunkered down to assess the
situation and hopefully locate Klaus and his men.

The wind was picking up speed, yet another rainstorm on its way
during the unseasonably wet summer.  Bits of leaves and dirt
whirled in the air as grey clouds, rolling and heavy with
precipitation, slowly moved in obscuring the bright blue sky. 
Brandi shivered as the air became cooler.  She was hungry,
tired, and most importantly, worried about Reno.  At one point
her mental control had slipped and she’d opened her connection to
him.  There’d been a strong feeling that he was in danger, his
senses on high alert.  It had been intense enough to spike her
own anxiety and send adrenaline surging through her system.

Anxiety had clawed at her stomach and she’d longed to linger in
his mind, to really know what was going on, to perhaps even help,
however she’d forced herself to pull back.  Not only wasn’t it
ethical, but it could even be dangerous to Reno.  While he’d
never shown signs of being aware of her mental bond to him, she
didn’t want to chance that it might somehow distract him.  A
split second of him wondering why there was a niggling in his
mind—a moment of inattention—could prove to be his undoing.

Brandi wrapped her arms around her body and compressed her lips
tightly.  Leaning back, she felt the rock she was hiding
behind pressing against her, its surface hard and rough. 
Somehow, its unyielding nature was comforting right now as
everything else in her life seemed to be unravelling.  She
eased back even more and stared unseeingly at the ground while
mulling over the situation.

Reno was an Enforcer, trained to deal with dangerous
situations.  He likely had several tricks up his sleeve and
would easily outwit his pursuers.  The sense of danger she’d
picked up on was likely just a result of him being overly alert and
ready for any eventuality.  She tried to squeeze some comfort
from that fact, despite the sense that something… unpleasant… was
about to happen.

“I wonder where Klaus is.”  Aran was next to her scanning
the slopes for any sign of their Alpha.  Presently, they were
all gathered in the shelter of several large boulders some distance
up the mountain from where Victor was holding his meeting.  By
peering over the top they could just make out that a number of
vehicles were there and a fairly large contingent of weres seemed
to be milling about.  According to Katie, Klaus should be
somewhere around here waiting for the right moment to enact his
plan.

“I’m right here,” a voice came to them out of nowhere and they
all turned to see Klaus emerge as silently as a shadow from behind
a large tree several yards away.  “The question is why you are
here?”  He folded his arms and stared down at them, his
expression twisted with displeasure.

“We’ve come to help.”  Peter rose to his feet.

“Dammit, Peter!”  Klaus snarled at them.  “I gave
you—all of you—orders to stay put until this mess was taken care
of.  I didn’t spend months working to keep your families safe
and you alive just to have you walk into the middle of a group of
bloody Purists!  Are you trying to get yourselves killed or
are you just plain stupid?”

Brandi winced.  Even though the man hadn’t raised his
voice, his words were cutting.  She bit her lip and berated
herself for not stopping the humans from coming.  In her worry
over Reno, she’d neglected her duty and…

“Actually, you didn’t say to stay there,” Peter pointed out, a
muscle working in his jaw.  “You only said it was a safe place
to wait.  No direct command was given.”

Klaus inhaled sharply at the minor show of insubordination and
narrowed his eyes.  Peter, however, didn’t cower and after a
moment the corner of Klaus’ mouth twitched.  The Alpha relaxed
his rigid stance, shaking his head and sighing.  “You’re as
bad as my granddaughter at finding ways around me.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.”  Peter gave a slight
smile and the tension between them slipped away.

“We’re tired of hiding,” Aran stood up.

“You always said we were full pack members.  It’s our right
to defend the territory.”  Darcy joined the other two.

Klaus looked each man up and down before nodding slowly. 
“My apologies.  You are wolves at heart though
sometimes I forget that.”  He quickly scanned the area. 
“Where are the others?”

“We told them to stay behind.  If something should
happen—if Purists storm the tunnels—they can shift and defend the
pups better than we can.”  Aran explained.

“Well thought out,” Klaus commended.

“So what’s the plan here?”  Brandi kept one eye on the
activity below.  Something seemed to be going on, but
what?

“Over the past few weeks I’ve laid charges all around the
entrance to Victor’s underground bunker.  Once they’re inside,
I’ll give the signal and we blow up the entrance, sealing them
inside.  I have wolves hidden around here as well in case any
Purists escape my trap.”

“I don’t—”  Brandi started to protest—the DC officer in her
saw a number of problems with the plan—but sounds from below drew
her attention again.  Glancing over the edge of the rock, she
gasped.  “That’s Reno!”

Frozen in place, she watched him suddenly burst into view at a
dead run only to swerve when a pair of wolves appeared in front of
him.  He dodged this way and that before disappearing from
sight into a small hollow.

Instinctively, she started moving forward to go to her mate’s
assistance.  Only the restraining hands of those with her held
her back.

“Let me go!”  She hissed the words, struggling to free
herself.

“You’re too far away to do anything,” Darcy insisted.  For
a human, his grip was strong; the feel of his fingers biting into
her arm reminded her that the men who dared join a werewolf pack
were formidable individuals, not only in personality but in
physical strength as well.

She tensed when the sound of clattering rocks and yelps met her
ears.  Her gaze darted back and forth, wondering where Reno
might be and then suddenly he appeared in a dusty heap right at
Victor’s feet!  Frantic, she turned towards Klaus.

“We have to do something!  He’s totally surrounded
now!”

Klaus frowned and shook his head.  “I wish we could, but
there’s too few of us.  If we make a move now, we compromise
our plan to capture the whole lot of them.”

“But they’ll kill him!”  Her heart was pounding so hard she
could hardly hear and her breath seemed as if it were being
squeezed from her lungs.  It was bad enough when she thought
he might be in danger, but to actually see him in need and do
nothing about it was tearing her apart.  Reno was her
mate.  If something happened to him she didn’t think she could
bear it.

“I’m sorry Brandi.  The good of the pack comes before the
individual.  You know that.”  Regret laced Klaus’ voice
and he placed what was probably supposed to be a comforting hand on
her shoulder.  “Your young man was a brave wolf.  I liked
him.”

Liked!  She stared at Klaus aghast.  He was speaking
as if Reno were already… gone.  Twisting away from those
restraining her, she turned back towards where Reno was.  He’d
shifted forms now and was standing with his arms folded, for all
intents and purposes appearing casual, almost bored, but it had to
be a facade.  Victor and a few of the others seemed to be
talking while the rest looked on.  What were they going to do
with her mate?  She couldn’t just stand here and watch.

“I need to do something, Klaus!  Can’t we at least work our
way down so we’re a bit closer?  Everyone’s watching to see
what will happen with Reno.  No one will notice us.”  The
wind was whipping her hair into her face and she pulled it back,
blinking away tears as she appealed to her Alpha.

He didn’t answer at first and she felt the fear and tension
inside her growing to the point where she thought she might
explode.  She dug her nails into her palm and tried to
restrain her wolf.  The animal wanted her to shift, to run
down the mountain and barrel into the group of Purists using tooth
and nail to defend their mate.  Brandi agreed whole heartedly
but knew she couldn’t give in…   At least not yet.

After a long moment of consideration Klaus finally
conceded.  “All right.  I suppose there’s no harm in
changing our position as long as we keep down wind.  If the
opportunity presents itself, we can try a rescue, but,” he
cautioned, “you have to remember our primary objective is to
contain the Purists within the mine and regain control of the
pack.”

Brandi nodded, biting her lip to keep her emotions in
check.  She felt weak-kneed with relief.  At least they
weren’t turning their backs on Reno.  Maybe there was still a
chance to save him.

Cautiously, they began to creep closer to Reno’s location. 
Along the way she caught occasional glimpses of Klaus’ team—pack
members she’d known all her life.  She noted Emmet and
Victoria, Seth and Isaac; weres she’d grown up with.  They
nodded a brief acknowledgement as she passed by before shifting
their gaze towards Klaus.  Their loyalty to their true Alpha
must run deep if they were willing to stand by him when the rest of
the pack had caved to Purist pressure.  Brandi wondered how
many others were scattered over the mountainside, their coats
blending with the rocks and logs they hid by.  Both pride and
fear filled her.  When the moment came, they were ready to
move in and take on any of the Purists who escaped Klaus’ trap, but
how many would be injured or even killed in the process?

The forest grew darker as the clouds thickened overhead and the
scent of impending rain hung heavy in the air.  In the
distance rumbles of thunder could be heard, the ominous sound
reflecting the dread Brandi felt in her heart.  The future of
her birth pack hung in the balance and the fate of the man she
loved seemed doubtful.  Scenario after scenario raced through
her mind, few of them pleasant.  And while she could create
fictional situations as a DC officer, there were none in her
repertoire that would help out now.  She swallowed hard and
tried to accept the unpalatable fact that, while the pack had a
chance of survival, Reno’s situation seemed hopeless.

“This is as close as we can get.”  Klaus stopped near a
thick growth of bushes and the others did as well.  For
Brandi, it was still too far away but she kept her complaints to
herself.  Klaus had already been lenient in allowing her this
close.  Silently she crouched down, her hands clenched into
fists as she peered through the branches and observed the scene
unfolding below.

There seemed to be some form of challenge going on; she could
read it in the body language of Victor and two others. 
Flicking her glaze to Reno she saw he was watching the interaction
intently, still appearing outwardly relaxed but knowing him as she
did, she could tell he was obviously ready to act.

Some of the observers began to laugh and then, quite
unexpectedly, Victor shifted forms and lunged at Reno. Brandi
gasped and surged to her feet, only to be pulled back down by
Klaus.

“Quiet and stay undercover.”  His tone hinted at dire
repercussions if she disobeyed.

Brandi nodded, her mouth too dry with fear to even speak. 
Her body trembled with the need to do something—anything—that might
help Reno, but what?  Had he even had a chance to transform
before Victor had struck?  Without a protective coating of
fur, his body would have been extremely vulnerable to slashing
teeth and nails.  How badly was he injured?  Was he even
capable of defending himself or had Victor struck a fatal blow?

In the middle of the melee, human arms and legs became wolf
limbs; a whirling mass of fur and fang fighting to the death. 
Snarls and growls drifted up on the wind along with the heavy scent
of fresh blood.  She couldn’t watch but neither could she turn
away.  Around the two wolves the rest watched, cheering when
Victor seemed to have Reno pinned only to grow silent when the
balance of power shifted.

Back and forth the battle went, no clear advantage being given
to either.  Perhaps Reno hadn’t been injured in the initial
attack, or perhaps it was just his years of training that were
allowing him to hold his own despite being hurt.

A part of her brain registered that the storm must be growing
closer now.  The noise of the thunder was making the whole
forest seem to vibrate.  Beside her, Peter gasped and nudged
her shoulder.

“Brandi, look!”

She didn’t spare a glance his way though, only vaguely aware he
was pointing at something.  Her attention was focussed on more
important things.  Reno seemed to be faltering, taking
backward steps as Victor attacked again and again.  Oh God,
Reno was weakening, she could see it in his movements. 
Unthinking, she got to her feet and began to run to her mate. 
Ignoring the shouted commands from Klaus, she shifted forms and
raced towards the scene of the fight.

The wind was picking up even more as she moved down the
mountain, gusts buffeting against her, blowing dirt into her
face.  She blinked rapidly and narrowed her eyes, intent only
on reaching Reno’s side in time.  Momentarily she lost sight
of him as she dodged around a fallen tree and traversed a minor
gully but upon emerging he came back into view.

He was down!

She stumbled to a standstill.  It felt as if her heart
stopped.  All she could see was her mate.  Blood darkened
the ground and oozed from his wounds.  There was a strange
buzzing in her ears.  Bile rose in her throat and everything
else blurred out of focus except him.  No.  He couldn’t
be…

Terror rose up inside her and she suddenly burst into action
running faster than she’d ever thought possible.  Her paws
thudded against the forest floor, her stride as long as she could
make it.  On autopilot she covered the distance between them,
her gaze never wavering from his body.

Oh God, this was all her fault.  She should never have
called him when she discovered Purists were in Kolding’s
Pass.  She should have waited, called the captain
directly.  It had been the need to hear his voice that had
caused her to act so precipitously.

She cursed the bond between them.  If it didn’t exist, he’d
be safe right now, back at Lycan Link processing halves or on a
mission with a team of Enforcers to support him.  Not alone
and facing a whole conclave of Purists.  Why hadn’t she been
stronger; why hadn’t she resisted the pull towards him?

Her heart was breaking; a gaping chasm, an open wound. 
Mentally, she cried out his name.  “Reno!  Don’t
die!  Don’t leave me alone!”

If she could only reach him in time, she’d hold him in her arms
and speak the words she’d longed to all these years.  Press a
kiss to his lips so that even if he did… die… he’d know she’d loved
him, that he was the most important person in the world to
her.  That even as he drew his last breath, he would live on
in her heart, forever a part of her because of the accidental bond
formed all those years ago.  She blinked trying to see through
the tears that clouded her vision.

Wait.

Was he moving?

Did she see his ear twitch?

Was that a faint tremble she saw run over his body?

Yes!

Joy soared through her at the knowledge he wasn’t dead. 
Severely injured probably, but the breath of life hadn’t been taken
from him yet.  He’d heal; he had to.  He was strong and
she’d help him, no matter what.

Relief flooded her and suddenly, she became aware of her
surroundings.  Shouting, a strange rhythmic thudding. 
She looked about and realized it wasn’t the wind and thunder from a
storm she’d been hearing but two helicopters!  They were
hovering overhead and men were rappelling down.  Shocked, she
stared up at the sky.

More Purists?

No.  She narrowed her eyes and studied the men descending
from the choppers.

It was the ACS!

The men who had been with Victor were scattering, some heading
to their vehicles, others towards the mine and some racing into the
forest.  A grin curled her lips and she relaxed knowing that
everything would be fine now.

Brandi returned her attention back to Reno, pleased she’d now be
able to tend him rather than defend him from further attacks. 
But in that brief moment that she’d looked away, he’d already
managed to get to his feet.  Dirt and blood matted the fur on
his flank and he weaved unsteadily but at least he was alive.

Giving a happy yip, she tried to draw his attention but perhaps
he didn’t hear her over the noise of the choppers for he never
looked her way.  Instead he was staring up the mountain
side.  Following the direction of his gaze, she saw a blond
wolf racing away; it was Victor!

Even as she made the identification, Reno was starting to follow
the Alpha.

No!  She barked loudly, hoping Reno would stop.  He
was in no condition to chase down Victor, but apparently he wasn’t
thinking clearly enough to realize that fact.  Huffing in
exasperation she began to run again, intent on catching up to him
and stopping his foolhardy mission.  He was dragging his leg,
his head hanging.  Idiot!  Let the ACS track down the
Purist!

She’d barely taken a dozen steps when a voice called out. 
“Stop!  I’m a Lycan Link Enforcer and you’re under
arrest!”

Knowing they weren’t talking to her of course, Brandi continued
to head in the direction Reno had taken.  Once she caught up
to him, she’d talk some sense into him.  He could be a hero
another day.  If he kept running on that injured flank, it
might cause permanent—

In the middle of her thought something solid and heavy slammed
into her side, knocking her completely off her feet.

Brandi hit the ground hard, her momentum causing her to slide
several feet, bits of gravel digging into her body through her
thick fur coat.  Rolling, she struggled to her feet only to
find herself being attacked by a burly wolf.  He snarled in
her face and snapped at her forelegs, then before she could even
process what was going on, he had her pinned to the ground, his
jaws wrapped around the back of her neck.

She froze.  One false move and he could sever her spinal
column.

A whine of submission escaped her throat as she lay there,
stunned by this unexpected turn of events.  In the distance
she noted Reno still limping as he disappeared from view and once
again fear clutched its icy fingers around her heart.  He was
injured.  Even if he caught up with Victor he wouldn’t stand a
chance in another fight.

She must have made a move to follow Reno for the wolf pinning
her down growled again and exerted more pressure with his
jaws.  Rolling her eyes, back towards him, she tried to figure
out what was going on.  Surely all the Enforcers recognized
who she was even if she was in wolf form.  Perhaps the man was
new and hadn’t been brought up to speed on all the Lycan Link
employees.  But if he was that green, why had they sent him on
this type of a mission?

Inhaling deeply, she noted his scent and immediately identified
him as Jackson, an Enforcer with several years of experience. 
What the hell was going on?  Had he turned rogue or
something?  With Purists all over the place why was he
attacking her?  She was one of the good guys!

Finally, the oaf released her and shifted forms. 
Transforming as well, Brandi got to her feet, intent on giving the
man a piece of her mind, but as soon as she stood up, he spun her
around and pinned her arms behind her.

“Brandi Johansson, you’re under arrest.”

For a moment she didn’t know what to say.  This wasn’t the
time for joking.  There were Purists to be caught and Reno
needed help.  Diplomacy be damned!

“Jackson, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”  She
struggled trying to free her arms only to have the man tighten his
grip on her and begin to push her forward.

“You have the right to remain silent—”

“Why are you reading me my rights?  I haven’t done
anything!”  Brandi dug in her heels, trying to stay where she
was, but to no avail.  She twisted her neck, hoping to catch
another glimpse of Reno and then cast a stern glare at the idiot
holding her, hoping to convince him that there were more important
things to be done right now than arresting innocent DC
officers.  After all, what had she done wrong?  Forgotten
to pay a parking ticket?  Taken home too many pens from
work?  This was utterly ridiculous!  “You need to be
going after Reno.  He’s injured and—”

“Someone else is taking care of him, Ms. Johansson.  Now
come along quietly.”  Jackson shifted his grip and frogmarched
her to where a familiar figure stood.  “I have her, Captain
Fielding.”

“Good work, Jackson.”  The captain flicked her a disdainful
look.  “Did you really think we wouldn’t catch on to you,
Johansson?”

Brandi bit back a gasp of surprise.  The captain had always
treated her courteously in the past.  “I don’t know what
you’re talking about, sir.  Catch on to what?  I swear I
haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Nothing wrong?  You consider tipping off the Purists about
Lycan Link’s plans to be nothing?”

She gaped at him.  She was a DC officer!  Why would
she tip off the Purists?

“Nothing to say?  Or just keeping quiet so you don’t
incriminate yourself even further?”  The captain shook his
head.  “You know, you’re damned good.  You’re the last
person I would have suspected.  Well, you and then Reno, but
seeing as he’s your partner in crime—”

“Reno’s my what?”

Before the captain could answer, another Enforcer came up, a
cell phone in his hand.  “Excuse me, sir.  Garret just
called in.  He’s picked up Reno’s trail.”

“Good.” The captain nodded.  “Tell Garret to track him down
and bring him in.”

Stunned, Brandi tried to take in what was happening. 
Apparently she was under arrest for cooperating with the Purists
and Reno’s own team was trying to bring him in.  Had everyone
gone insane?

Glancing about she took in the flurry of activity about
her.  Enforcers had some Purists already tied up.  Others
could be seen moving amongst the trees trying to track down those
that had run.  And some were heading towards the mine entrance
that led to Victor’s underground bunker.

Brandi stiffened, suddenly wondering where Klaus and the others
were.  She looked about, searching for signs of them, but
could only find ACS and Purists.  Had the old Alpha and the
others been arrested as she had been?  Or had they fled? 
Or—a new worry came to mind—was Klaus getting ready to push the
button that would cause the whole area to explode?

 










Chapter 29

 


Reno ignored the throbbing pain in his left flank and leg,
intent on following Victor’s trail.  The damned Purist had
fought dirty, taking him unaware with that surprise attack. 
As soon as the bastard had moved, Reno had started to shift but it
hadn’t been fast enough.  Victor had mauled his leg and it had
almost been his undoing, leaving him with only three good legs and
growing progressively light headed from blood loss.  Only the
appearance of the ACS had saved him, causing Victor to break off
the assault.

One corner of his mouth curled up as he recalled that despite
his injuries, he’d gotten his fair share of hits in while he
could.  It hadn’t been enough to swing the tide in his favour
of course, but for a three-legged wolf, he figured he’d done well
and Victor bore almost as many wounds as he did.

The foreboding he’d felt earlier had all made sense as he’d
stood surrounded by the Purist leaders and their minions.  In
his gut, he’d been sure the fight would end in his own death. 
Even if he’d managed to defeat Victor, the others would have ripped
him to shreds.  With nothing to lose, he’d allowed the rogue
inside him free rein.

His wolf had made a good showing of itself before the leg had
given out completely.  He wasn’t a doctor but he speculated
that Victor’s first strike had not only ripped through muscle but
had partially severed his hamstring.  The ensuing skirmish had
completed the job.

A shiver ran through him as he recalled the heated flash of pain
shooting up through his leg before it went completely numb. 
He’d stumbled, then fallen to the ground.  Shouts of
excitement had risen from the Purists.  Looking up, he’d seen
Victor looming over him, teeth bared and ready to lunge for his
throat.

In that moment Reno acknowledged he’d known fear.  Not fear
of death but fear of the fact that he’d never told Brandi how he
felt, that he’d never see her red curls or saucy grin again. 
Fear of what would happen to her when he was no longer around to
watch over her.  Mentally, he’d bid her goodbye and then
suddenly, Victor had backed off.

At first it had made no sense and he wondered if Victor was
going to prolong his agony.  Then, as the others had
scattered, Reno realized what was happening.  He’d closed his
eyes and laid his head on the ground exhausted and relieved to rest
for a moment, knowing his team was there and could handle the
situation.  But that was when a thought had struck him.

Victor was wily enough that he might have an escape plan in
place.  Would the ACS actually catch him?  Reno had
gathered his strength and pulled himself upright.  By that
time Victor had been over one hundred yards away and no one seemed
to be following him.   Not about to let the man escape,
Reno had set off in pursuit.

Now he was in the forest, injured and tracking Victor across the
rugged mountainside.  To make matters worse it was starting to
rain, large drops filtering through the leaves and landing heavily
on the ground making it slippery with mud.  Beads of water
clung to his fur and he gave himself a shake, wincing as his
injuries protested the movement.

He paused to lick at his wounds and noted that drops of blood
spattered the ground near his feet; beacons pointing out the path
his quarry had taken.  Victor was injured as well, though to
what extent Reno had no idea.  It definitely must be slowing
the man down since the distance between them didn’t seem to be
increasing.

Reno gave an evil grin.  Rogues healed quickly and while
his leg still wasn’t functioning properly, it appeared he and
Victor might be evenly matched by the time they met up.  His
wolf was eager for another confrontation and so was he.

From somewhere behind him, Reno could hear the howl of
wolves.  ACS officers were calling out that they’d found
another Purist or sometimes signalling a fight was ensuing and
asking for reinforcements.  Purists followed the old ways and
some didn’t believe in surrender.  They’d fight to the death
and try to inflict as much damage as possible on their
opponents.

Reno hoped none of his men would be seriously injured. 
Guilt stabbed at him; he should be at their side, leading them in
the fight.  Then he recalled that until he cleared his name,
he was on the ACS hit list himself.  No, meeting up with his
men was the last thing he wanted right now.  Thank heaven
Brandi was hidden away in the mines.  Or at least he hoped she
was.  He hadn’t really seen a flash of red hair up on the
mountain, had he?  With Purists and the ACS crawling all over
the mountain, it wasn’t safe for her to be out and about.

Reno snuffled his wounded flank.  The tissue was
regenerating but running during the process would likely leave a
scar.  He hoped the actual muscle repaired properly.  An
ACS officer with a limp wouldn’t last long.

The rain was falling harder now; big, fat drops that splashed
off leaves creating a staccato of sound around him.  He licked
off the moisture that gathered on his muzzle and then drank in some
more that was dripping from the foliage of a nearby bush. 
Blood loss had made him thirsty but he had no time to search out a
stream or puddle.  Even this small pause might give Victor an
advantage.

With a final lick to his flank, Reno set off again.  It
surprised him that Victor was making no effort to hide his trail,
travelling along the easiest path possible.  Was the man that
confident or just careless?  Whatever the case, Reno was
grateful as it made his job easier.

He kept moving at a steady pace, eyes and ears alert for the
sound of his quarry.  Victor was just ahead of him; the scent
growing ever stronger as surprisingly, the distance between them
diminished.  Not only was Victor slowing down but the terrain
was starting to look familiar.

Reno suddenly realized he was approaching the mine entrance he
and Brandi had used that morning, the one near the coal
conveyor.  What was Victor up to?

The aging structure was within view now, the rusty metal
decorated by shiny water droplets.  Wind whistled through the
sagging sheathing and faint creaks could be heard as gravity fought
to bring parts of the frame tumbling to the ground.

Reno picked his way through the grass that grew at its base,
mindful that bits and pieces of metal likely covered the ground and
could easily slice open a paw if one wasn’t careful.  Another
injury was the last thing he needed.

A movement caught his attention and he froze.  The long
grass and young saplings that grew on the small plateau whipped
back and forth in the wind but between them he could just make out…
  Yes!  Victor was crouched near the entrance of the
mine.  He’d shifted to human form and seemed to be pulling
away rocks from the entrance.

Reno frowned.  Had the mine entrance collapsed again since
he and Brandi had used it earlier in the day?  He winced at
the memory of his shoulders scraping against the sides of the
passage, bits of dirt and rock peppering down on him.  Yeah,
it had been a tight fit and given all the rain, it wouldn’t be
surprising if the tunnel had given way.  The ground was
waterlogged and likely growing more unstable by the hour.  Not
that it mattered.  If Victor thought to escape through the
mines, he had another thing coming.  The ACS wouldn’t let the
man avoid facing justice.

Keeping as low as his injured leg would allow, Reno crept
forward with practised stealth, covering the distance as quickly as
possible.  Victor was intent on his job seemingly unaware that
he was being stalked.  Perhaps the clatter of stones being
moved and the patter of the rain were blocking out all other
sounds.  Or perhaps he was just so intent on saving his own
skin that he was being careless.

Within striking distance, Reno stopped.  He could attack
while the man was unaware, it would be a fair turnabout.  No,
he wouldn’t stoop to that level.  Wolf to wolf or man to man,
that was how his honour demanded he fight.

Shifting forms, Reno winced, the usual euphoric pleasure of
shifting blocked out by the protests of his injured leg. 
Under some circumstances, shifting was a recommended medical
treatment to aid in healing.  This, he was sure, wasn’t one of
those times.

“Victor.”  He called out the man’s name.

Surprisingly the Purist gave no sign of being startled. 
Instead, he simply paused then slowly set down the rock he was
holding.

“Smith.”  Victor spoke without inflection, not even turning
around.  “I was wondering if you’d find me before I made my
escape.”

Reno quirked a brow.  “Are you happy or pissed off?”

Victor shrugged, straightened, and turned around.  “It
doesn’t matter.  We’re destined to have our day, whether it’s
now or later.  The fates have decreed it.”

“Really?”

“Ever since Langstaff.”

Reno stiffened.  Langstaff.  Was the damned place
going to haunt him all his life?  He searched his mind,
wondering how Victor was connected to that debacle.

His puzzlement must have shown for Victor snorted in
disdain.  “You don’t know?  And here I thought you were
supposed to be so clever.  You continually disappoint me,
Smith.”  He mockingly shook his head.

Keeping his face expressionless, Reno didn’t respond. 
Victor was trying to rile him and he refused to give the man the
satisfaction.  Instead he sorted through all the facts of the
Langstaff case, trying to figure out what the annoying bastard was
referring to.

Victor wasn’t pleased by the silence.  He compressed his
lips and clenched his fists before continuing.  “The Alpha you
killed was my half-brother, but I suppose it’s too much to expect
you to recall the names of all of your victims.”

Before he could stop himself, Reno felt his eyes widen.  He
hadn’t been expecting that.  Studying Victor, he could see a
resemblance though.  “Scum runs in your family, I guess.”

Victor curled his lip, hatred flashing in his eyes before he
smoothed his features and continued on coolly.  “When you came
to Kolding’s Pass, I couldn’t believe my luck but with the conclave
meeting today, I didn’t have time to deal with you properly. 
My plan was for you to leave this morning in front of a number of
witnesses.  Then Walt and his crew were going to run you off
the road near the base of the mountain, bring you back here and
hold you until I could deal with you at my leisure.  A long,
slow and painful death seemed appropriate.”

“Sorry to have messed up your plans.”  Reno tried to keep
his face blank as he adjusted his stance.  His leg felt like
someone was stabbing hot needles into it and he wished he was back
in wolf form.  Three good legs were preferable to one.

“It happens.”  Victor gave a thin lipped smile.  “I
see your leg still hasn’t healed.”

Reno realized his movements had given him away.  Damn, he
hated tipping off his opponent.  He flicked his gaze up and
down Victor then frowned when he noticed the man’s pant leg was
soaked with fresh blood.  Red droplets were slowly dripping
down the side of his shoe as well.  Surely, he hadn’t
inflicted any wounds that serious.  And even if he had, they
should have been at least partially healed by now and well beyond
bleeding.

Victor must have noticed the direction of his stare for he
stiffened and raised his chin.  “Yes, I bear the sign of a
pure-blood—slow clotting.  Some might say it’s a genetic
defect, but we wear it as a badge of honour that our ancestors have
held true to the way of the wolf.”

Reno snorted.  “Too much inbreeding, that’s what it’s a
sign of—another thing you Purists don’t take into account when you
spout off about blood purity.”  Something one of the leaders
had said came to mind and Reno realized the clotting problem was
probably why Victor seldom fought; the man couldn’t heal quickly
enough from his wounds.  No wonder he fought dirty. 
Getting in an early, lethal blow was the only way he’d likely win a
fight.

The knowledge gave Reno an edge.  Victor wouldn’t want to
engage in an altercation again this soon.  Now if he could
only distract the bastard long enough until the ACS arrived. 
He wiped away an irritating raindrop that was trickling down his
face and considered his opponent.

Moving forward in a seemingly casual way, he picked a topic that
was sure to grab the man’s attention, even if it was like twisting
a knife in his own gut to mention it.  “That’s why you were
considering mating Brandi, wasn’t it?  You needed some fresh
blood in your lineage.”

“I’ve researched the pack and with the exception of this current
group of halves, the blood line is clear of contamination. 
Brandi should breed well, but if she proves too difficult, there
are other females in the pack who would serve my purpose once they
reach the proper age.  She’s merely convenient for my purposes
at the moment though not irreplaceable in my overall plan.”

As he spoke Victor side-stepped away from the tunnel and towards
the coal conveyor.

“Hmm…   I see.”  Reno nodded his head as if the man’s
logic was perfectly reasonable.  “But now you’re
running?  Did the arrival of the ACS change your plans?”

Victor looked at the tunnel entrance he’d been trying to clear,
then shrugged.  “I wasn’t running, merely making a strategic
retreat.  You’ll note I didn’t attempt to hide my trail.”

“Or you didn’t think you had time.”

Victor narrowed his gaze.  “I’m starting to seriously
dislike you, Smith.”

“I’m way ahead of you on that.  I already despise you.”

Throughout the conversation, Reno had been advancing and Victor
retreating, moving ever closer the ledge where the conveyor was
situated.  Reno had no real strategy in mind.  His own
ability to fight was impaired.  His only thought was to keep
Victor here long enough to give the ACS time to arrive.  It
meant he’d be arrested himself, but capturing Victor was more
important at the moment.  If the man got into the tunnels,
would they ever find him?  Klaus might, but Reno didn’t know
where the old Alpha was at the moment.  And the fact that
Victor was trying to get into the tunnels through this entrance
meant he must know the mines better than expected.

By now Victor was standing inside the actual conveyor.  The
structure creaked under his weight and Reno eyed the rusting metal
and weathered wood wondering how much it would withstand. 
Victor backed up even more and Reno took another limping step
forward.  It brought him onto a short expanse rather like a
loading dock that connected the conveyor to the mountain
side.  The wood sagged a bit under his feet but then
stabilized.

He eyed the interior of the conveyor noting that a belt made of
some rubber-like substance ran down the middle of the floor
space.  It was showing signs of decay and in places there were
actual holes allowing glimpses of the cylindrical rollers it lay
upon.  The rollers were supported by a frame along each side
and it was on to this narrow walkway that Reno stepped.

The sound of metal shifting and groaning filled the air. 
Reno froze in place unsure if the trembling beneath his feet was
caused by the buffeting of the wind, or if the metal monstrosity
was giving notice of its imminent collapse.

His concerns must have shown on his face for Victor gave an evil
chuckle.  “Not so keen on heights, are you?”

“The height doesn’t bother me.”  He shrugged and took a
quick downward glance.  At one time the conveyor had been
encased by a metal shell but a number of panels had since fallen
off leaving only metal struts to interrupt the ample view in all
directions.  The land dropped away abruptly beneath the
conveyor and the ground underneath was covered with a variety of
sharp edged stones that had been dumped there when the mining
tunnel was originally excavated.  If someone fell from this
height and landed on them, the chance of survival was minimal.

“Really?  You’re not afraid?  Let’s test that
theory.”  Victor moved deeper into the conveyor.

Shadows cast by the remaining bits of metal siding soon hid the
man from view.  Not trusting the Purist enough to let him out
of sight, Reno was forced to follow.

Faint creaks and groans accompanied each of his steps.  He
kept one hand on the metal struts, trying to keep some of his
weight off his leg.  His other hand was clenched in a fist,
ready to react at the first hint that Victor would attack.

Scanning the shadows of the long, narrow interior, he searched
for the Alpha.  A flash of movement, a glimpse of a pale face…
  Victor lunged forward in the attack Reno had been
expecting.  The Purist had found a metal rod from somewhere
and was swinging it at him.

Instinctively Reno jumped away, one foot landing on the actual
conveyor belt.  It shifted, rolling forward, and he stumbled
sideways, his bad leg unable to support him.  His full weight
landed heavily on the side brace of the conveyor.  It
screeched in protest, the base of the metal strut he grabbed at for
support pulling loose in his grip.  Scrambling to find
something, anything, to hold on to, Reno found himself staring down
at the rock strewn ground some forty feet below.

 










Chapter 30

 


Fuming at the turn of events, Brandi sat tugging at the ropes
that bound her wrists and were wrapped around the trailer hitch of
the van.  No one seemed inclined to explain to her how she’d
come to be viewed as a leak within Lycan Link.  Instead,
they’d only accused her, tied her up, and left her sitting on the
back bumper of a van in the pouring rain.  Several times she’d
called out, hoping someone would have enough time to talk to her,
to explain what the evidence was, but so far no one had even
glanced her way.

Around her, Enforcers milled about herding the Purists they’d
already captured into the vans that had pulled up moments
earlier.  The captain was on the far side of the site, talking
into his cell phone, directing the ACS officers who were still
scouring the mountains for Purists.  Others were in
negotiations with those who were holed up in the mine, trying to
talk them out before employing force.

From what she’d overheard, the talks weren’t going well but it
was the Enforcers’ own fault.  If she’d been asked, her skills
as a DC officer would have had the Purists at least considering the
options she was presenting.  However, no one had asked for her
services and even if they had, after the way she’d just been
treated, she wasn’t sure she’d be inclined to help.

Damn, how had this situation become such a mess?  A simple
visit home to her birth pack had blown up in her face and become a
major incident.  Al had been right.  She should have gone
to some tropical resort for a vacation.  She gave a rueful
laugh thinking of how pleased he’d be if she told him he’d been
right; that was something that had seldom happened over the three
year course of their partnership.

Brandi frowned, wondering what Al thought about the charges
against her.  Did he even know about them?  Had he tried
to defend her?  Or was he a suspect too?  And what about
the ACS?  Did Reno’s team really believe he was guilty of
conspiring with Purists?  The thought of him out there,
injured and alone while being hunted down by his coworkers, made
the knot in her stomach tighten.  She should be with him,
helping him avoid capture and finding Victor.

A frustrated growl escaped her lips and she gave another futile
tug on the ropes that bound her.  The ropes chafed her wrists,
the skin already raw from previous struggles, and her upper arms
protested being pinned back for so long.  Of course, they’d
put her arms behind her ensuring she couldn’t transform; a wolf’s
legs just didn’t bend that way.

The sound of someone giving a shout drew her attention and she
craned her neck to see what was going on.  A small group of
individuals was approaching.  It was Klaus, followed by Peter,
Aran, and Darcy as well as some of the wolves that she’d seen
hiding in the woods.  She gave a sigh of relief knowing Klaus
would explain what was going on.  In just a few minutes this
whole misunderstanding would be straightened out and she’d be free
to go after Reno.

Eagerly she watched the men talking, wishing she could hear the
conversation but between the rain and the noise the Enforcers were
making it was impossible.  The captain gestured towards her
and she waited expectantly for Klaus’ look of shock.  She
grinned, thinking of how her Alpha would rip into the captain for
treating a member of his pack this way.  If she weren’t so
anxious to be free, she might have enjoyed watching a confrontation
between the two strong personalities.

However, the longer they talked, the more confused she
became.  No war of words seemed to be ensuing.  If
anything, the men had stepped closer together.  Brandi leaned
forward, nibbling on her lower lip and wondering what was going
on.  Whatever the captain was saying, Klaus seemed to be
listening intently to it, his face clouding, his hands curling into
fists.  Finally he turned, but it was only to shoot a
condemning look her way.

Brandi felt the iciness of his stare cut right through
her.  Shocked, she shook her head in denial but Klaus turned
away, rejecting the plea for help that she was sure had been on her
face.  What had the captain told him?  And why did Klaus
obviously believe the preposterous tale?  Even Peter was
casting glares in her direction!  Surely after their long
talks while jailed in the town hall, the man should know she was
incapable of conspiring with the Purists.

Her shoulders slumped as the hope that had welled inside her
deflated.  The men had turned their backs on her in an age old
gesture of rejection and she knew there’d be no rescue coming from
that front.  Around her, Enforcers—men she’d worked with on
numerous cases—walked past as if she weren’t even there; no more
deserving of notice than an annoying insect or something nasty
stuck on the bottom of a shoe.

A lump formed in her throat as she contemplated how her world
was falling apart around her.  Her own pack, the people who’d
raised her, who she’d spent the last few days trying to help,
believed the worst of her.  Her mate—a man who didn’t even
know he was her mate—was out there, somewhere, being
hunted down by his own men.  And here she was tied up waiting
who knew what fate, surrounded by people who seemed to hold her in
contempt. Tears spilled from her eyes, mixing with the drops of
rain that fell off her face.  She shivered in the cold, a
feeling of despair filling her.

“So, what are you in for?”  A mocking voice suddenly
sounded by her ear and she jerked around, stunned to see Reno’s
partner, Damien, hunkered down beside her.  He must have moved
so stealthily that she hadn’t even heard his approach.

In a quick glance, she took in his features.  His thick
black hair was wet and slicked back from his face while his shirt
was soaked, clinging to his torso and outlining his impressive
build.  If she weren’t already in love with Reno, her heart
would probably be doing flip-flops right now.  Instead, it was
only aching with worry.

“What… ?”  She clamped her lips shut and glanced around to
make sure no one was looking her way before continuing.  “What
are you doing here?”  As Reno’s partner, she wondered if he
were under suspicion as well.

“I came to help.”  He shrugged and gave her a crooked
grin.  “I called the captain, said I was sorry I missed his
summons to return but that Beth was very understanding and insisted
I should go help out my squad.”

“Beth?  Your latest girlfriend?”  Brandi frowned
trying to recall the most recent rumours about Damien’s love
life.

“My mate.”  A look of love and pride came into his eyes
when he said those words and Brandi’s heart did a little
skip.  Would Reno ever look that way when speaking about
her?

“Your mate?  Oh.  Um…   Congratulations.” 
The revelation stunned her.  She’d never thought of Damien as
the kind to settle down and the concept left her tongue-tied.

“Thanks.”  He grinned at her cheekily, obviously enjoying
her confusion.  “We’re supposedly on our honeymoon, or at
least that’s what I told Lycan Link to explain my sudden
absence.  Reno said he needed me here and it just all sort of
meshed together.”

“And the captain believed that you’d give up your honeymoon to
help out?”  Brandi raised her brows.  “He’s not an
idiot.”

“No.  But he is overwhelmed right now and very
busy.  He thought he was dealing with the simple capture of
one or two officers suspected of conspiring with the Purists. 
Instead he arrives at the airport here and finds an urgent
anonymous tip waiting for him.  Turns out that a major Purist
meeting is taking place in Kolding’s Pass and the captain’s
suddenly left scrambling to bring in enough manpower to deal with
the situation.  He’s just grateful that I checked in.”

“An anonymous tip?”  Brandi cocked her head, trying to
figure out how that could have happened.

“Uh-huh.  My Beth is a good, upstanding Lycan.  When
she overheard a conversation about Purists gathering in Kolding’s
Pass, she just had to report it… anonymously.”  Damien gave
her a wink but then sobered, studying her carefully.  “So, did
you do it?”

“Do what?  No one’s telling me anything.”  She tried
to gesture with her hands to show her confusion but of course they
were still bound behind her.  It only increased her
frustration and bitterness.  “That idiot, Jackson tackled me
just as I was going to help Reno.  He told me I was under
arrest, and dragged me over to the captain acting like he’d caught
a hardened criminal.  The captain just said I was conspiring
with the Purists and told Jackson to tie me up and stick me over
here until he had time to deal with me.”  Her anger over that
treatment heated up again and she was surprised the rain didn’t
sizzle when it landed on her skin.

“Apparently you’ve been hacking into private files at Lycan Link
and passing the information on to the Purists.”

“Me?  Hacking into files?”  The possibility of that
happening was so far from reality that she actually laughed.

“Yep, and Reno’s been helping you.”

“That’s ridiculous.  I can barely change my password
without help and Reno hates Purists.”

“Your file at Lycan Link shows you took a computer course at the
Academy and passed with flying colours.”

Brandi felt her mouth drop open.  “No way!  That was
my room-mate, Tabi, not me.  She was a whizz at the things but
I never took a single computer course; the damn machines hate
me!  Someone’s altered my records.”

“Hmmm… ”  Damien studied her for a moment then gave a quick
nod and began to untie her wrists.

“You believe me?”

“Yep.  This is all too neat and tidy for my liking. 
If you really were hacking, you’d have changed your records to
remove the computer course, not leave it there for anyone to
find.  Besides, Reno likes you and that’s good enough for
me.  The man has great instincts.”

“Oh.”  She really didn’t know what else to say.  Once
her wrists were free, she rubbed the tender skin while checking
that no one was watching.  So far, so good.  The captain
was still busy conversing with Klaus and had moved even farther
away.  Several of the Enforcers were talking to Peter and
Darcy while Aran and some of the others were walking towards
Victor’s bunker.  “Now what?”

Damien surveyed the scene with a smug smile.  “The captain
seems to have everything under control.  I say we go find
Reno.”

“Yes!”  She barely kept herself from shouting the word and
eased herself off the bumper to follow Damien as he dodged from the
shelter of one vehicle to the next.  “Do you think we can get
out of here unnoticed?”

“No problem.  Your friends have everyone occupied.” 
Damien took her by the hand and urged her onward.

“My friends?”  She glanced back.

“Yeah, I met this old guy named Klaus up in the hills with a
group of humans.  They were planning some hare-brained scheme
to come waltzing in here and save you.  We found out we had a
common cause.”

Brandi blinked and slowly smiled: Klaus, Peter and the others
had actually been providing a diversion so Damien could free
her!  “You’ll have to tell me about that meeting one day.”

“It was… interesting.”  Damien gave a huff of laughter, and
then caught her arm as she slipped on the muddy ground. 
“Careful.”

“I’m all right.  Just in a hurry to find Reno.”

They were sheltered by the trees now, the leaves filtering the
rain but the wind was still cool.  Goose bumps rose on
Brandi’s damp skin, the wet fabric of her shirt clinging to
her.  She clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering and
brushed the tangle of wet curls from her face.  There’d been
no hiding from the elements when she’d been tied to the van, but no
one had seemed concerned about that fact.

Damien was equally wet yet appeared indifferent to the
discomfort.  His nostrils flared as he scented the air but
after a moment he frowned.  “Which way?  This rain is
messing up the scent trails.”

“They were headed in that direction.”  Brandi pointed to
where she’d last seen Reno heading and Damien nodded.

“Then that’s where we’ll go.”  Before her eyes, he shifted
into a large black wolf and then looked at her expectantly.

Brandi tried to shift, to focus on harnessing her energy and
directing it towards the molecular restructuring of her form. 
There was a faint tingling on the surface of her skin yet nothing
happened.  She tried again, embarrassed at this show of
weakness and determined to do what should come so naturally, but it
was useless.  “I’m sorry, Damien.  I can’t.  I’m
just too tired to do it.”

He huffed and shifted back.  “Hey, it happens.  And it
looks like you’ve had a pretty rough go of it these past few
days.”

She gave a half-hearted smile.  “That’s a polite way of
saying I look like shit, right?”

Damien laughed and set off without another word.  At times,
he would pause and scan the area around them.  Brandi strained
her senses as well, wondering what he was noting with his superior
senses.  There were definite disadvantages to being a rogue,
but having one’s wolf so close to the surface did give a certain
edge.

On several occasions, he’d tell her to wait and then he’d
disappear among the trees only to return and shake his head having
found nothing.

“The hills are full of Purists,” he explained. “But they seem
more intent on escaping than anything else.  There’s enough
ACS here to round them up.  We won’t waste our time on them
unless they attack.”

That was fine with Brandi; she was more interested in finding
Reno.

For a while they travelled without speaking, only the thudding
of the rain on the leafy canopy and the sound of the wind breaking
the silence.  Brandi constantly looked for signs of Reno,
worry eating away at her.  She knew he was tired, injured, and
weak from loss of blood.  Her own exhaustion was eroding her
mental self-control and with increasing frequency she was getting
glimpses into his mind.  What she was finding there wasn’t
comforting.  He needed to rest, to let the ACS take over the
hunt for Victor, but his damned sense of duty wouldn’t allow
him.

She rubbed her forehead and forced the mental wall back into
place. Knowing his thoughts wasn’t helping her, or him, and she
still feared her mental intrusion might distract him at a crucial
moment.  God, how did fully blood bonded mates ever stand
this?

Unexpectedly, Damien grabbed her arm.  “Duck down
here.”  Unceremoniously, he shoved her under a shrub and
melted into the shadows.

Snapping her mouth shut on her instinctive protest, Brandi
stayed in her hiding place, trying to ignore the small twigs poking
her neck and the large spider that was suspended nearby. 
Ugh!  She hated the creatures.

Easing as far away as possible, she pondered what Damien might
have seen or heard.  Something had caught his attention but
what?  An ACS Enforcer?  A Purist?  Her question
didn’t go unanswered for long.  A cacophony of snarls and
growls filled the air, followed by a high pitched yelp and then
nothing.

Brandi clenched her hands into fists, not caring that her nails
were digging into her palms.  She didn’t know Damien well
enough to be able to determine if the yelp had been his, or someone
else’s.  Hopefully it was the latter, but if not she was in
trouble.

The soft sounds of approaching paws had her peering out from her
leafy hideaway wondering who was coming.  Slowly, she got to
her feet while remaining crouched ready to spring into action if
necessary.  The presence of the spider no longer bothered
her.  She had bigger foes to fight now.

Taking a deep breath, she tensed her muscles only to let it out
in big whoosh as Damien came into sight.  His fur was covered
in mud and streaks of saliva but he seemed unharmed.

Brandi crawled out of her hiding spot.  “What was—”

Before she could finish her question, he gave his fur a shake
and drops of mud splattered everywhere.  Cursing loudly,
Brandi wiped the filth away and then glared at Damien’s now
laughing face.  He’d transformed and except for a faint bruise
on his cheek and a rapidly healing scratch on his hand, he appeared
fine.

“A Purist was following us,” he explained.  Reaching into
his pocket he pulled out a cell-phone and contacted the command
post.  “Masterson here.  Reporting a Purist at this
location … Status?  Dead … He tried to ambush
me.  It didn’t work.”

The detached way Damien spoke made her see him in a new
light.  While she knew he was a trained Enforcer, he never
seemed as serious as some; there was an edge about him but most of
the time he was pulling pranks, making rude comments, or chasing
women…   Sure, his file might indicate otherwise, but she’d
never seen evidence of it before.  It made her feel rather
uneasy to think he could be two such different persons.  She
swallowed hard and listened in on the rest of the conversation.

Damien was rolling his eyes.  “No, I’m not staying here
with the body … Use GPS to get a fix on this signal and send
someone down here to pick him up … What’s that?  The
Johansson girl escaped?  Now how the hell did you let that
happen?”  Damien looked at her and winked, suddenly returning
to what she thought of as his usual self.  “Yeah, I’ll keep an
eye out for her, but you guys better learn to keep better track of
your prisoners.”

He snapped the phone shut and laughed.  “The poor bastard
who was supposed to be watching you is going to have his ass in a
sling.”

Brandi snorted; she had no sympathy for the idiots who’d tied
her up.

Damien jerked his head and set off again.  Brandi followed,
pondering the man beside her and shooting occasional glances his
way.  He was a curious mix.  Enforcer, prankster, near
rogue, and now… mated?

She cleared her throat.  “So, your mate—Beth—I think I saw
her at Clancy’s the night of my going away party.”

“Yeah.  She was there.”  Damien quirked an eyebrow at
her.

“Um… what’s she like?  I didn’t really get to meet
her.”

“Well… she seems quiet at first, until you get to know her but
underneath she’s pretty… intense and passionate.”  He gave a
crooked smile.  “And I don’t mean in the sexy way—though
that’s there, too.  She cares—really cares—about so many
things: poverty and injustice, saving the environment.  This
whole Purist thing really has her riled.  She’s a half and
grew up in the human world, so the whole Purist mentality is new to
her.  We had an argument just earlier today about it. 
She wanted to come along and help but I told her it was too
dangerous.”

Brandi nodded.  She wanted to meet Beth but this was
definitely not the time or the place.

“She’s waiting for me in a place called Renwick.  We have a
room there.  Once this mess is cleared up, we’re taking off on
our honeymoon.”

“Really?  I’d have thought the captain would need everyone
back at Headquarters to help process the Purists.”

Damien shrugged.  “The captain doesn’t know yet.  And
if he doesn’t like it… well, I’ll deal with him later.”

“Oh.”  Brandi digested that point and then another came to
mind.  “How long do you think Klaus and the others can keep
the captain occupied?”

“Not long enough.  I want to find Reno before the rest of
the squad does.  I only had a chance to talk to a few of the
men before Klaus arrived to distract the captain.  Loyalties
within the team are split.  Some still believe Reno’s
innocent, but others feel betrayed.  And the captain… ” Damien
shook his head.  “I don’t know which way he’s leaning. 
This whole ‘leak’ thing seems off to me, and I’m wondering if the
captain could be in on it.  If that’s the case, he might have
told the ACS to use lethal force if Reno resists.  It would be
an easy way to ensure Reno isn’t able to protest his
innocence.  Dead men can’t defend themselves against
charges.”

“And me?”  Brandi stared at Damien, feeling the colour
drain from her face.  The captain had always been so friendly
to her.  That he might turn on Reno—and her—seemed
unthinkable.  “Does he have similar plans for me?”

“Perhaps.  But it’s just speculation on my part.  Like
I said, something is wrong with this, I just can’t figure out what
and until I do, everyone’s under suspicion.”  Damien’s brows
were lowered, his face set in a scowl.  The gloomy light of
the forest cast his features in dark shadows giving him a menacing
look that matched the reputation she’d read about.

Brandi decided she wouldn’t want to encounter him if they were
on opposite sides.  Just in case, she decided to confirm
something.  “Except me.  You believed me, even though I’m
the one that’s supposed to be guilty.”

The dark look left his face and Damien reached out, playfully
tugging on one of her curls.  “Anyone with hair like this
can’t be guilty.”

“Great logic.”  She jumped over a log and grimaced as her
foot landed in a puddle.  Not that it mattered—she was already
soaked—but the additional water made her shoes squish even more
uncomfortably than before.

“Actually, it’s my gut telling me.”  Damien neatly side
stepped over the same puddle she’d fallen victim to, and flashed
her a laughing grin before continuing.  “Reno and I are both
firm believers in gut instinct.  It’s saved our asses more
than once and helped us apprehend more than a few perps.”

Brandi nodded in understanding.  She used her gut instinct
in her own job; letting it tell her when to push, when to cajole,
and when to back off, thus allowing people to digest her ideas
before trying to sway them to her way of thinking once again.

Damien paused beside her and pointed to some blood on a
leaf.  Her heart gave a heavy thump as she wondered if it was
Reno’s but when Damien gave it a sniff, he shook his head. 
“Not Reno’s, but he’s been this way and recently, too.  The
tree cover here is keeping the rain from diluting the scents quite
as much.”

“Perhaps it’s Victor’s blood.  He and Reno were fighting,
though I would have thought he’d have healed by now.”

“Reno’s still injured.”  Damien pointed to tracks on the
ground.  “These are his footprints, but look at the stride,
it’s off.  He’s favouring one leg.”

“Victor attacked before Reno had a chance to shift.  And
just before the ACS arrived, Reno was down.  I… I thought
Victor might kill him.”  She swallowed hard, reliving that
brief terrifying moment.

“But he didn’t.”  Damien gave her a reassuring look before
moving on.  “And don’t worry, Reno will be fine.  He’s a
tough old bastard.”

Tough old bastard or not, Reno was injured, chasing down a
Purist Alpha and had a squad of Enforcers out to get him. 
Brandi shook her head.  Yeah, there was nothing at all to
worry about.  She flicked a glance at Damien and watched the
muscle working in the man’s jaw.  Yep, he was just as
concerned as she was.  It made sense though.  The two men
had been partners for three years, likely saving each other’s butts
on more than one occasion.

”He’ll be fine.”  She echoed the platitude while not
believing a word of it.

The rain seemed to have let up for a moment and Brandi wondered
if the storm was passing them by or merely circling around before
striking again.  Either way, the respite was a blessing since
they no longer had a thick canopy of leaves overhead.  As they
approached the strip of land designated for the coal conveyor, the
forest thinned out.  Years ago, the area had been clear-cut
for the construction of the machine but after its abandonment,
saplings had begun to take root again.  The growth was still
sparse enough though that it allowed for a clear view of the aging
structure.  It stood like a giant skeleton, occasional flashes
of lightning from the circling storm illuminating it against the
dark cloud-filled sky.

Brandi eyed the rusting monstrosity, noting how it rose on metal
columns out of the ground allowing it to loom above the steep
mountain slope.  At its mouth, it connected directly to the
mountain not far from the mine entrance while its body snaked
downward, ending near the outskirts of town.  Years ago, loads
of coal would have been taken from the mine and dumped into the
conveyor, then trundled down the long expanse to trucks waiting at
its base.  In its day it had been considered a labour-saving
marvel, sturdily built to withstand heavy loads.  But now,
much of the corrugated metal siding was missing while other pieces
hung drunkenly from rusting bolts.  Erosion had washed away
soil near the conveyor mouth and the abutment while in some areas
the base of the supporting pillars appeared to be
disintegrating.

As the wind buffeted the structure, the metal siding banged
against rusted beams.  Creaks and groans of protest echoed
through the air as if the conveyor were complaining against the
abuse and threatening to crumble to the ground at any moment.

Brandi shivered.  She had never liked the contraption; it
always seemed ominous and forbidding as if it was peering down at
the insignificant creatures that had made it.  Now, with a
storm circling the mountain, that impression was amplified. 
Of course, it was all ridiculous fancy, her overactive imagination
playing tricks on her, but still she wished she were any place but
here.

Damien had paused beside her, also examining the
structure.  “Cool.  What is it?”  His face held none
of the distaste that she was sure hers did, so she schooled her
features and explained.  He nodded in understanding. 
“Amazing bit of engineering, considering the day and age in which
it was made.”

“Yeah, I suppose.”  Brandi gave a noncommittal answer
before tilting her head forward.  “We better keep going.
Reno’s around here somewhere.”  She sniffed the air, trying to
find his scent while searching the area with her eyes.

“This way.”  Damien set off obviously having picked up the
trail with practised ease.  He didn’t even bother to check if
she was following, and Brandi huffed her annoyance before hurrying
after him.

Wet shrubs and grasses slapped against her pant legs, wrapping
around her ankles and slowing her progress.  Bits of rock also
littered the ground and more than once she stubbed her foot or
stumbled on a half buried stone.  Out of necessity, she kept
her head down, constantly scanning the ground ahead of her for
hazards, only occasionally able to glance up and search for signs
of Reno.  Damien didn’t seem to have the same difficulty
however and strode confidently over the rough terrain.  As a
result, he was the one who saw Reno first.

“There!”

Brandi looked up and followed the line of his gaze, gasping when
she located her mate.  He was on the conveyor and Victor was
there too.  Even as she opened her mouth to call out his name,
Victor seemed to lunge towards him, swinging something.  Reno
leapt back and stumbled.  He waved his arms as if trying to
regain his balance but seemed to be teetering on the edge of the
conveyor in danger of falling over the edge at any second.

Brandi grabbed Damien’s arm for support, sure that at any moment
she would be witnessing her mate plunging to his death.

 










Chapter 31

 


Reno’s last minute attempt to catch himself was foiled by the
wet floor and his bum leg.  His feet slid out from beneath him
and his body slammed into the side of the conveyor.  The
structure seemed to shudder under the impact, and the piece of
metal he’d been bracing himself with broke loose and fell from his
hand.

He held his breath, his muscles tensed, expecting the whole
thing to crumble to the ground at any moment.  Long drawn out
creaks filled the air and in the distance the ping of metal
striking rocks could be heard.

A glance in Victor’s direction showed the man was frozen in
place, a look of surprise on his face.  Apparently he hadn’t
expected his attack to have such a result either.  Reno
narrowed his eyes, royally pissed off that he was going to end up
dying with the likes of a Purist at his side.  Another shudder
shook the structure and Reno braced himself for a fall and then…
nothing.

Exhaling the breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding,
Reno slowly relaxed his tensed muscles while trying to control the
effects of the adrenaline pumping through his system.  The
structure seemed to have steadied itself, though the floor beneath
him was now listing precariously to the left.

The wind was picking up and the rain was changing from an
annoying drizzle to a full out downpour.  In the distance,
flashes of lightning zigzagged across the sky, followed by loud
bangs of thunder.  The storm was circling around.  Reno
clenched his jaw, thinking that the metal conveyor was like a giant
lightning rod and he was a damned fool to be standing on it during
this kind of weather.  He started to back up.  Let Victor
get fried like a bug in a zapper; he’d stay on solid ground and
watch the show.

As he started to back up, Victor grinned and advanced. 
“Not so brave after all, are you, Smith?”  He swung the metal
rod again, forcing Reno to leap aside once more.

Pain shot up his leg and travelled the length of his
spine.  For a moment Reno’s vision dimmed and he shook his
head, forcing back the darkness that threatened to overtake
him.

Lightning and thunder crashed even closer now, illuminating
everything around them.  Victor’s hair was plastered to his
skull and rivers of water ran down his features.  Reno noted
how blood loss had made the man even paler than usual; his icy blue
eyes the only colour on his face. The floor near the Purist’s foot
was stained dark with blood, his faulty platelets still struggling
to do their job; the idiot should have applied a tourniquet or kept
the limb elevated at least.  Reno almost said as much but
Victor started talking again.

“Are you afraid, Enforcer?”  Victor taunted.  “Afraid
of heights?  Afraid of the storm?  Of me?”

Reno almost laughed.  After surviving those stupid tunnels,
this was a cake walk.  “Why would I be afraid of the likes of
you? I’ve fought Purist Alphas before.”

“Then why are you trying to leave?  A real wolf would never
do that.”  Victor stepped closer.

“Seems to me that until you had that chunk of metal, you were
the one retreating.”

Victor didn’t like that comment.  His mouth compressed into
a narrow line and it was easy to see how he struggled to maintain
his temper.

For a moment they glared at each other, Victor seemingly at a
loss for words while Reno was trying to figure out what the hell to
do.  He wanted off the conveyor but his leg wouldn’t allow him
to move quickly and he didn’t trust Victor not to take another
swing at him.

It was Victor who broke the impasse.  “A fight is a
fight.”  He snapped the words, hatred blazing from his
eyes.  “True wolves use whatever advantage they can
find.  It’s survival of the fittest, the most cunning.” 
Slapping the piece of metal against his hand, he curled his lip in
a sneer.  “In the end it’s the most ruthless that will
survive.”

Reno didn’t even bother to answer the implied challenge. 
Instinct was telling him to get the hell out of there, and he knew
this was one of those times that he damned well better
listen.  He took a few more hobbling steps back, dividing his
attention between carefully placing his steps and watching out for
Victor’s next move.

He was almost off the damned conveyor, the loading dock was just
a few feet behind him.  Victor feinted a lunge his way and
Reno jerked back, stepping down harder than planned.  There
was the screeching sound of nails pulling free from rotting boards.
And then, with a lurch, that whole section of floor suddenly fell
away from beneath him and began to slide down the mountainside in a
shower of soil and rocks.

With lightning reflexes, Reno grabbed at a metal upright and
managed to keep himself from falling as well.  He swung
himself back onto a relatively more solid bit of flooring and
looked down, his heart pounding hard from the close call.  A
large gap now existed between him and the mountain effectively
trapping him with Victor.

Curses spilled from his lips.  The monstrosity was nothing
but rot and rust holding hands.  As if to confirm the idea,
the strut he was holding swayed under his grip and a screw fell to
the ground at his feet.

“I guess you’re not leaving after all, are you Smith?” 
Victor wiped the rain from his face with his sleeve and gave a
triumphant bark of laughter.  “This is perfect.  I can
kill you; knock you off this conveyer and claim it was
self-defence.  I’ll say you went rogue and attacked.  I
had no choice.”

Reno snorted.  “No one will believe you.  The ACS is
here.  They’ll find you and drag your sorry ass back to Lycan
Link.”

“They have no evidence against me.”  Victor twisted his
mouth to the side in a crooked smile, looking entirely too pleased
with himself.

An idea formed in Reno’s head and he tried to keep the Purist
talking.  If he could distract the man long enough, the ACS
might get here in time to arrest the bastard.

Unthinkingly, he tightened his grip on the bit of metal he was
holding and another metal pin fell at his feet.  Apparently
fate wanted him to have his own weapon.  Slowly, he began to
work loose the metal bar in his hand while continuing to
talk.  “The humans you incarcerated and their families will
testify against you.”

“If they live.”  Victor spoke with confidence.  “I
know they’re holed up in the mine near town but they’ll never make
it out alive.  And if anyone questions their fate, I’ll say
they disregarded the warning signs I had posted.  Another
unfortunate mining accident.”  He shook his head in mock
regret.

“Sorry to disappoint you, but the guards who were supposedly
containing the mixed families abandoned their post to chase
me.  By now the halves and their parents are at the base of
the mountain.  I had a team waiting in Renwick to pick them
up.”  Reno lifted his chin, carrying out his bluff as
confidently as possible.

A flicker of uncertainty passed over Victor’s features before he
gathered himself and shrugged.  “Even if my men did leave
their post, the humans won’t have travelled far.”

“If you’re counting on Walt and his cronies to hunt them down,
think again.  They couldn’t track a dead skunk.”  Reno
was thankful for the noise of the storm.  It covered up the
sound of the metal bar coming loose in his hand.  It might not
be wolf-like to use a weapon but he’d rather be evenly matched with
Victor than at a disadvantage.

Victor snorted.  “True.  Walt is… ineffectual…but
biddable.  He’ll do anything to save his own skin, and he
knows that I’ll come after him if he fails me.  Fear works
wonders, and he has strict orders about how to deal with the humans
and their families.”

“Amazing.  We actually agree on something.  Walt
is ineffectual and he is out to save his own
hide.  Unfortunately, your estimation of him is way off. 
He’s more clever than you think and has been playing both sides,
doing your dirty work but turning a blind eye to some of Klaus’
activities.”  Reno arched an eyebrow.  “You do
know Klaus is still around, don’t you?” 

The tightening of Victor’s jaw was his answer.

“Walt knows Klaus is planning a takeover today, and once he
realizes that the ACS is here, he’ll be more than willing to switch
allegiances.”  Reno wasn’t sure how much of this was true but
it was plausible and, from the look on Victor’s face, his opponent
knew it.

To give the man credit, Victor didn’t falter long.  He
pulled his shoulders back and shook his head.  “Clever of you
to try and create doubt in my mind but it won’t work, Smith. 
Regardless, I will kill you.  I’ll have my revenge
for my brother’s death and… ”  A calculating gleam appeared in
his eye.  “Once you’re gone I’m going to claim Brandi.”

A snarl rose in Reno’s throat and Victor crowed upon realizing
his verbal jab had struck a nerve.

“Does that bother you?  Excellent.”  A smile appeared
on his thin lips and taunted Reno even further.  “You took my
brother from me.  I’ll take the female from you.  That
seems like a fair trade, doesn’t it?  And while you’re nothing
but decaying flesh in the ground, I’ll be here.  Mating
her.  Over and over I’ll fill her with my seed—”

Reno couldn’t stop himself.  He couldn’t stand the mental
image created by Victor’s taunts.  Forgetting his Enforcers’
oath, the precarious structure he was on, and even the instability
of his own leg, he ripped the metal bar free from its mooring and
in one smooth motion knocked Victor’s weapon from his hand before
tackling him to the floor.

The impact of their combined weight made the conveyor shudder
yet again, but neither man seemed to notice.  They grappled
back and forth, their injuries leaving them evenly matched, while
the storm raged overhead.  Stones clattered beneath as the
wash of rain created yet another small landslide and further
undermined the supporting columns for the structure.

They struggled, locked together, hatred of each other and desire
for the same female spurring them onward.  For a moment the
air shimmered around them, both wanting to shift but neither having
the energy needed to do so.  Instead they fought as humans,
throwing punches, grunting in pain.

At one point, Victor had Reno by the throat, bearing down,
trying to cut off his breathing but Reno managed to land a blow to
the man’s ribs.  It momentarily winded his attacker and caused
the Alpha’s lethal grip to loosen.  Shoving Victor away, Reno
levered himself up and used his good leg to strike out, catching
Victor’s stomach.

“Oomph.”  As Victor wheezed, Reno scrambled back.  He
felt sick and his head was spinning from lack of oxygen. 
Leaning against the wall, he took a moment to rest and quickly scan
his surroundings.  There was movement to the side and…  
Were those voices?  Pulling himself to his feet, he narrowed
his eyes and examined the area to both sides.

Yes!  To the right he saw ACS Enforcers and to the left…
  Brandi and Damien?

How the hell had those two met up?  And why was Brandi here
and not safely tucked away with the mixed families?

Shit!  He had enough to deal with right now, without
worrying about her.  Of course, Damien was with her but…
  Reno glanced towards Victor and saw the man was now sitting
up yet instead of launching another attack, the Purist was staring
at the approaching ACS, cursing.  Apparently he wasn’t as
confident about avoiding arrest as he’d let on.

Victor flashed a look his way.  “It’s your lucky day,
Smith.  I won’t have time to kill you after all.”

“And you’ll never get another chance.  Lycan Link will lock
you up for the rest of your life.”

“Not likely.  They need to catch me first.”

Reno frowned.  There was no way off the conveyor and in his
condition, Victor couldn’t outrun the ACS Enforcers.  Unless…
  Dammit, did the bastard plan on using the conveyor to
escape?  And was he really crazy enough to try to ride it down
the mountain?  It would be a suicide run.  The conveyor
would collapse before he even got ten yards.

Victor laughed and Reno realized he’d spoken out loud.  “A
suicide run?  Perhaps.  But better than mouldering away
in detention.  And if the conveyor collapses, at least I’ll
know you died along with me.”

Crap.  The fool really was going to try it.  It wasn’t
likely the man’s plan would work, however on the off chance that it
did…   Reno prepared to launch himself at Victor again knowing
the move would probably be the final blow that caused the structure
to collapse. Creaks and groans were already filling the air with
increasing rapidity.

“Reno!”

He jerked at the sound of his name.  Brandi was calling out
to him which meant…   Hell and damnation, if she was that
close then, when conveyor fell, she’d likely be crushed under the
falling debris.

Victor was getting to his feet.  Reno knew he had to act
soon, but could he do something that might result in Brandi being
injured?  Yet if he let Victor escape, the man would continue
to persecute innocent halves.

Acting quickly and decisively were the characteristics of a good
Enforcer, yet here he was waffling like a first year recruit. 
Brandi or Victor?  It felt like a noose was tightening around
him.  No matter which he chose, he’d regret the decision for
the rest of his life.

Rain poured down, the sound of thousands of droplets surrounding
him in a cocoon of white noise.  He wiped his hand across his
face to clear his blurry vision.  A memory flashed in his
head.  It was his first day at Lycan Link and Captain Fielding
was giving his version of an orientation speech.  The man’s
face had been harsh, his presence formidable as he barked the words
in a harsh voice that allowed for no argument.  ‘Men, this is
your chance—probably the only one you’ll ever get—to make something
of yourselves.  You’ll think I’m tough but the world will be
even tougher on you.’  The captain had paced in front of the
line-up, his hands clasped behind his back as he stared at each
man.  ‘You’re near rogues; picked from the fringes of Lycan
society.  Never forget that you’re damned lucky to be
here.’  And then, Reno was sure the man had stared directly at
him seeing right into his soul.  ‘Duty!  A sense of
duty.  That’s what most rogues are missing and that’s what
I’ll teach you.  A sense of duty will be your salvation and if
I have to pound it into each and every one of your heads, it’s what
I’ll do!’

Reno blinked and the memory faded.

Love or duty?

A metal bar lay nearby.  His?  Or Victor’s?  And
did it even matter?

Reno stretched out his hand and grabbed the makeshift
weapon.  He flexed his fingers on the cool, wet surface. 
If he engaged Victor in another fight, the structure would surely
collapse.  Out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw a
flash of red hair on the loading dock, but didn’t dare turn to
check and see if it were reality or just wishful
thinking. 

Victor or Brandi?  Duty or love?

He took a deep breath only to have the decision wrenched from
him.

An explosion of electricity filled the air; the entire world
seemed to tremble from the forceful release of energy that when on
and on in never-ending waves.  With a long drawn out groan,
the entire section of framing for the belt began to fall.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion after that.  The
structure crumbling away beneath him…   Grabbing at the sides
to save himself, his feet barely catching on a narrow metal beam…
  Brandi crying out his name…   He turned his head to see
her on the landing dock, reaching towards him.  Damien was
there as well.  A prayer of thanks that they were safely out
of the way of falling debris left his lips…   And then with a
roar, time returned to normal speed.

“Get away from here!”  He shouted the instruction, suddenly
noting how the soil under the loading dock was slipping away even
as he spoke.  “This part of the mountain is going to give way
any second!”

“Let me help you, man.  Give me your hand!”  Damien
was leaning forward, his arm extended towards Reno.  More bits
of dirt and pebbles skittered down the mountain, their clatter
barely heard over the sounds of the storm.

“No!  Move away.  And get Brandi out of here. 
That’s an order!”  He glared at his partner but the man merely
laughed.

“Since when do I follow orders?”

“Not fucking often enough,” Reno scowled.  They weren’t
going to leave so there was no point in wasting time arguing. 
He started to inch towards the landing—a narrow beam still
connected the conveyor to the land.  If he could make it to
there…

He paused.  Where was Victor?  Looking back, he saw
the man pulling himself up onto a still stable bit of the
conveyor.  A ten foot gap separated them; their only
connection a thin metal girder.  Reno hesitated.  He
looked at Damien with his outstretched hand and Brandi standing
nearby.  Her arms were wrapped around her waist.  Their
gazes locked and he noted the red rims of her eyes.  She
parted her lips as if to speak.  He closed his eyes briefly,
recalling the feel of her kiss, the sweetness of her breath as it
mingled with his.  For a moment he relived all their moments
together, and then opened his eyes and turned back to Victor.

He knew he had to stop the Purist. There was always a chance the
bastard would escape.   But even as Reno shifted his
weight to move towards Victor, more lightning pierced the
sky.  The structure shuddered once more and the smell of
sulphur filled the air.  A deafening crack of thunder made
everything vibrate and with that the entire conveyor began to
fall.

Brandi’s scream filled the air.  Reno twisted towards the
mountain and jumped.  It wasn’t an impossible expanse to cover
if he had been at his best but with only one good leg propelling
him forward his chances of success were slim.

His body slammed into the ground, dirt filling his nose and
mouth, splinters of wood piercing his clothing.  He sputtered
trying to breathe, to spit out the bits of soil and ignore the pain
wracking through his body, but really that was the least of his
worries.

Deafening sound surrounded him, the very ground beneath him
seemed to be moving, falling away.  He clawed at the muddy
ground, trying to find something solid to hold onto, but it slipped
though his fingers and he kept sliding downward.  Bits of rock
abraded his skin, a piece of metal fell across his bad leg. 
Instinctively, he jerked away from the pain, losing his meagre grip
on the ground.  His descent down the mountain seemed to be
picking up speed.  There was no way in hell out of this mess
and he knew it.

Suddenly, he jerked to a stop.

For a split second he was stunned before realizing hard fingers
gripped his wrist.  Looking up, he saw Damien holding onto
him, and Brandi gripping the other man’s waist.

“Don’t just stare at me like an idiot,” Damien growled. 
“Help out!”

If he’d had the breath to do it, Reno would have laughed. 
Instead he saved his energy and tried to help lever himself
up.  His foot hooked onto a stone but it gave way when he put
weight on it.  More pebbles and dirt trickled down around
him.  His wrist slipped in Damien’s grip.

“Reno… ”  Brandi called out his name, worry thick in her
voice.

Reno gritted his teeth and dug his free hand into the soil while
feeling for another foothold.  There!  Something solid
was under his foot.

“Okay, I’m braced on something.”  He took a deep breath and
began to try to claw his way back up.  Slowly, inch by inch he
moved upward.  Damien was able to move his grip from wrist, to
forearm, to elbow and then, finally, Reno found himself lying face
up on solid ground.

For a moment he just lay there, the rain beating down on him
washing away the dirt from his face.  He never realized how
much he disliked being dirty and a small bubble of laughter at the
idea escaped him.

There was a snorting sound beside him and he opened his
eyes.  It was Brandi.  The clothes she wore were soaking
wet and filthy. Her face was pale and streaked with mud, little
corkscrew curls clung to her forehead.

He eased himself up and gave her a crooked smile. 
“Hey.”

In response she smacked his shoulder.  “Don’t ‘hey’
me!  What the hell were you thinking of taking off after
Victor like that?”

Reno blinked in surprise.  So much for tea and sympathy
after his ordeal.  “Well, someone had to.”

“Yeah, well it shouldn’t have been you.  The other ACS
officers could have done it.”  Brandi sniffed and looked away,
her arms crossed and her chin jutted out.  She seemed to be
blinking a lot and Reno wondered if she was crying or the rain was
getting in her eyes.  He was going to ask but something she
said drew his attention.

ACS!  That had Reno looking around.  A group was just
appearing a few yards away and Damien was standing near where the
conveyor had been just moments ago.  It appeared as if a good
thirty or forty feet of it had collapsed.

“Any sign of Victor?”  He called out the question.

Damien shook his head and walked over to where Reno was. 
“Nope.  No sign of movement down there.  Good
riddance.”

“We’ll have to send a team down to check.”  Reno began
ticking off all the jobs that would need doing.

“Uh… ”  Damien poked him with his foot and gestured towards
the ACS officers that had now gathered around.  Almost a dozen
grim faces looked down on him.

Hell.  Reno had forgotten he was under suspicion of
conspiring with the Purists.

 










Chapter 32

 


They were back at the site of Victor’s bunker, Damien having
helped Reno hobble down the mountain under the watchful eye of the
ACS.  Brandi had walked slightly behind them, still peeved at
Reno for the foolish risk he’d taken.  He’d been in no
condition to go traipsing over the mountains trying to play
hero.  A Purist could have ambushed him or one of the ACS
might have found him and carried out the ‘lethal force’ Damien had
said was a possibility.  And then of course Victor
had nearly done him in by bringing the conveyor crashing
down.  If she and Damien hadn’t been there to pull Reno to
safety, he’d likely be dead right now, crushed under the weight of
metal and stone.  The mental image of his broken body made her
throat tighten and her eyes prickle.

Brandi pushed her still wet curls back from her face and tried
to keep her anger well stoked.  If it died down, she’d
probably start crying and she didn’t want to do that in front of
these people.  She scanned the area from her seat on an
exceptionally uncomfortable stone.  The Purists who still
remained didn’t deserve the satisfaction of seeing her in tears and
she wouldn’t show weakness in front of the ACS, especially not when
they were accusing her of breaking her oath of loyalty to Lycan
Link.

She glanced over to where Reno sat on the tailgate of a nearby
pickup truck.  Aran was checking his leg; the human had been a
doctor before joining the pack and still served its members by
helping out with small injuries.  Did Reno’s injury fall into
the ‘small’ category?  From the way he’d been walking, she
suspected not.  And whatever was wrong with him obviously
hadn’t been helped by him shifting forms.  Idiot.  He’d
be lucky if he wasn’t permanently disabled.

Tears threatened once again, but she forced them back and
compressed her lips tightly.  A part of her hated seeing Reno
hurt and wanted to rush over there to offer whatever comfort she
could.  However, he’d barely looked her way in the past hour
and when he had done so, none of the warmth and caring of earlier
in the day was present.  Somehow she got the impression that
he wouldn’t welcome her attention.

Did he believe she was guilty?  Was he angry that the
accusations against her had somehow rubbed off on him?  It
could be that he was just upset because she hadn’t cooed all over
him after they’d saved him.  Probably she should have done
that, but she’d been so scared that the first words out of her
mouth had been an accusation.  Initially, he’d seemed happy to
see her; surely her minor tongue-lashing hadn’t killed his
feelings.  Or maybe he hadn’t cared that she was there. 
Perhaps the smile on his lips had just been a sign that he was
grateful to still be alive?

Lost in introspection, she was surprised to suddenly look up and
realize Reno was staring at her.  She gave a tentative smile
and lifted her hand but Aran must have said something that drew his
attention away for he turned his head.  At least that’s what
she tried to tell herself; it wasn’t that he was ignoring her… was
it?  The look on his face had been… blank.  There was no
real expression at all.  No warmth.  No dislike
either.  Just… indifference.

It’s not true, her wolf whispered.  He
cares.  Just look into his mind.

She was tempted, so tempted.  A quick peek inside his head
and she’d know.  But could she bear the truth?  Wasn’t it
better to hold onto the vague hope that he still cared rather than
having all her hopes and dreams totally crushed?  She’d been
through so much lately she didn’t know if she could withstand
anything more.

Up on the mountain, just before the conveyor collapsed, she’d
had glimpses of his thoughts.  She’d been too terrified to
maintain the wall between them, yet at the same time too caught up
in what was happening before her to actually focus on his
thinking.  Reno had been fighting a mental battle, she knew
that.  His sense of duty had been warring with… What? 
Self-preservation?  For a moment she’d been sure he’d been
thinking of her; had in fact known he was recalling the intimate
moments they’d shared.  But the connection had fizzled out and
he’d turned towards Victor, seeming to have chosen to go after the
Purist.

He’d chosen duty over life.  Had he also been rejecting
her?  Given his behaviour since then it seemed likely. 
Her throat tightened at the very thought.  If Reno really had
turned his back on her, how would she survive the next few weeks of
interrogations, of having every aspect of her life looked at under
a bright light?  Someone was sure to find out about the
partial blood bond and then the gossip would begin.  And once
Reno found out, what would he do?  Or would he even care?

Brandi rubbed her chest, feeling a physical pain at the thought
that Reno would have no response to her whatsoever.  She
sniffed and looked around wishing she had a tissue and then
shrugged and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.  What
was a bit of snot given the filthy state she was in?  Her
clothes were ripped and mud-stained, fit only for the garbage and
she’d give almost anything for a bath.

A weak ray of sunshine managed to break through the clouds and
the warm beam fell across her outstretched legs.  Well, at
least that was one positive thing; the rain had finally let
off.  The area around her, however, still looked decidedly
waterlogged.  Large puddles covered the ground, and mud
spattered as yet another van loaded with captured Purists drove
past.  Brandi wondered when she’d be loaded up.  Her
hands weren’t bound this time but she didn’t have the energy, or
will, to try and escape.  What would be the point?  It
would just make her look guiltier and besides, she had no doubt the
ACS would track her down.

“Brandi.”

She turned to see Peter standing beside her.  “Hi.”

He eased himself down onto the rock.  “You okay?”

“No.  Not really.  But thanks for asking.”  She
tried to force her lips into a smile but it seemed too much
effort.  Instead she stared down at her hands, idly wondering
when she’d broken her nails and why she’d ever cared what they
looked like.

“I think I know how you feel.  It must be like when Victor
locked me up just because I wasn’t a Lycan.  Being accused
when you’ve done nothing wrong sucks.”

“Yeah.  It sucks.”  She paused and scuffed the ground
with her shoe.  “Thanks for helping to distract the captain so
I could get away.”

“No problem.  We know you aren’t guilty.  It has to be
a set up.  Any idiot can see that.”  He spoke the words
heartily as if trying to boost her spirits.  “Klaus told your
captain as much.”

Brandi actually chuckled at that, turning her head to look
towards where the captain was talking to some of the other
Enforcers.  “No one’s ever called Captain Fielding an idiot
before.”

“First time for everything.”  Peter smiled.  “And
maybe he isn’t a complete  idiot.  Maybe he’s just
worried enough about the fate of the halves that he’s willing to
take extreme measures to protect them.”

The fate of the halves.  That had her thinking.  She’d
been so wrapped up in her own drama that she’d almost forgotten how
this had all started.  “How is everyone?  Have you had
any news of Alice and the girls?”

“They’re fine.  Some ACS officers sent back news a while
ago.  The families are meeting at my house and the ACS has
agreed to post guards.”  He rubbed his neck and
shrugged.  “I don’t know if it’s necessary or not, but some of
Victor’s followers are pretty hot-headed and we’re not sure what
they might do in retaliation.  Klaus and Captain Fielding are
going over the pack membership right now to see if everyone is
accounted for and to decide on how to deal with each
individual.”

Brandi nodded.  “I’ve seen cases where the Purists that
escape have tried to seek revenge, either on any remaining halves
or on the ACS officers involved.  From experience I know most
victims aren’t willing to live with the possible threat and choose
to leave.”

“The sense of trust that’s essential to holding a pack together
is gone.  I’m heading back to town in a few minutes with the
others.  We need to decide what we’re going to do; stay here
and help Klaus rebuild the pack or move somewhere else.”

She reached out and squeezed his hand.  “No one will blame
any of you if you leave.  Packs need to be able to depend on
each other and after what happened…   Well, whatever you
decide, I wish you the best.”

“Thanks.  What about you?  Once your name has been
cleared, will you stay with Lycan Link or have the accusations
against you shattered your trust?”

“Once it’s cleared?  Don’t you mean if
it’s cleared?”  Brandi gave a cynical laugh.  “If the
charges against me are dropped, I’m not sure what I’ll do. 
I’d already planned on moving to a different unit for… personal
reasons and I’m not sure if those reasons still exist.  As for
trusting Lycan Link… ”  She shrugged.  “No organization
is perfect.  They have to oversee a lot of Lycans and I
suppose sometimes the individuals just become names on a page.”

“But your captain is like your Alpha.  He knows you and he
should have trusted you.”

Brandi thought so too but didn’t answer.  It still stung
that people she thought were her friends had been so quick to turn
on her.

“Maybe he’s looking for a scapegoat?”  Damien appeared
beside her, once again making no sound as he approached. 
Brandi wondered how he managed to do that and planned to ask him
some day, when being up on charges wasn’t foremost in her
mind.  “He’s probably under pressure from Lycan Link to fix
the leak as fast as possible before the general were community
learns of it.”

Brandi snorted.  “Too bad.  That doesn’t give him the
right to accuse innocent people.”  She’d always respected the
captain but now…   Sighing, she changed the topic. 
“How’s Reno?  Is his leg going to be okay?”

Peter murmured softly that he’d check with Aran and left.

Damien fidgeted and shoved his hands in his back pockets. 
Faint lines of worry marred his brow but his words were
confident.  “Reno will be fine.  He’s a tough old
man.”

“He’s not old.”  Brandi protested before she could stop
herself.

“Nah, but he always says he is.  Force of habit.  He’s
the old man and I’m the kid.”

Brandi smiled thinking the two were a great team.  It would
be a shame if these stupid charges broke them up.  “What’s
going to happen to him once we’re back at Lycan Link?”

“He’ll be put in a special holding cell—you too for that
matter—since it wouldn’t be safe to be in with the other
detainees.  Too many of them have a grudge against
Enforcers.  And some might not like DCs very much
either.  Then they’ll go over the evidence and decide how to
proceed from there.”

The thought of being held in detention sent waves of fear and
shame through her, and she clenched her hands tightly together to
keep them from shaking.  It was something she would never have
believed could happen to her.  “The evidence against me is
that solid?  I mean, there’s no chance of a last minute
reprieve?”

“Never say never.  I’ve put in a call to some of my
buddies.  They’re following up on a couple of ideas I
had.  With any luck, I might have some news within the
hour.”

“Well, that’s good.”  Brandi sat up straighter and pasted a
smile on her face, even though she was sure it looked rather
sickly.  Damien was trying to help her.  At least there
was some hope.  She hung onto that idea like a lifeline.

“Maybe.  Maybe not.  It depends on what they find and
how clever the person was that framed you.  It might be that
they’ll only find more evidence against you.”

“Gee, thanks for cheering me up, Masterson.”  She let her
shoulders slump downwards again.  “How does Beth stand
you?”

“Beth’s special.”  Damien’s whole face brightened at the
mention of his mate.  “She can find good in anyone…  
Even me.”

Brandi eyed the man beside her, noting how calm and happy he
seemed even just thinking about Beth.  Until now there’d
always been an underlying edge about Damien, a restlessness or
faintly cynical discontent.  Finding his other half certainly
seemed to suit him.  Now if only…   Her gaze drifted over
towards where Aran and Peter were conferring while Reno watched
with an especially disgruntled look about him.  Would he be
happy and feel complete if… when… he found out she was his
mate?

“Time to load up this last batch!”  Captain Fielding’s
voice blared across the open space.

Her stomach clenched as Brandi realized this was it.  Her
last few minutes of freedom.  She got to her feet, pride not
allowing her to cower from the fate awaiting her.  A strange
buzzing filled her ears and she gave her head a shake. 
Fainting was not an option.

Klaus appeared.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll sort this mess
out.  I know you wouldn’t conspire with those bastards.”

“Thanks Klaus.”  Her voice came out shakier than she
would’ve liked and she tried to pin a brave smile on her
face.  “I know it will be okay.”

The Alpha gave her a quick hug and then stepped back.

An Enforcer had appeared to escort her to the van.  It was
Brent Nichols; he’d asked her out once and looked embarrassed at
his assigned task.  “Um… it’s time to go now, Brandi. 
Er…   Sorry.”

“It’s okay, Brent.”  Inside she was screaming that no, it
wasn’t okay.  This was so wrong.  She didn’t belong in
detention.  She hadn’t done anything.  She was
innocent.

Her wolf sensed what was going on and struggled to be free, the
idea of being confined causing it to panic.  Brandi whispered
soothing words to the frightened beast as she walked the distance
to the van.  She felt as if everyone was staring at her and
wanted to hide her face in shame but forced her chin up and
shoulders back.

The mud made squishing sounds under her feet, and she
concentrated on that rather than the murmuring of those around
her.  Just ignore them, she told herself.  Concentrate on
something else.

She tried to focus on the sights and scents of nature that
surrounded her.  The air had the fresh clean scent that always
came after a rain.  The clouds were definitely thinning and a
bit of bright sunshine was illuminating the mountains showing them
off in all their splendour.  Shades of green and purple and
grey contrasted nicely with the sky.  Yellow wild flowers
dotted the landscape here and there; could she smell them?

A quick inhale… damn.  Reno’s scent drifted by on a light
breeze.  He was just feet away and against her will her eyes
shifted towards him.

An Enforcer stood at his side and was urging him towards the
same van she heading to.  Apparently fate had a sense of
humour and they were being taken away to detention together. 
In other circumstances it might have seemed romantic but now—when
she was so unsure of how he felt—it was more like torture.

He was looking directly at her, a muscle working in his jaw, the
expression in his eyes inscrutable.  She searched the
blue-grey orbs trying to find some hint as to how he felt. 
Was there despair?  Hatred?  Love?  There was no
real way of knowing.  Reno had perfected the poker face. 
His mouth was firm, his lips were straight.  There was no hint
of what he was thinking or feeling.  No lines of tension or
laughter marked his face.  If it wasn’t for the faint flexing
of a muscle in his jaw he might have been a stone carving.

Brandi took in each of his features; he wasn’t classically
handsome, but to her he was still perfection.  His nose was
strong, his eyes thickly lashed.  Kissable lips.  Thick
hair that was finally getting some length to it.  She recalled
how it felt to run her fingers through it, to trace the breadth of
his shoulders and feel the power beneath his warm skin.

Curling her fingers inward she tried to ignore the growing
warmth inside her.  Other memories were coming to the
fore.  Memories of being in bed with him, of feeling his
weight pinning her down, his body moving inside hers…

Their eyes locked.  She inhaled deeply, his scent
enshrouding her and bringing all her senses to life. 
Everything in the background fell away until there was only the two
of them; their synchronized breathing, the thudding of their
hearts…

She opened her mouth to say something, though exactly what she
wasn’t sure.  Surprisingly, he seemed about to speak to her
too.  Her heart began to race.  The current of attraction
between them was almost palpable.  Maybe he was going to…

“Hey!  Wait a minute.”  Damien was calling out and
everyone turned towards him.  His cell phone was clutched in
his hand as he ran towards where she and Reno were standing.

“What is it, Masterson?  We don’t have time to
waste.”  The captain walked over, his voice gruff, weary lines
etched on his face.

“Brad Owens just contacted me.  He has some new
information.”  Damien was actually beaming; the expression
seemed almost odd on the face of an Enforcer.

Brandi clenched her fingers tightly together, trying not to hope
but doing so anyway.  It had to be good news, right?

“Owens?”  Captain Fielding frowned.  “Information on
what?  Anything he uncovers should be going directly to
me.”

“No offence, sir, but I didn’t quite trust you until a few
minutes ago.”

If she hadn’t been so anxious to learn of her own fate, Brandi
might have laughed at the expression on the captain’s face.

“Cut the crap, Masterson.  What’s this about?”  Reno
growled the words.

“You, old man, aren’t guilty of conspiring with the
Purists.”  Damien smirked and Reno rolled his eyes.

“Hell, I knew that but what about… ”  Reno didn’t mention
Brandi’s name, only jerking his chin in her direction.

Brandi bit her lip, hurt at the slight.  Couldn’t he even
bear to say her name?

“It isn’t Brandi either.”  Damien’s pronouncement had
everyone looking her way and she locked her knees to keep from
falling down in relief, not wanting anyone to know how scared she’d
been.

“Then who?”  Captain Fielding folded his arms.  “If
this is some ploy to—”

“I’m not conning you, Captain.  The leak is Al Zimmerman,
Brandi’s partner.”

Brandi felt her mouth drop open at the news but didn’t even care
if she looked like a fish.  Al?  But he was her partner,
her friend.  It couldn’t be…   Or maybe…   “Dammit,
that’s it!  That’s what’s been bugging me.”  The
proverbial light suddenly flicked on in her head.

“What?”  The collective question came at her from all
sides.

“Victor kept mentioning that he heard I was coming home. 
But this was supposed to be a surprise visit.  The only person
I told was Al and he tried to talk me out of it.”

“He must have known that the Purists were going to be meeting
here and was trying to prevent you from barging in on the
party.”  Reno rubbed his chin and the corner of his mouth
turned up in a half smile.  “Victor must have been shitting
bricks when he heard you were coming.  He didn’t dare cancel
the meeting since it might jeopardize his hopes of moving up in the
hierarchy, but he had to think of a way of keeping you from finding
out what was going on.”

Brandi nodded.  “I wondered why everyone seemed tense.
They’d probably been instructed on what to say and do.  And my
aunt kept talking about a shopping trip we should take, likely
trying to get me out of town for the day.”

“Sorry to rain on your parade, but what evidence do you have to
prove it’s Al?”  The captain didn’t look convinced.

“He accessed some records from Brandi’s terminal a few days ago
but… she’d already left on vacation.  I had Brad cross-check
the timing.  According to airport records Brandi was boarding
her flight to come here at the exact same time that her computer
code was logged in at Lycan Link.”

“You’re sure it’s Al?”  Brandi was pleased to no longer be
under suspicion but couldn’t believe her partner would do this to
her.

Damien nodded. “Sorry.  Brad’s gathered phone messages,
accessed Al’s private email…   It’s him.  We have
Enforcers on their way to arrest him.”

Brandi snorted in disgust at her own gullibility.  “And
here I thought he really wanted to keep me as a partner, when all
the time I was just the ‘goose that laid the golden egg’ for
him.  Dammit, he even helped me change the password on my
computer a few times.  I bet he was laughing at how easy it
was to dupe me.”

Brandi felt her cheeks heat up as she considered how her own
carelessness had caused this problem.  Al would have likely
found another way to spy on Lycan Link activities but it was still
embarrassing.

“Well,” the captain cleared his throat and a muscle twitched in
his cheek.  “I guess you’re free to go then Brandi.  You
too, Reno.  Er…   Sorry.”  He turned away and began
to call instructions to the remaining Enforcers obviously feeling
that his single ‘sorry’ was sufficient and that the matter was done
with.

Brent released his grip on her elbow and Brandi looked down in
surprise, not even realizing the man had still been holding onto
her.  “Brandi, I… I didn’t think you’d done it.  Just
following orders, you know.”  He stepped back and gave her an
apologetic smile before walking away.

The crowd around her quickly dispersed.  Brandi
blinked.  This was so weird, going from the centre of
attention as an accused criminal to a… a nobody.  Not that she
was complaining.  It was just… anti-climatic.  Now that
the drama was over, life carried on as normal for everyone
else.

She glanced around.  The captain had turned his back on her
to deal with some matter or another.  Klaus was talking to
Peter, Aran and Darcy.  Damien was on the phone again.

That left only one person.

“Well… ”  She turned to look at Reno.

He gave a curt nod.  “Glad things worked out.”

“Me, too.”

They stared at each other for a moment, then looked away. 
An awkward silence stretched between them.  Brandi licked her
lips wondering what to say.  Reno shuffled his feet and
winced.

“How’s your leg?”  She stared down at the makeshift bandage
wrapped around his thigh and noted the way he had a death grip on
the handle of the vehicle beside him.

“It’s a mess but Aran says it should heal.  A scar, nothing
worse.”

“I’m glad.”

Silence again.

Reno rubbed the back of his neck. “So… ”

“Yes?”  Hope filled her and she looked at him expectantly
only to have Klaus spoil the moment.

The old Alpha wrapped her in a hug.  “Glad things worked
out for you.”

“Me, too.”  She gasped the words as he gave her an extra
firm squeeze before releasing her and wrapping a friendly arm
around her shoulder.

“So, have either of you seen my granddaughter?”

“No.”  Brandi shook her head.  “Last time I checked
she was supposed to be staying in the mine tunnel near town. 
I don’t suppose she’s there?”

“Not likely.”  Klaus snorted.  “I swear I’m going to
send her to the Academy to have some common sense knocked into her…
if she lives long enough to meet the age requirement, that is.”

Reno chuckled.  “She’ll need a strong hand to keep her in
line as she gets older.”

Klaus grunted.  “I might need some help; a good Beta. 
Know anyone who might be interested?  You perhaps?”  He
quirked an eyebrow at Reno, and Brandi held her breath.  If
Reno said yes, it might mean he was considering settling
down.  Visions of them as mates—real blood bonded mates—began
to form in her head.

Reno glanced at Brandi, shrugged and looked away.  “Thanks,
but no thanks.  I’m an Enforcer and you know what we’re like.
No ties, no involvement.  Pack life and me—we just don’t
mix.”

Brandi struggled to keep the disappointment from her face. 
She knew what Reno was trying to tell her.  He wanted her to
know there’d never be anything between them.  An occasional
hook up perhaps, friends with benefits, but nothing permanent.

Feeling the tears she’d been holding off start to well in her
eyes, she walked away.

 










Chapter 33

 


Reno firmed his jaw and forced himself to not stare after Brandi
despite the fact that his wolf was urging him to chase the female
down.  Hell, he himself wanted to chase her down, but he
didn’t.  Instead he gripped the door handle of the truck he
was beside more firmly, not in the least surprised when he felt it
begin to pull loose from the actual door.

Klaus looked at Brandi and then at him.  “You know, boy,
Enforcers are supposed to be real smart but that was a dumb-ass
thing to say.”  He shook his head and walked away.

The comment stung yet Reno said nothing.  He might be a
dumb-ass but it was the only way.  Emotional attachments
didn’t work.  They distracted you from your duty.  He
repeated those phrases like a mantra.  Just look at how he’d
hesitated to act on the conveyor.  His concern for Brandi had
made him indecisive and Enforcers couldn’t afford that.

You’d have been concerned no matter who was below the
conveyor, his wolf pointed out.

Maybe, he argued back, or maybe not.  The fact is I
hesitated and now we don’t know where Victor is.  They’re
still digging through the rubble trying to find his body. 
What if he escaped?  If he did, it’s my fault.

His wolf growled at the idea of Victor still being out
there.  The bastard was interested in our female.

Not our female, Reno countered.  Rogues don’t have long
term relationships, remember?  Why pursue her if it’s not
going to last?  She’ll just end up miserable and hurt when we
show our true colours.

It could work, the animal insisted.

Reno shook his head.  It’s too dangerous.  A DC
officer’s job wasn’t easy but it was relatively safe. 
Enforcers, however, encountered all kinds of Lycans.  What if
someone discovered he had an attachment to Brandi and tried to get
revenge on him through her?  Just look at what happened
here.

This was all her own doing, his wolf pointed out. 
She stumbled into the nest of Purists on her own.  We had
nothing to do with it.  In fact, we helped keep her
safe.

True.  He frowned and rubbed his forehead, unsure of what
to do.  One minute developing a relationship with Brandi
seemed the only logical thing to do but the next he was sure it
would never work.  It had been a nice fantasy for a while but
in reality—

Someone dropped their hand heavily onto his shoulder and he
jerked out of his reverie.  See?  Even thinking about
Brandi was messing him up.  As an Enforcer, it shouldn’t have
been possible for someone to sneak up on him.

He turned to see Captain Fielding standing by him.  “I just
talked to Klaus.  He says you turned down a Beta
position.”

“That’s right.  I’m an Enforcer.  Pack life isn’t for
me.”  He stated the words firmly, as if injecting conviction
into his voice would make the decision more palatable.

Fielding grunted.  “Can’t say I’m sorry.  You’re a
good officer and I’m pleased to keep you.  But… ”  He
looked towards where Brandi was talking with her human pack
mates.  His hand tightened painfully on Reno’s shoulder and
the man’s voice took on a foreboding sound.  “I think you and
I are going to have a long talk once this mess gets cleared
up.”

“About what?”

“If you don’t know, you’re a bigger idiot than I already think
you are.”  The captain rolled his eyes.  “We’re loading
up in five minutes.  Hop into a van or walk back to
town.”  With that, the man nudged him out of the way and
climbed into the vehicle Reno had been abusing.  “You can pay
for this wrecked door handle out of your next pay cheque.”

Reno stepped back as the engine roared to life.  No way was
he getting in the same van as the captain when the man was in a
pissy mood.  A long talk about what?  Maybe the fact that
a relationship with Brandi had made him vulnerable?  Was the
captain going to lecture him on the dangers of women?  He
snorted at the very idea.

Turning, Reno hobbled over to where Damien was leaning casually
against a truck.  The man was just bidding farewell to a group
of fellow Enforcers.  As Reno neared, Damien stepped back and
the truck pulled away.

“I overheard what just happened, the way you turned down
Klaus.”  Damien shook his head.  “I thought the senior
partner was supposed to be the wise one.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  Reno glared.  “You
want me to quit so you can get a new partner?”

“No.  I don’t want a new partner.  But… ”  He
paused and seemed to be searching for the right words.  “Life
is what you make it, Reno.  That’s what Beth told me
once.”  He shrugged and looked a bit sheepish but continued
on.  “She said you never pass up an opportunity for love even
if you don’t know how long it will last because the chance might
not come again.  ‘Never forget to love.’  It’s her
favourite saying.  I know it sounds sappy but I’m starting to
believe it’s true.”  Damien gave him an uncharacteristically
serious look.  “Don’t let what you think you are ruin your
life.”

“I’m an Enforcer.  How’s that going to ruin my life?”

“That’s not what I mean.  You’ve got the whole ‘I’m a
rogue’ bit down pat.”

“So?  Facts are facts.”

“Are they?  Or are you too scared to let go of the whole
rogue mystique?”

Scared?  Reno scowled, searching for some sort of reply but
before he could think of one, Damien’s phone signalled that he’d
received a text.  After glancing at the message, his partner
gave him a distracted smile.

“Sorry, I gotta go.  Beth’s waiting to start our
honeymoon.”

Reno stared after Damien wondering what was going on.  Why
was everyone dumping on him?  All he’d done was turn down the
position of Beta.  It wasn’t like he didn’t already have a
good job.  And there was no reason to stay in Kolding’s
Pass.  Sure, Klaus would have his hands full turning the pack
around but it had been done before.  They weren’t inherently
bad people, rather a group that had become caught up in something
without totally realizing what was going on.  Knowing how the
Purists operated, he could just imagine the snow job Victor had
done.

He massaged his aching leg wishing he had someplace to sit
down.  Aran had said a few weeks of rest and some moderate
exercise should have the leg as good as new.  That suited his
plans.  It would give him a chance to get caught up on all the
paperwork that was probably waiting for him.  Damien would be
back by then and they’d have new data to go over based on the
information gained during the interrogation of the Purists they’d
just rounded up.  There’d be plenty to keep him busy while he
got back in shape.  Yep, his future was at Lycan Link.

His wolf grumbled in protest, recalling how it hated the
confines of Headquarters, the endlessly bland hallways and stuffy
offices, the presence of so many other wolves, the constant
travelling.  The creature had loved its time here. 
Plenty of space, a challenging terrain to expend its energy
on.  A perfect location for a wolf to form a pack.

Reno chuckled as he listened to the wolf expound on the virtues
of mountain life.  True, the beast had been relatively well
behaved these past few days.  No outbursts, no questioning of
who was in charge in their relationship…   Well, a few times
the creature had wanted to rip into Victor, but that was
understandable given that the Purist had shown an interest in
Brandi.  Defending one’s mate was totally justified.

Whoa.  Stop that.  Reno ran his hand through his hair
and scowled.  How had that ‘mate’ business slipped in
again?  They were not mates.

He tried to ignore the feeling that twisted his gut when he said
that.  It was like he was denying a part of himself, and that
was just plain dumb, romantic drivel.  Wasn’t it?

The sound of a door slamming drew his attention, and he turned
to see Brandi already seated in a van.  She was in profile to
him, staring straight ahead.  His fingers itched to trace the
line of her jaw, to cup her face and brush his thumb over her
mouth.

They’d been through so much these past twenty-four hours, thrown
into constant contact as they traversed the tunnels, survived the
cave-in, cavorted in the pond…   He recalled the feel of her
in his arms, having her warmth and softness pressed to his body,
the spicy scent of her wrapping itself around him.  He closed
his eyes wondering how he’d live without that feeling.

As he opened his eyes, the van began to move.  It came
closer and Reno kept his gaze fixed on Brandi.  Would she look
at him as she passed by?  And if she did, what would he
do?  Give a smile and a casual wave?  It hardly seemed
appropriate.  After all, he’d pushed her away…   Unless
she hadn’t wanted to be with him, anyway.  Maybe she was
relieved.  She’d been angry with him up on the mountain. 
Perhaps the relationship he thought they’d developed had only been
situational.  A false sense of closeness that was more a
reflection of the danger around them rather than a true emotional
connection.

The van drew even with his position and he took half a step
forward, his heart pounding heavily, his wolf urging him to do
something, to stop her from leaving.  Was it the right thing
to do?  If she’d just look at him, he’d know. 
Expectation grew inside him.  She was turning her head… and
then she was past his position.  There’d been no eye contact,
no last minute flare of emotion in her eyes.  Nothing.

 

Two weeks later…

Reno rocked back in his chair, no longer really listening to
what the captain was saying.  The weekly briefing was over and
minor questions were being fielded, nothing he didn’t already
know.

The chair creaked slightly under his weight and not for the
first time did he wonder if Captain Fielding would ever replace
it.  For eight years he’d been sitting in the same seat, and
it was still as damned uncomfortable as it had been the first day
he’d set his butt down on it.  Maybe, he mused, it was
actually a strategy to keep people from staying too long.  He
wouldn’t put it past the wily old man.

“Any other questions?  No?  Good. 
Dismissed.”  Fielding ended the briefing and the other
Enforcers filed out.

Reno remained where he was.  He and the captain had a
private meeting scheduled for after the briefing, though Reno
couldn’t imagine what else there was to say.

He suppressed a sigh and hoped the captain would cut through the
crap and get right to the point.  Lately he’d been finding it
extremely irritating to sit through meetings.  Hell, lately
he’d been finding everything irritating: the food, his living
quarters, the other Lycans around him.  Rubbing his leg he
wondered how much longer it would be before he could shift and go
for a good run.  Maybe that was the problem.  Being
cooped up was unsettling his inner wolf.

Hrmph!  The beast gave a half-hearted growl and
raised one brow in protest over being blamed for his
restlessness.  Not my fault.  It settled its
chin on its paws again and returned to the half-dozing state it had
been in.

For some reason the creature had been unusually quiet lately,
and prone to lying around doing nothing.  Given the fact that
he was temporarily disabled it was a good thing but not at all
normal for the usually feisty beast.  Reno grimaced hoping he
didn’t have to go see one of Lycan Link’s psychologists over a
depressed wolf!

As the door closed behind the final Enforcer, the captain began
to gather his papers together and Reno took one final glance at the
file before him.

“So Al was our leak.”  Reno summarized in one statement
what had taken over an hour to say in the staff meeting using
official lingo.  It was strange to think of the lanky DC
officer as being a covert Purist.  The man had always seemed
too laid back to orchestrate anything so complicated.  But it
turned out he’d been accessing confidential files using Brandi’s
computer terminal and passwords.  When a raid was planned,
he’d forwarded the information so key leaders would be out of the
area, and selected ‘fall guys’—men of minor importance within the
organization—remained behind to be ‘captured.’

It was a perfect set up, leaving a trail that led back to Brandi
Johansson, should anyone ever become suspicious.  What Al
hadn’t counted on was Brandi finally leaving the unit.  In a
rush to gather as much information as possible, he’d gotten sloppy
and Bradley Owen had caught the man red-handed.

“Yeah, Zimmerman had us all fooled.  We suspected Brandi
since she’s from Kolding’s Pass and it seemed to be the central
point around which all the other eastern Purist pockets were
found.”

“And me?  I was a suspect by association?”  Reno
thought back to how the captain had questioned him that night at
the bar about his relationship with Brandi.  It had seemed odd
at the time—the captain didn’t concern himself with his men’s
personal lives—but now it made perfect sense.

Fielding grunted.  “I’m not a captain for nothing.  I
could see you were more than a little attached to her, even if you
weren’t willing to admit it.  And your bickering could have
been a cover.  It wasn’t something I wanted to think about—I
consider you a friend—but I couldn’t rule it out either.”

Reno nodded, not holding a grudge against the man.  The
good of the pack, or in this case, Lycan society as a whole, always
took precedence over the individual.  “You know, Al was always
pushing for Brandi and me to hook up and I could never figure out
why.  But it makes sense now.  If we were together, she
wouldn’t leave and he wouldn’t lose his source.  And, he
probably hoped to eventually use me to get access to inside ACS
information as well.”

“Maybe.  You know, it will take time to ferret out all the
remaining Purist packs, but at least they don’t have anyone on the
inside anymore.  And with so many of the central leadership in
detention, the extremes we’ve been seeing should start to
diminish.”

Reno nodded and started to push his chair back, thinking their
meeting was now concluded.  “Was there anything else?”

“Not so fast.  Rehashing the case wasn’t why I asked you to
stay.”  The man paused and drummed his fingers on his
desk.  “How are you getting on lately?”

“Fine.  My leg’s almost as good as new.  I’ll be ready
for active duty in a week, according to the physiotherapist.”

“And Damien?  He’s planning on staying on?”

“Sure.  He and Beth are happy together.  She doesn’t
mind if he has to go away on a case now and then.”  Inwardly,
Reno frowned wondering why he was being asked these
questions.  It was all information the captain already knew or
could access if needed.

“You talk to Brandi lately?”

The question raised Reno’s hackles.  His relationship—or
lack of one—with Brandi wasn’t anyone’s business.  “No.”

When he didn’t elaborate, Fielding sighed.  “There’s
something I want to show you.”  The captain set two reports on
the desk top.  He stared at them for a moment as if debating
what to do and then finally slid them over to Reno. “You know, they
say not to share these with Enforcers and generally I agree. 
It’s a bunch of mumbo jumbo and can fuck up a man’s thinking, but I
think in your case the rules need to be bent.”

A quick glance at the labels told Reno what they were. 
Psychological profiles.  He gave the captain a questioning
look.

“They’re yours.  Read them.”

Reno shoved the reports back towards the captain, a muscle
working in his jaw.  “I’ve read my psych report before. 
Once was enough.”

The captain left the profiles where they were in the middle of
the desk, leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head. 
“One of those is from when you entered the Academy.  The other
is from when you came here.”

Reno gave a curt nod.  “I remember taking the tests.”

“Rumour has it that when you were a cadet, you broke into the
files and saw the results of the first one.”  Fielding looked
at him with raised brows.

Reno shrugged wondering what the point was.  “Old news and
the seven year statute of limitations has passed.  You can’t
even prosecute me for break and enter.”

Fielding grunted.  “A youthful prank, but what you saw
screwed you up big time.  I don’t suppose you took long enough
to read the whole damned thing.”

“No.  One look was enough.  It labelled me a potential
rogue.  What else is there to say?”

“It made you feel you were damned for life, right?”

Reno didn’t answer, merely clenching his hands into fists. 
He could still recall that day, the icy coldness that had washed
over him when he read the label.  Rogue.  It was the next
thing to a death sentence in his pack.  Wild. 
Uncontrollable.  Demon-spawn.  Little wonder he’d been
sent to the Academy.  He’d thought it was because he’d shown
leadership potential when instead they had been trying to get rid
of him.  There would be no returning home; he was cast
out.  Feelings of loss and despair had washed over him
and…

The captain cleared his throat, the sound bringing Reno back to
the present with a start.

“Look here.”  Fielding leaned forward, flipped open the
file and tapped the first set of papers.  “See here?  The
word potential is highlighted and on the second page it lists the
factors that led to them making that conclusion.  Now look at
this one.”  He pointed to the second set.  “After exiting
the Academy the label was changed.  While you have some rogue
tendencies, it states they’re well under control and actually give
you an edge when it comes to leadership potential.”

Reno frowned and pulled the papers closer, scanning the words
the captain had pointed out.  A small spark of hope flared in
him but he instantly extinguished it.  Interesting but not
earth shattering news.  He eased back in his chair, stretching
out his legs and crossing them at the ankle, his hands relaxed at
his side.  “Why are you telling me this now?  Why not
eight years ago?”

“You were an Enforcer.  One of the best I’d ever had. 
You did your job, showed no signs of distress.  You accepted
who and what you were.  I figured there was no need to mess
with your mind.  Words on a piece of paper don’t mean much to
me.  It’s a man’s performance that counts.”

“But now… ?”

Fielding shrugged.  “Things change, you’ve changed. 
You’re restless, your wolf’s apathetic.  I can see it in your
eyes.”

Reno clamped his lips tightly shut.  He wanted to deny what
the captain was saying but it was true, damn him.

The captain gathered the papers and stared at them for a moment
before neatly stacking them.  “You know, two years ago I
showed this report to someone else.”

Reno shifted in his chair, anger flaring that others were privy
to information he was just getting now.  He struggled to keep
his tone even.  “Isn’t this considered confidential
information… sir?”

“Usually, but this was a special case.  The person had a
vested interest in the diagnosis.”

“And exactly who was this ‘special’ case?”  His stomach
gave a funny flop and he tensed as if anticipating a blow.

“Brandi.”

“Why?”  Reno shot the captain a sharp look.  He’d
tried not to think about Brandi these past two weeks.  In fact
he’d made a studious effort to avoid running into her.  She
was back at Lycan Link but beyond that he had no idea what she was
up to and had planned to keep it that way.

“She needed to see it.”  Fielding’s answer was so bland, so
matter of fact that it set Reno’s teeth on edge.

“She needed to see it, but I didn’t?”  He growled the
words, no longer caring about the rules for respectful behaviour
towards a superior officer.

“There was a legitimate reason.”

“And what was that?”  Reno gripped the arms of the chair,
barely holding on to his temper over what seemed to be the
captain’s purposely vague responses.

The man didn’t answer his question, instead throwing a different
one at him.

“How do you feel about her?”

He opened his mouth and then snapped it shut.  What was
going on here?  In all the years he’d worked for the captain,
the man had never once asked a personal question and now he wanted
to know about his love life?

“You care for her, don’t you?”

Reno exhaled noisily then gave a quick nod.  God, was
everyone privy to his feelings?  He’d only figured it out
himself a short while ago.

“Good, because she cares for you, too.  Enough to admit to
something extremely personal that only she and I know about.”

Reno bristled, not liking the idea of the captain having inside
knowledge—extremely personal knowledge, whatever the hell
that meant—about her.

“You met back at the Academy didn’t you?  During a fighting
match?”

“Not exactly.  It was a self-defence demo for a course I
was running.  She was a stand in for my assistant.”  The
memory brought a brief smile to his face.

“Any injuries or bloodshed?”

He frowned, searching his memory.  “No…   Well, she
scratched me.”

“Uh-huh.”  The Captain stared at him expectantly and Reno
frowned having no idea what the captain was getting at.

“It was a minor injury.”  Reno shrugged.  “I didn’t
even report it.”

“Any chance she ingested some of that blood?”

“No.  It was on my cheek and… ”  Reno suddenly stopped
talking and recalled how he’d nuzzled her neck.  Could his
cheek have brushed her lips?

“Any arousal at the time?  A chance that bonding hormones
had been activated?”  Captain Fielding continued to toss out
questions, but by this time Reno had finally connected the
dots.

“Shit!”  He jumped to his feet, knocking his chair
over.  “Why the hell didn’t she tell me?”  And with that
he stormed out of the building.

Hell and damnation.  He was blood bonded to Brandi
Johansson.  She’d been nosing about in his brain for the past
three years!  Privy to his every thought and feeling. 
And she’d conveniently forgotten to tell him.

Anger raced through him, heating his blood and clouding his
thinking.  How dare she?  Had she been laughing behind
his back each time he’d thought about her?  Had her taunts
been on purpose just to rile him so that afterwards she could
chuckle over the feelings that raced through his mind?  Did
she know how often he’d dreamed of her?  Of kissing her? 
Of burying his hands in her thick curls and taking her over and
over?

He was in his car now, starting the engine before the door was
even completely shut.  His tires squealed in protest as he
wheeled the vehicle out of the parking garage and drove towards
Brandi’s apartment.  She’d better be there.  If she
wasn’t he was staying until she showed up and then… then they were
going to have it out.  No one messed around with his mind like
that.  No one.

 










Chapter 34

 


Brandi stared around her small apartment and sighed.  Right
now, the normally neat abode was in complete disarray.  Boxes
lay strewn about, various cupboards and drawers displayed their
contents.  She was packing in preparation for moving to her
new job, and couldn’t quite believe how much she’d accumulated in
the few short years she’d been there.

Of course, if she’d chosen to live at Headquarters this wouldn’t
have been a problem.  There were furnished apartments
available at Lycan Link, but she’d always preferred having some
separation from her job.  And with several other weres living
in the building, it wasn’t as if she was completely alone.

She placed the armload of towels she’d been holding in a box and
then plucked one out to blot her face with.  A heat wave had
descended upon the area; the thermometers displayed disgustingly
high numbers and the breeze did little to cool sweat-soaked
brows.  Her apartment felt like an oven and her exertions
weren’t helping any.

Gathering up the hair that had escaped the makeshift knot on top
her head, she pinned it back into place, pleased to have the hot
tresses off her neck.  Any relief, no matter how small, was
welcome.  Her loose tank top and shorts were the minimum of
clothing she could wear, even having forgone undergarments in
favour of coolness.  As she paused in front of the small
oscillating fan she’d placed on a table, she vowed her next
apartment would definitely have an air-conditioner.

Deciding she needed a cool drink before continuing, she padded
to the kitchen and then dallied over her choice so she’d have an
excuse to leave the fridge door open longer.  The cool air
spilling from it felt heavenly on her over-heated skin. 
Finally, she grabbed a bottle of juice and reluctantly closed the
door.  Packing wasn’t her favourite way of spending her day
off but it had to be done.  In just forty-eight hours she
would be on her way to a new life.

She forced a smile onto her face hoping an outward appearance of
happiness might encourage a similar feeling in her heart. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t work and the smile faded away.  There
were so many memories here.  Sipping her juice, she walked
around the room trailing her fingertips over an item here and
there: a mug a co-worker had given her for her birthday, a picture
she’d purchased with her first paycheque, a silly wolf statuette
she’d won as a prize at the staff picnic the previous year.

A lump formed in her throat as a wave of nostalgia washed over
her.  Was she really making the right decision by
leaving?  Or was she just running from her problems?  She
nibbled her lip and considered the situation for what was likely
the hundredth time.

She was going to miss everyone dreadfully and her wolf
constantly whispered for her to stay.  In her mind’s eye she
could easily envision a happy future where she and Reno were
together.  But daydreams weren’t reality.  When her alarm
summoned her each morning the warm body in her arms always turned
into a pillow.  And when she walked the halls of Lycan Link
she only saw fleeting glimpses of Reno, as he seemingly took
complicated routes through the building in an obvious attempt to
avoid her.

No.  Leaving was the right choice; Reno wanted nothing more
to do with her.  She was alone and would remain alone for the
rest of her life.  The brief relationship she’d felt blooming
between them had died in Kolding’s Pass; and staying here at
Headquarters would prove nothing.

Firming her lips she set down her juice and forced herself to
continue the job.  She sealed a box with packing tape and
grabbed a marker to write a label on it.  Then she’d attack
the next drawer in the kitchen.

A loud banging sound startled her into dropping the
marker.  Someone was pounding on her door.

Brandi sighed, not in the mood for visitors when she still had
so much to do.  She started towards the door but had barely
taken two steps when it crashed open.  A man stood framed in
the light from the hallway.

“Reno!”  Her shock at seeing him was momentarily
overshadowed by the sight of what he’d just done to the door. 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  She rushed over to
examine the frame, unceremoniously pushing him out of the
way.  Just as she’d feared, he’d broken the lock and
splintered the wood around the latch!  “Dammit Reno, look what
you did.  Couldn’t you have waited two seconds until I opened
the door?  Now I’ll have to pay to get this fixed!”

She turned to scold him further but the words caught in her
throat.  Anger radiated from him and seemed to grow even
stronger as he darted his gaze about the room.

“Why are you packing?”  He snapped the words at her and
while she bristled at his demanding tone, a sense of
self-preservation had her reining in her temper.  Everything
about him had her instincts on alert; his stance, the jut of his
jaw, the rhythm of his breathing.  It wouldn’t take much to
set him off and she had no desire to be the person to do that.

“Because I’m leaving.  I’m going to Renwick—it’s a little
town not far from Kolding’s Pass—to be the DC agent for the
area.”  She walked around him warily, picked up a tea towel
and began to fold it, trying to appear calm.  What was going
on with him?  That Reno had a temper was a well-known fact but
he always seemed in control of it.

“That kind of move takes months to arrange.”  There was a
definite tone of accusation in his voice and she struggled not to
snap back at him.  Go easy, she warned herself.

“Usually, but I asked if they’d put a rush on it and by some
miracle everything fell into place.  Look Reno, I’m kind of
busy so if you have something to say, please say it and then
leave.”  She tried to brush past him and get a new packing box
but he grabbed her arm.

The heat of his palm burned as it lay against her skin and she
felt his thumb brush back and forth in a small caress. 
Tingles of awareness spread through her.  Her heart began to
race, an ache grew inside her and she fought against the need to
step closer, to rub against him.

Dammit, she’d spent the last few weeks trying to banish all
memory of him from her mind and body but just one touch and she was
craving him all over again.

“What do you think you’re doing?”  She stared meaningfully
at his hand, trying to inject a cool disdain into her voice.

“You tell me.”  He growled the words at her and she looked
up at him with a frown.

“What?”

“Don’t you already know?  Can’t you just tiptoe through my
mind and tell me?”

Brandi felt the blood drain from her face.  He couldn’t
know.  Not after all this time!  The blood in her veins
quickly changed from being heated with desire to the iciness of
fear.  Her lips seemed to go numb and she had to force the
words through them.  “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”  She started to step back but stopped when he
tightened his grip on her arm in warning.

“Yes, you damned well do.  The captain told me, so don’t
even bother to try and lie about it.”  He pulled her closer,
brought his face into her personal space.  “We’re the next
fucking thing to blood bonded!”

She gasped and tried to pull away, filled with indignation that
the captain had broken his trust to her, and appalled that Reno had
found out in such a way.  “He had no right!  He promised
it would stay between the two of us.”

“He had every right but more importantly I had every
right.  How the hell could you not tell me something this
important?”  Reno gave her arm a shake as his voice infused
with accusation.  “Did it give you a secret thrill?  Make
you feel you had some hold on me?  Did you like being able to
read my mind without me knowing?”  He snorted in disgust, let
go of her arm and took a step back, shaking his head.  “God,
I’ve been chased by women before who wanted the thrill of having
done a rogue, but none of them went this far.  Do you sit
around with your friends laughing as you give them the latest
update on my private thoughts?”

“No.  It’s not like that, Reno.  I swear.” 
Brandi’s stomach clenched, a sick feeling washing over her. 
It wasn’t supposed to be this way.  She could feel his hurt
over what he perceived as her betrayal.  Hurting him had never
been her intention.  “I… ”

“I don’t like people playing with my mind, Brandi.”  He
stepped towards her, again invading her space, and she
instinctively retreated.  He followed, forcing her backward
until she was pressed against the wall.  Placing a hand on
either side of her, he caged her in.  With nowhere to go, she
could only stare up at his menacing expression.

Reno flicked his gaze over her before focussing on her
neck.  “Turnabout is fair play, don’t you think?”

“What do you mean?”  Her stomach clenched with fear. 
She’d never seen him in such a mood.  The rogue wolf
tendencies he’d always warned her about seemed to have broken
through his civilized facade.

“You bonded with me, I’ll bond with you.”  He leaned
forward and nuzzled her neck.

“Reno, no!”  Shocked at his suggestion, she froze, unable
to believe he’d actually consider such a thing.

“Brandi, yes.”  He mimicked back and then licked her
throat.

She attempted to duck under his arm but he took hold of her
waist.  Bringing her shoulder up to protect her neck proved
useless as well for he threaded his fingers through her hair to
hold her head still.

Trapped, unable to move, her heart pounded in her chest. 
He crowded in closer, his body pressed against hers.  His
breath was hot on her neck.  She could feel his teeth grazing
her skin and against her will a thrill of excitement shot through
her.

“Reno, it won’t work,” she protested.  “You know
that.  A simple bite isn’t enough.”

“No.  But I’m definitely aroused.”  There was no
denying his statement; she could feel his erection, hot and hard
against her belly.  “The mating hormone is pumping though my
system right now just as it is through yours.”  His voice
rumbled in her ear.

“No.  No it’s not.”  She pushed against his chest,
trying to get him to move away but it was useless.

“Don’t lie to me, Brandi.  I can hear your heart
pounding.  The scent of your arousal can’t be denied; you want
me as much as I want you.”

“Physically, yes.  But a blood bond shouldn’t happen this
way.  You know that Reno.”  She squirmed and tried to
twist her head around, hoping to make eye-contact, to make him
understand. “It’s not right!  Reno, please!”

For a minute she feared he wouldn’t listen.  His mouth was
hot on her neck, his teeth already gently indenting her skin. 
He clenched his fingers tighter, lightly pulling her hair as he
forced her head further back.  A sob broke from her and she
squeezed her eyes tightly shut.  For years she’d dreamed of
being blood bonded with him but not like this.

The moment stretched out and she held her breath, waiting for
the pinprick of pain as he pierced her flesh.  When it didn’t
come she opened her eyes to find him lifting his head, staring down
at her with a dark, tormented gaze.

“Brandi…   I… I’m sorry.”  He let her go and stepped
away, a look of self-loathing on his face.

They stared at each other, eyes locked.  The only sound in
the room was their heavy breathing.  Slowly, Reno extended a
hand and brushed a tear from her cheek.  He dropped his gaze
to look at the bead of moisture on his finger then turned and
stalked across the room to brace his arms on either side of the
window frame.

The sunlight threw him into a near silhouette.  She could
see his clenched jaw, the way his fingers curled into fists and the
movement of his neck muscles as he swallowed hard.

“Shit.”  His single word echoed through the room and Brandi
repeated it in her head.  God, this was all such a mess!

She sniffed, tears slowly dripping down her cheeks.  “Reno,
I wasn’t trying to pull something over on you.  That’s not how
it was.”

“Then how the hell was it?”  He threw the question over his
shoulder, his voice harsh.

“I just didn’t know how to tell you.  It was an accident,
Reno.  Really.  I promise.”

Reno turned, lines of strain evident around his eyes and
mouth.  When he finally spoke, his lips barely moved. 
“Explain.”

She took a deep breath and wiped her eyes, trying to calm
herself enough to give a coherent explanation.  “It was that
demo back at the Academy.  Do you remember how I scratched
you?  I didn’t mean to, of course.  I was just trying to
get away.  But then, when you leaned over me, your face
brushed mine and some of the blood must have smeared onto my
mouth.”  She paused and licked her lips nervously, ironically
thinking that’s exactly what she’d done that fated day.  “I
didn’t realize and I guess I licked it off.”  Her voice
faltered and she felt her face flush as she forced out the next
words.  “I was… um… aroused.  Being pinned down by you
like that excited me.  For months I’d had a crush on you and
it was sort of like a fantasy I’d been having about you hunting me
down.”  She ended her explanation in almost a whisper. 
“I guess there was some mating hormone in my system at the
time.”

He gave a quick nod and she wondered if he’d realized how she’d
felt that day, if he’d somehow been aware of her secret crush.

Relieved to have the worst part over, she continued on.  “I
didn’t realize what had happened at first.  I thought I was
going crazy; all these strange thoughts and feelings kept drifting
through my head.  I didn’t know what to think—it never even
occurred to me—that a blood bond had been formed.  I figured I
was stressed from exams and then the new job.”

“But when we had sex that first time?  Didn’t you notice
anything different?”  He paused and the slightest hint of
embarrassment washed over his features.  “Supposedly, once you
blood bond it’s… er… better.”

Brandi stared down at her hands.  “Reno, I was drunk and
overtired.  It was all sort of hazy and I just… ”  She
shrugged not sure what to say and peered up at him through her
lowered lashes.

He was staring out the window again.  Silent and still,
possibly mulling over all the information in his head.  Her
stomach did a nervous flip-flop as she wondered what he was
thinking, what he’d do.  Finally he gave a heavy sigh. 
“I almost bit you that night.”

“Really?”  The admission shocked her.

“Yeah.”  He turned to face her, rubbing his neck and giving
a rueful smile.  “Maybe my wolf sensed there was a connection
and wanted to complete it.  I just figured it was the rogue
tendencies coming out again, but I guess the beast is more
perceptive than I realized.”

Brandi gave a small smile, thinking of how insistent her own
wolf had been over the past three years.  She wondered if Reno
had been subjected to the same treatment.

With an uncharacteristic hesitation, he walked over to where she
stood and eased himself down on the arm of the nearby sofa. 
“So, when did you figure it out, that we were blood bonded?”

“Partially bonded,” she corrected.  “I’m bonded to
you.  You aren’t bonded to me.”

“Moot point.  Tell me when.”

“At Langstaff.”  She picked up the tea towel that had
fallen to the floor when he’d grabbed her earlier, and began to
refold it.  “Somehow, in my head, I knew what had happened
there even before I got to the scene.  Then, at the motel, I
could feel your pain.  I knew what you were thinking, how you
hated yourself, blamed yourself.  Inside, I was crying for you
and trying not to show it.  I’d never felt anything like
it.  It went beyond sympathy and that’s when I started to put
it all together.  Once the case was over, I talked to the
captain.”

“But why him?  Why not me?”  Reno looked puzzled, even
hurt.  “I’m the one you’re bonded to.”

“I was nervous.  Scared.”  She placed the tea towel in
a box and made a show of pressing it flat.  “I saw the results
of what you and your wolf did to the Purist pack members.” 
She shook her head at the memory.  “I wasn’t sure if I really
wanted to be bonded to a hopeless rogue or not.  After
Langstaff I… I was scared of you, of the violence I thought existed
inside you.”  Giving the tea towel a final press, she closed
the box.  “I didn’t think I could stand to be bonded to
someone like that.”

“I understand.”  He looked down at the floor, a certain air
of dejection about him.  “It’s what I am.”

Brandi resisted the urge to place a comforting hand on his
shoulder.  Instead, she grabbed her abandoned juice bottle and
leaned against the edge of the table.  “No.  It’s not
what you are, Reno.  Right after Langstaff, I started checking
back on your old cases and the more I thought about it the more I
realized what happened there was an anomaly.  Any wolf—maybe
even my own—might have reacted the same way in the same
situation.  You only did what any Alpha or Beta would have
done to protect its pack.”  She took a sip of her juice before
continuing.  “I needed to be sure though, so eventually I got
up my nerve and told the captain what had happened.”

“And when you realized I wasn’t a hopeless rogue, why didn’t you
tell me then?”  He partially turned his head and looked at her
out of the corner of his eye.

“And trap you?  You didn’t want this bond but you would
have felt obligated to do the right thing.”  She pushed back
an escaped tendril of hair.  “I didn’t want that so I tried to
stay away except our jobs kept bringing us together.”

Reno snorted and sat up straighter.  “The captain probably
ensured that, damn him.”

“It was hard, being around you so much.”  She stared down
at the bottle in her hand, noting how she’d been nervously peeling
the label off.

“So you decided to be a bitch to me?”  He raised his
brows.

“Yeah.  To keep you away.  To protect myself.  I
didn’t want to know what you were doing or feeling or… ”  She
tried to keep the hurt out of her voice as she spoke the next
words.  “Or who you were with.  I purposely blocked you
out but it was tiring and made my wolf angry.  I guess my mood
was never the best.”

“I noticed.”

“So… now you know the whole story.”  She looked at him,
twisting the bottle nervously in her fingers and wondering what
he’d say.

~~~

“Yeah.  Now I know.”  He stared down at the
floor.  It all made sense now… sort of.  Which put the
ball right back in his court.  So now what was he going to do
about it?

Brandi set down the bottle she’d been holding and stood up
straight.  “I still don’t expect anything from you,
Reno.  I’m leaving Lycan Link and you can continue on with
your life here.  I know you love being an Enforcer so—”

“But I love you more.”  He interrupted her, laying bare his
heart in a way he’d never thought possible.

Brandi shook her head.  “No.  You like me, maybe lust
for me, but you don’t love me.”

He stood up, taking a step closer to her.  “You know that’s
not true.  You can tell.  Just read my mind.”

“No.  It’s not quite that easy.  It’s a partial
bond.  Some things are clearer than others and if you’re
purposely trying to deceive me—”

“But I’m not.”  He sighed and ran his hands through his
hair wondering why she couldn’t just believe him.  Fancy words
didn’t come easily to him but if that’s what it would take, well,
he’d give it a try.  He picked up her hands, gently rubbing
his thumbs over their backs.  “Brandi, listen to me.  I
love you.  Yes, at first it was more curiosity—your hair and
name caught my attention—and then lust—you’ve got an amazing
body—but I’ve come to know you better over the years.  You’re
smart, a quick thinker, you’re good at your job—”

She shook her head and tried to pull her hands away but he held
on tight.

Ignoring her protest, he continued on.  “You care about
people and are willing to go out of your way to help them.” 
Now he looked directly into her eyes and brought her hands up to
his mouth, gently kissing her knuckles.  “You’re beautiful and
sexy and even before the accidental blood bond something about you
attracted me, attracted my wolf.  That’s how the bond
started.  I still remember having you pinned to the floor and
feeling a pull towards you.”

“But in Kolding’s Pass—”

“I was an ass.  Ask anyone, they all told me often
enough.”  He gave a rueful chuckle.  “I was fighting my
feelings for you, not believing that they’d last.  Rogues
aren’t known for being faithful you know and I didn’t want to hurt
you, so I started to come up with all these reasons why it was
better to let you go.”

“And now?”

“The captain showed me the same papers he showed you all those
years ago.  The ones that reassured you that you weren’t blood
bonded to a dangerous rogue.  Turns out it’s not too likely
that I’ll go off the deep end some day.”

“Is that what you really thought?”  She tilted her
head.  “Is your wolf really so unruly that it would take
over?”

Reno released her hands and rubbed his neck, his gaze restlessly
scanning the room.  “It’s hard to explain until it happens to
you.  There’s a stigma to the term rogue, you know.  A
sense of shame, of failure.”

He flicked her a glance, trying to judge her reaction but her
expression gave nothing away.  Nervousness assaulted him and
he began to pace the room, determined to express his feelings, even
if it killed him.  If they were to have a future together, she
had to know.  “When you’re a rogue, your pack doesn’t want you
or they look at you like you’re a ticking time bomb.  The
sense of camaraderie and family that you’ve grown up with suddenly
disappears once that label is put on you.  Maybe that’s why
working with the halves always appealed to me.  I know how
they feel when their pack turns on them and treats them like
they’re less worthy than the rest.”

Somewhat to his surprise he found himself by the window
again.  Was it something Freudian, like he was looking for an
escape?  Perhaps, but he’d gone too far to leave off
now.  “And even though being an Enforcer might elevate you
from being considered a common rogue, there’s always a shadow
hanging over you, the fear that one day you’ll lose control and
everything you’ve worked for will slip away.  That you’ll lose
the tiny bit of respectability you’ve managed to garner and once
again be alone, an outcast, a wolf without a home.”  He
swallowed hard. Telling her this was like opening up a wound.

“It doesn’t always happen.”  She countered, taking a step
closer to him.  Her voice was calm and even.  He wasn’t
sure what she was thinking.

“No.  Some rogues never turn but you can be damned sure
they work hard at preventing it.  Constantly battling the wolf
inside.”

“Your wolf isn’t like that.  The report says so.”

“Perhaps not, but what if the report is wrong?  And my wolf
is definitely strong willed, stronger than most.  I’ve kept it
on a short leash for years.”

“A strong wolf for a strong man makes sense, don’t you
think?”  She was right behind him now; her hand was on his
shoulder.  He could feel the heat from her body seeping into
his.  It was comforting—soothing—to have that physical
connection.  “And maybe it struggles so much because you do
keep the leash so tight.  If you relaxed a bit, it might as
well.”

“Could be.  I’ve wondered that sometimes.”  He was
quiet for a moment, staring at the people on the street going about
their daily lives.  Then, gathering his courage, he turned to
face her.  “So, that’s how it is to be a rogue.  It’s not
a pretty life and not something I’d ever want to subject anyone
to.”  He shrugged and gave a half smile.  “But then
again, maybe it’s not my life.  Maybe all these years I’ve
been denying what my heart has been telling me for no reason. 
Perhaps I should take a chance and…   Or I should ask
you to take a chance… ”  He paused and frowned, suddenly
unsure of whom he was trying to convince, himself or her.  “Ah
hell, Brandi, will you have me as your mate no matter what my
future might hold?”

Brandi stared at him wide-eyed and he wondered if he’d totally
screwed up.  His heart started to race, and a strange buzzing
filled his ears.  Dammit, couldn’t he do anything right?

Quickly he grabbed her hand and pressed it to his heart,
speaking with as much sincerity as possible.  “Brandi.  I
really do love you.”

She blinked and then the corners of her mouth began to curve
upwards.  Tears glistened in her eyes and half laughing, half
crying, she leaned forward until her head rested next to their
joined hands on his chest.  “Reno, I’ve waited so long to hear
that.  Of course I want you as my mate.”

An inexplicable feeling of lightness and joy burst to life
inside him.  Reno folded her in his arms and gently rocked her
back and forth while murmuring against her hair.  “I
know.  I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out; to quit
hiding from you because I was afraid.”

Brandi looked up and cupped his face with both her hands. 
“You weren’t afraid.  You were just too cautious, too
dedicated.  You didn’t want to endanger anyone in case you
really were a rogue.  It shows depth of character and I love
that about you.”  She brushed her lips over his, and then
shook her head.  “Though how you could ever believe that about
yourself, I don’t know.  A true rogue would never be able to
lead an entire squad or keep the men in line like you do.  And
a rogue would never buy bubble wands and purple plastic shovels for
little refugees.”

“Where did you hear about that?”  He stiffened and felt his
cheeks grow warm.

“I have my sources.”  She smiled smugly.  “On the
outside you’re a big mean Enforcer but inside you’re just an
overgrown lap dog.”

He rolled his eyes.  “That’s what Beth says about
Damien.”

“Well, she’s right.  You both have these brooding, gruff
exteriors, but those of us who love you know it’s just a facade you
put on for your jobs.”

Reno leaned forward pressing his forehead to hers.  “Just
don’t let that get out, okay?”

“Promise.”  She pressed a quick kiss to his mouth.

“So… about this blood bond thing.”  He looked at her
speculatively.  “It’s one-sided right now, correct?”

“You know that.”

“Well, that’s really not very fair and I think in the interests
of ensuring we have an equitable relationship, we need to remedy
the situation as quickly as possible.”

Brandi furrowed her brow.  “Where did that flowery speech
come from?  You don’t talk that way.”

“I do when I’m using my negotiating skills against a Purist
Alpha.”

She snorted.  “As if.  You go in snarling and growling
and then wonder why I get pissy about the mess you leave
behind.  Besides, I’m not a Purist Alpha, so don’t go sounding
all high and mighty on me.”

“Well…   If you insist.”  Swiftly he grabbed her by
the waist and hoisted her up over his shoulder.

“Reno!”  She yelled and pounded him on the back. 
“What are you doing?”

“Acting like myself.”  He turned this way, then that before
heading off down the short hallway opening doors as he went along
until he found her bedroom.  “I’m really not that civilized
and when I see something I want… ”  Carefully, he dropped her
onto the bed.  “I grab it.”

~~~

Suddenly, Brandi found herself bouncing gently on her very soft
mattress, and by the time she stilled Reno had removed his shirt
and was kicking off his shoes.

She propped herself up on her elbows.  “What do you think
you’re doing?”

“Getting ready to blood bond with you.”  He gave her a
devilish grin while loosening his belt and then sliding off his
pants and shorts in one fluid movement.

Brandi glanced behind him.  She had a clear view down the
hallway to the apartment door.  The same door he’d broken down
and which was still wide open.  Mrs. O’Neill lived right
across the hall and was eighty if she was a day.  The present
view might give the poor dear a heart-attack.  “Reno! 
Put some clothes on.  Anyone walking by can see you!”

He followed the direction of her gaze, gave an annoyed growl and
slammed the bedroom door shut.  “Better?”

“Um… ”  Her mouth had gone dry and every thought drained
from her head.  He was facing her now, gloriously naked and
fully erect.  Heat pooled between her legs and a throbbing
ache started within her.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”  He moved towards her as if
stalking his prey.  The look in his eyes—dominant,
controlled—held her pinned to the bed.  When he stood beside
her, he seemed to loom like a giant making her feel small and
vulnerable.  The idea had her heart racing.

Silently, with measured moves, he knelt on the bed.  His
grip was firm and assured as he positioned her until he was between
her knees.  Slowly he slid his hands up her legs, to her
thighs and then higher still.  His fingers skimmed inside the
legs of her shorts, then traced the lower curve of her
buttocks.

“No panties?”  He quirked a brow.  “Naughty girl.”

She shook her head.  “I was too hot.”

“You still are.”  He brushed his fingers lightly over the
small thatch of curls that covered her sex and a jolt of desire had
her gasping.  “Hmm…   You’re going to be a responsive
mate, I see.”  For a moment he continued to tease her with
feather-light touches that super-sensitized her flesh.  She
bit her lip and tried not to move, but her hips instinctively
pushed upward wanting more.

Reno gave a low chuckle and pulled her shorts off
completely.  Despite the heat of the room, she shivered under
his intense gaze and tried to move her legs together, but he was in
the way again and clamped his hands down on her thighs.  “Stay
still.  I like looking at you.”  His voice was gruff and
commanding.

Instinctively, Brandi obeyed and she felt her face heat. 
They’d been together before but it had always been rushed, spur of
the moment.  He’d never just… stared at her before.  It
was embarrassing and… erotic… to be lying on the bed clad only in a
tank top.

She shifted and he slid his gaze up, the corners of his mouth
curling in a teasing smile.  “Hmm… is there anything else
important that you left off wearing today?”

Ever so slowly he traced a path over her hips and across her
belly.  Inch by inch he pushed up her top.  Past her
stomach, over her ribs.  She watched the progress of his
hands, saw her nipples bead in anticipation through the thin
material that covered them and then, just before he bared her
breasts, he stopped.

Instead of uncovering her, he knelt over her and suckled her
though the thin material.  As the fabric dampened under his
mouth, it gently abraded the sensitive peak.  Each tug of his
mouth, each scrape of fabric sent her arousal soaring higher.

Brandi dug her fingers into his hair, raking his scalp, holding
his head in place.  Reno growled his approval and moved to
give her other breast equal attention.  He stretched out on
top of her; his weight pinning her to the bed and sending a thrill
chasing up and down her spine.  She loved the feel of him
pressed close to her and began to caress his body, tracing the
indent of his spine, running her foot up his calf, clutching the
tight cheeks of his butt.

His hips shifted.  She could feel him, hot and hard
pressing against her and she tried to work her hand around so she
could touch him.  He obliged by sitting back on his haunches
but not before pulling her top over her head.

He was like some perfect statue before her—not polished and neat
like an Adonis—but rugged and strong and totally male.  She
had to touch him, to explore, to prove to herself that he was
really here in her bed and not a dream lover that would disappear
with the ringing of the alarm clock.

Rising to her knees she traced his shoulders and collar bone,
first with her fingertips and then her lips.  Up his neck, to
his stubbled chin then down to his chest.  She tongued his
flat brown nipples, laughing lightly when they bunched in
response.  Moving to his abs, she licked each ribbed muscle
delighting in the rippling shivers her ministrations caused.

Placing her hands on his thighs, she felt their strength,
massaged the muscles and then slid her hands to his hips.  His
shaft bobbed in front of her, begging for attention and she gave
it.  He was hot and smooth, thick veins running his length,
his balls heavy in her hand.  She played him until he groaned
and thrust forward.

“Enough.”  He pushed her onto her back, swiftly taking
control.  His fingers slid through her silky folds.  She
gasped and shuddered as he touched her most sensitive spot.

Squirming under his attentions, need grew within her at an
alarming rate.  Her heart was pounding so loudly, she could
hardly hear. Quick, panting breaths escaped her lips.

“You’re ready.”  His statement was blunt as if he knew her
better than she knew herself.  Desire had turned his eyes
black and his gaze seemed to burn into hers.

“Yes.”  She felt no shyness now and opened herself to him
fully.  There was no need to hide from him.  Her body was
his and soon her thoughts would be, too.  Their minds would
meld and then there’d be no turning back.  “You’re
sure?”  She asked stroking his face.

Reno bit the pad of her thumb and rolled his eyes.  “Isn’t
that supposed to be my line?”

Brandi shrugged.  “I never claimed to do things the usual
way.”

“Good.”  He leaned forwards and nipped her chin.  “I
like the unusual.”  And with that he thrust into her in one
long stroke.

A gasp escaped her as he pushed inside.  After more than
two years, her body had forgotten his size.  She arched her
back, loving the heat, the sense of fullness.  Reno rumbled in
approval, his eyes half closed.  In then out, each time a bit
deeper, the feeling of oneness growing between them.  Finally,
buried to the hilt, he paused and they savoured the moment.

“Okay?”  He ran a kiss along her jaw.

“Oh yeah.”  She closed her eyes, a faint smile on her
lips.  “More than okay.”

“The first time—when you bonded with me—we were like
this.”  He took her arms by the wrists and pinned them over
her head.

Brandi opened her eyes in surprise and tugged at her arms but he
didn’t let go.  Not sure what was going on, she gave him a
questioning look.

“You said you had a fantasy, remember?  About being hunted
down.  What if I have one, too?”

“Oh.”  She gave her arms another tug and wiggled her body
but being… impaled… and held in place, her efforts were
futile.  A strange tingle ran through her. 
Controlled.  Dominated.  She closed her eyes and felt
herself get wetter around him, her excitement spiking like never
before.  Who’d have guessed?

‘Yes,’ her wolf hummed in satisfaction as it took
advantage of her preoccupation and pushed to the foreground. 
‘Our mate is strong.  He will be our Alpha and care for
us, ensure our every need is met.’  The creature took a
moment to scold her. ‘I have told you for years, but you would
never listen.  See what we’ve been missing because of your
stubbornness?’

Her wolf was right.  She should have listened.

“Is this okay?”  The sound of Reno’s voice had her opening
her eyes.  He was watching her carefully.  “I’ll let go
if it bothers you.”

“No.  I… I like it.”  Brandi felt her cheeks heat yet
again.  She was a strong, independent career woman and yet
being controlled by Reno was turning her on.  Her gaze lifted
to his eyes and she noted how black they were; could see the
wildness lurking inside him.  His wolf was as close to the
surface as hers, eager to stake its claim.  At one time, she’d
feared the creature but now that hint of danger thrilled her. 
He would be forceful and demand she yield to him, yet his actions
would always be tempered with love.  And she’d enjoy provoking
that side of him.  The battles of will they’d have should
prove to be… interesting.

A growl rose from his throat and Reno curled his lip, a hint of
fang beginning to show.  His gaze slowly raked over her,
lingering on her up-thrust breasts before returning to her
face.  “My wolf is pleased with you.  He’s wanted you as
a mate for a long time.”

“I’m pleased with him, too.  And so is my wolf.” 
Playfully, she lifted her head and nipped at his chin drawing
another growl from him.

Desire flared in his eyes and suddenly he dipped his head,
kissing her deeply, his tongue stroking hers.  At the same
time, he began to move, his body rocking into her with powerful
strokes, taking her as he might have done in ancient times.

With each hard thrust, her heart seemed to race faster. 
Her breath came in rapid pants.  It was like it had been at
the Academy all those years ago.  Age-old instincts were
coming to life, filling her with a strange melting sensation,
urging her to submit to the male who had finally conquered
her.  But this time she didn’t fight the sensation. 
Instead she revelled in it, and as he drove into her over and over,
excitement twisted and turned, muscles tightened, nerve endings
begged for release.  This was what it was like to be claimed
by a male who would never let you go.  An edge of danger yet
at the same time there was the knowledge that he’d never hurt and
always protect.

Brandi tossed her head back, exposing her throat.  She felt
ready to explode, wave after wave of pleasure filling her to the
breaking point.  Through unfocussed eyes, she saw Reno leaning
forward, felt his canines brush her neck.  She tensed and held
her breath, hovering on the brink of expectancy…

A pinprick of pain pushed her over the edge.  Her body
convulsed in ecstasy as Reno lapped at her blood.  Light
flared behind her eyes and then a tidal wave of feeling sent her
spinning out of control into a realm she’d only dreamed of. 
There was no hiding, no shame.  Only love, understanding, and
acceptance.  After so many years of being incomplete they were
finally one in both body and mind.  Two separate souls united
as they had always been meant to be.

Brandi and Reno, bonded in love, mated for eternity.

 










EPILOGUE

 

Several weeks later…

Reno drove towards Damien’s house, barely listening to his
partner who was talking a blue streak beside him.  Beth was
pregnant and Damien was as proud as the proverbial peacock. 
The young love birds had purchased a home on the edge of town and
had just moved in a week ago.  There were still boxes to
unpack and landscaping to finish, but the rooms were painted and
the essentials were in place.

He and Brandi had helped out as much as possible, and in
exchange Damien was going to fly out to Kolding’s Pass and return
the favour in a few weeks’ time.

It had been a hard decision to make, but Klaus needed him and
Brandi was eager to help her birth pack recover from its recent
experiences.  Besides, the excitement of being an Enforcer at
Lycan Link had faded.  It was time to move on.  He’d miss
the adrenaline rush of working a new case, but Kolding’s Pass
promised to hold enough challenges to keep him busy.

Once the pack was stabilized, Damien was even considering moving
his new family there.  Reno hoped so.  Klaus had hinted
that he’d like to retire soon and Damien would make a damned fine
Beta.

“So you’ll come for supper tomorrow night?”

Realizing Damien was talking to him, Reno forced himself to pay
closer attention. “Sure.  Another housewarming party?”

“No.  Beth had an ultra-sound this morning and she wants to
show you guys the pictures.  Man, Reno.  It’s the most
amazing thing in the world, to see your unborn pup.”

Reno wondered how he’ll feel when Brandi finally conceived and
decided he’d be as much of a blathering idiot about it as Damien
was.  The idea of his pup growing in Brandi’s belly was rather
erotic, and he shifted uncomfortably in his seat as his body
responded to the idea.  He’d drop Damien off and then head
straight home for a good bout of sex.

His phone rang and he turned on the hands-free feature.

“Reno?  Fielding here.”

He barely suppressed a growl of frustration.  “Captain, I
just left work ten minutes ago.  A case couldn’t have come up
that fast.”  A month ago, Reno never would have dreamed he’d
complain about work, but now anything that kept him away from
Brandi was an annoyance.

“No.  It’s not a case.  Another threatening letter
just arrived from the Purists.”

Both Damien and Reno swore in unison.

“I thought we were done with that.”  Damien said.

“Apparently not.”  Fielding replied.  “And this one’s
more specific than ever.  It says they’re ashamed of Lycan
Link and its persistent contribution to the downfall of Lycan
society.  The fact that employees are now actively engaged in
sullying the blood line by mating with halves is intolerable. 
They will now take direct action to stop the spread of the
scourge.  Sufficient warning has been given but Lycan Link has
failed to comply.  The time to act is now.”

“What a bunch of bull,” Reno snorted and shook his head. 
“Captain, if they think—”

Damien suddenly stiffened and turned white.  “Something is
wrong with Beth.  She’s scared and worried about the
baby!”

“Shit!”  Reno clenched the steering wheel.  “Captain,
I think the Purists might have been referring to Beth. 
Damien’s sensing something is wrong.”

“I’ll send a team to the house.”  Fielding hung up and Reno
pressed down harder on the accelerator.

“Don’t worry, Damien.  We’re only a few minutes from your
place.”  Skilfully he wove through the traffic while Damien
kept a death grip on the dashboard.

As he turned the corner onto Damien’s street, the sound of an
explosion rang out and a billow of smoke could be seen rising in
the air.

“Beth!”  Damien was shouting his mate’s name and jumped
from the car before it even stopped.  He took but a few steps
when a second explosion rocked the area, the blast knocking him to
the ground.

Reno slammed the car into park and leapt out, racing after
Damien.  The man was already on his feet and heading straight
towards the burning building.  He grabbed his partner’s arm
and tried to hold him back.  The house was almost entirely
engulfed.  There was no way Damien could enter without
protective gear.  It would be suicide!

“Damien, wait!  The fire trucks are coming.  They’ll
get her out.”

The wail of sirens was filling the air even as he spoke, but it
seemed to make no difference for his partner.

“Let me go, Reno.  Beth needs me!”  Damien growled
while struggling against him.  “Let me go, dammit!” 
Suddenly he turned and snarled, his canines showing.  The air
around him shimmered and Reno realized he was on the verge of
transforming right in front of the crowd of gathering
neighbours.  Human neighbours.

“Damien, get a grip man!  You can’t do this!”  He
tried to get through to his partner, but Damien swung at him and
Reno barely managed to dodge the blow.  In that split second
Damien pulled free and ran into the burning building, calling out
Beth’s name.

~~~

A few days later, Reno stood gazing at his partner.  The
beeping of monitors and the smell of antiseptic permeated the stark
room of the infirmary.  Lycan Link’s medical facilities
rivalled those of any human hospital both in technology and
decor.

Damien was still unconscious with severe burns over much of his
body.  The doctors said he’d recover physically, likely with
little to no scarring, though one leg had them concerned. 
Infection had set in but the odds were good on it healing with
proper treatment and high doses of antibiotics.

Psychologically the prognosis wasn’t as clear.  The death
of a blood bonded mate was always hard on the surviving partner,
but when the death occurred so traumatically and the patient had a
history of rogue tendencies…

Closing his eyes, Reno took a steadying breath still recalling
Damien’s screams.  The man likely hadn’t realized he’d been
yelling out loud when trying to mentally connect with Beth. 
It had been agonizing to hear him begging his dead mate to answer
him.  And then to see Damien throw himself into the burning
building…

A door opened, but Reno didn’t turn.  He knew who it was;
the captain had said he’d meet him there.

“How’s he doing, Reno?”

“The same.  I spoke to the doctor a few minutes ago. 
His body will heal but no one’s laying bets on his mind.”

“You’ll pull him through.  You two are closer than any two
Enforcers I’ve ever seen.  He’ll recover.”

Reno grunted, hoping, praying, it would be enough.  Damien
was like his brother, his family.  They were pack and pack
meant everything.  If he’d learned one thing over the past few
weeks it was that his rogue tendencies were no longer an issue, if
they ever had been.  His feelings for Brandi, his concern for
Damien, those emotions were too real, too deep, to belong to a
creature with no pack mentality.  He’d give his life for
either of them in a minute.

Fielding distracted him from his thoughts by handing him a
file.  “The forensic tests are back.  They weren’t able
to get an identity on the other body found in the house. 
Whoever it was, he had severe head trauma and was probably
unconscious when the explosion occurred.  We’re speculating
Beth must have come home early and found him rigging a bomb to the
hot water heater.  When it cycled on, there was an
explosion.  The most likely scenario is that she tried to
defend herself and managed to knock him out.  Unfortunately,
the explosion must have occurred before she could get out of the
house.”

Reno slowly curled his hands into fists.  “It was the
fucking Purists.  Who else would try to rig Damien’s house to
explode?”

The captain laid a hand on his shoulder.  “I know what
you’re thinking, Reno.  It isn’t your fault.  You’ve
devoted years of your life trying to stop the group.  You’ve
rounded up scores of members, followed protocol every inch of the
way.  There was nothing you could have done that would have
prevented this.”

“Yeah, well sometimes protocol sucks.  Klaus’ idea of
blowing up a mine with the whole lot of them in it sounds damned
appealing right now.”

“Yeah.  Sometimes it sucks.”  Both men were silent for
a moment staring at Damien’s bandaged body, watching the slow rise
and fall of his chest that provided the only indication that he was
alive.

Reno cleared his throat.  “So, do you think this was the
act of a lone perpetrator, or is someone out there still directing
the group and orchestrating attacks like this one?”

“Who knows?  The members we have in detention at Lycan Link
aren’t talking, if they themselves even know.  It’s a very
secretive organization.  We were lucky at Kolding’s Pass,
rounding up so many but there could be dozens more scattered across
the country, not to mention the rest of the world.”

“And even if we have all of them, the ideology is still out
there.  Someone could try again.”  Reno sighed thinking
they had gone through all of this—lost so much—and it still might
not be enough.

“Education will be the key.  That and vigilance. 
We’ll keep promoting the Rights and Freedom Act, tell packs to be
on alert, to check in on neighbouring packs and report anything
suspicious.  It’s the best we can do.”

Reno’s cell phone rang interrupting the conversation and he
checked the text message before returning it to his pocket. 
“That was Brandi reminding me to stop at the grocery store on the
way home.”  He chuckled softly thinking how domesticated he
was becoming.

“Not before you get those reports completed and on my desk.”

“I hope Klaus does his own paperwork.”  He grumbled at the
prospect of several more hours in the office.

“When are you and Brandi leaving for Kolding’s Pass?”

“Hmm?  We’re going to stick around until Damien’s in
rehab.  Klaus understands I just can’t leave my partner on his
own.  The Beta position is mine whenever I get there.”

A nurse came in and pleasantly but firmly announced that
visiting hours were over.

The two men nodded and left the room, never noticing the
flickering of Damien’s eyelids and the stirring of his hands. 
Time passed.  All was quiet except the beeping of the machines
and moments later, even they were silent.  Alarms began to
ring, the sound of running feet filled the air, but when the door
to Damien’s room burst open, it was too late.

 

Reno sat in his office swearing, the phone still clutched in his
hand. The infirmary had just called.  No one could explain how
it had happened but Damien was gone.

It was one of the things Reno had always feared but he’d hoped
his friend would be spared.

A muscle worked in his jaw as he punched in the numbers on the
phone.  “Brandi?  I’ve got bad news, babe.  It
seems… ”  He took a deep breath before continuing.  “It
appears Damien has gone rogue … Yeah, they’ve searched the
grounds and can’t find him anywhere … How the hell he managed
to slip away in his condition … I know, it makes no
sense … What will happen now?”  Reno paused and blinked,
forcing down the emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. 
Damien was family.  “A rogue Enforcer is too dangerous to be
allowed to roam.  If he manages to live through his injuries,
he’ll have to be hunted down.”

~~~


Fin

~~~
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