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      Forest Grove had hardly changed in the four years since I’d moved to pack camp. There were still groups of teenagers hanging out around the entrance to the corner shop, sipping slurpees and sneaking cigarettes.

      The restaurant down the block was still somehow open even though I’d never seen a soul go inside, and the old couple who walked arm in arm every afternoon through the town were just taking their break on a park bench near the intersection.

      They weren’t the reason I came to this part of town, though. The windows of Jacqueline’s bookshop reflected the afternoon sunlight in an almost blinding square of gold as I walked up, pausing when a strange scent drifted by on the summer breeze.

      Through the small oval window in the door, I could see Jacqueline waving at me to come in and shucked off the distraction. The sweet, musky smell of old books welcomed me as I entered the shop, and I sighed. Wednesday’s had to be one of my favorite days.

      “Right on schedule,” Jacqueline called with a grin from the register. “Your special order came in about an hour ago, and the newest Tate James arrived with yesterday’s shipment.”

      “You’re a saint.”

      I’d been waiting for that book for months, and I couldn’t wait to devour it, but… “I’m just going to have a quick peek at the shelves before I check out.”

      “Don’t you always?”

      I let the serenity of the shop wash over me as I took my time browsing the stacks, finding two more books to add to my pile. I passed over what used to be my favorite section when I worked here four years ago, gaze slipping past bright blues and purples with shining silver fonts.

      Paranormal romance was my go-to through all the years of middle and high school. Until Devin took away my mortality, and with it, my ignorance. For a solid year, I hardly read anything at all. Half because I’d lost interest in my favorite genre, and half because I’d been too afraid to come back to Jackie’s shop.

      The way I had to leave wasn’t the greatest. I’d basically forced her into letting me go and replacing me with her niece. Not even able to come in in person and talk to her about why I had to do it. But time mended a lot of things, and when I came in a few years back to get a copy of a new release, she was genuinely glad to see me.

      I’d come in every Wednesday since. Books from Jackie’s shop were pretty much the only thing I spent my share of the pack’s earnings on.

      I lifted a new urban fantasy she had prominently displayed and flipped to the back cover. Yellow eyes stared back at me, and the first line promised the reader magic and mayhem. With a shudder, I placed it back on the shelf, turning to the contemporary area.

      Once, I’d have snapped up a book like that in a heartbeat. Eager to escape my mundane life into worlds of the supernatural. Now, I needed to escape my supernatural life by reading about normal people and normal problems.

      How ironic.

      “You know this one is a reverse harem, right?” Jackie asked as I made my way to the front counter as an older couple entered the shop to browse.

      Flushing, I nodded, watching her scan my special ordered reverse harem book along with the others and pop them into a bag. She clearly hadn’t realized that three out of the four books I was buying today had similar romantic partnerings. At first, I started reading them to feel more normal. Mating to two shifters made me an anomaly among my race, but in these books, it was commonplace. Plus, if I were being honest, they were super addictive.

      I cleared my throat. “They’re really good,” I said, trying for nonchalance. She was the one who’d taught me never to judge a reader’s tastes. “You should try one.”

      She lifted a thin brow and smirked. “Maybe I should,” she agreed with a wink. “For...research.”

      I laughed as I took the bag from her, shuffling away from the counter to let the older couple pay for their purchases. “See you next week!”

      There wasn’t a whole lot of time for reading, being the alpha of one of the largest packs in the eastern United States, but I made time. Usually up all hours of the night, binging until one of my mates wrestled the pages from my fingers to force me to get some sleep.

      I pulled out the newest book in the darker series I’d been waiting for and anxiously flipped to the first page like an addict looking for a fix. There was no way I could wait until tonight to figure out if the hero were still alive.

      The strange smell from before distracted me, and it was too late for me to stop when I looked up from my book before running headlong into the man standing in the middle of the sidewalk.

      My book flew from my hands, and like an idiot, I used my supernatural speed and ability to launch five feet to the right and catch it before it could fall into the oily puddle at the side of the road.

      Dammit.

      I flashed a quick smile at the man I ran into, trying to blind him with it. “Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t see you there.”

      “No harm done,” he replied brusquely, brushing his palms over his pressed jacket as though my touch had somehow tainted it. Jackass.

      I snorted, putting my book back in my bag.

      “You’re right on schedule.”

      I glanced up, wondering who the man was talking to now as I stepped away but there was no one else, and he was staring straight at me. That’s when I noticed it.

      The odd smell—it was coming from him.

      There was an otherworldliness to him I hadn’t noticed at first, but it was there. An air of power and knowledge that shouldn’t have belonged to a man who looked barely older than thirty.

      He isn’t human.

      “What did you say?”

      “You must be Alison. I was told I might find you here.”

      “Allie,” I corrected him sharply, hands clenching into fists.

      The smell, a smoky odor with an undercurrent of something tangy tugged at a distant memory. But what? My brows rose as I realized where I knew it from. Stella’s house. She was a witch who lived just outside Forest Grove and had helped us a time or two.

      “You’re a witch.”

      “We prefer alchemist, but yes.” The man dipped his head in a formal sort of greeting, and I took in his stature, measuring him up. He wasn’t very large. A few inches below six feet tall with a clean shaven face and dark brown eyes. “Gregory.”

      Something he’d said before returned, and I narrowed my eyes at him, feeling my inner wolf surface. I tampered her with a steadying breath and straightened my spine. “You said I was right on schedule. Were you waiting for me?”

      His lips twitched into a sly grin as he swept an arm toward the coffee shop next door. “Join me for a coffee?”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Heat skittered up my spine and this time when my wolf strained against the confines of my human body, I let him see it. I let him see her in the glow of my eyes.

      His smile vanished. “If you’ll join me, I’ll be happy to explain.”

      “Hard pass.”

      Jared and Clay would kill me if they found out I went off with some witch to have a private chat, even if it were in public.

      “If you have something to say to me, you can do it right here.”

      I lowered my voice as a few teenagers strolled past, reeking of tobacco and minty chewing gum.

      The man, Gregory, dragged his tongue across his teeth, a look of disgust on his face as he considered something. “You’ve...how should I put this...you’ve piqued the interest of the Arcane Council. My superior would like a meeting with you to discuss your deformity.”

      My upper lip curled back, and I could barely contain it as a low growl reverberated in my chest. “You can tell your superior that I have no interest in meeting with him. And you—”

      “That’s too bad,” he interrupted. “He doesn’t like to be refused.”

      A thinly veiled threat in his reply put my teeth on edge. Sweat beaded at my brow, and it had nothing to do with the heat.

      “And I don’t like being stalked by witches in my town,” I retorted, meeting him blow for blow with a threat of my own. “If I see you on my streets again, I’ll remove you myself.”

      Surprise flashed quickly in his eyes before his expression settled back to the haughty disdain of a moment before, and he tucked his hands into his pockets.

      “Well then,” he said with a smirk squirming at the edge of his mouth. “Goodbye for now, little wolf. I’ll be seeing you.”

      “You better hope you don’t.”

      

      I walked seven blocks, taking the longest possible route back to where I’d parked the Chevelle, needing the time to calm my rattled nerves.

      Why were the witches interested in me now? Nothing had changed. I’d been the same Allie Grace—the twin soul wolf—for the last four years. Either they hadn’t known about me until now, or they didn’t care until now. I assumed the former, but if the latter, what changed to make them curious all of a sudden?

      I viscously shoved the thoughts away, locked them up for later inspection. I’d told Clay I’d stop by Grove’s End while I was in town, and if I didn’t calm my racing heart and break up the mosh pit of worried thoughts in my mind, he would sense there was something up.

      No need to worry him. I’d already sent the alchemist prick away, and if he knew what was good for him, he wouldn’t come back.

      I sighed as I unlocked the door and slid into the seat of my baby, accepting her hug as her leather seats formed to my curves. She’d been a gift from my mates and my two best friends when I turned eighteen. She’d been a wreck then. All rusted out and falling apart. Not anymore. It’d taken almost three years, but she was a sexy thing now. All polished chrome and conditioned leathers and pristine glossy black paint.

      It was too bad I only got to drive her on Wednesdays. There wasn’t much use for a car on pack land, there being no roads leading in or out. Being able to run faster than a car also sort of made the use of one a moot point.

      “Let’s go see Clay,” I muttered to her, easing out onto the road, my hands tense on the wheel.
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      It was a short drive to the pub. Well, everything was a short drive in the small town of Forest Grove, but in reality, Grove’s End was the furthest you could get without leaving town limits. It sat just on the outer rim, a little down the way from Gerry’s Shake Shack.

      It didn’t look like much on the outside: a tall, slender building with the lower level—the pub—painted all in black with silver lettering for the sign hanging above the door. A tall window gave passersby a glance inside, but keeping it fairly dim made it difficult for mortal eyes to see in without actually entering.

      The scent of beer and tang of liquor mixed with the mouth-watering salted grease perfume of fresh cut fries as I parked and made my way inside.

      It being a Wednesday and smack dab in between lunch and dinner, there were only the usuals seated at the bar. An older gentleman called Tuck, a younger guy named Darren in his construction boots and safety vest from an early morning shift, and Clay.

      I grinned at my mate as I made my way to him. He sensed me before he saw me, and I caught the slight upturning of his lips on his side profile before he turned.

      “Well if it isn’t the queen, herself,” he teased, and I leaned down to kiss him, but he yanked me onto his lap instead, making me yelp.

      “Hey!” Destiny chastised from behind the bar. “Those stools aren’t built for two.”

      I tried to squirm out of his hold but that only made him hold tighter, his big hands gripping my hips like vises, keeping me pinned against his lap.

      “Horseshit,” Clay grumbled in reply. “Have you seen some of our customers? If they can hold them, they can sure as hell hold me and this toothpick.”

      “Have you seen you?”

      She had a point. Clay was huge. The biggest shifter in the Forest Grove pack by far. Even if he weren’t big boned and over six feet tall, the countless pounds of muscle added to his already large frame made him downright monstrous.

      Despite myself, I laughed, giving up and letting Clay hold me there. I didn’t actually want to move anyway. I hadn’t seen him since yesterday and already the nearness of him was settling my nerves and reinvigorating me through the mate bond.

      His grip loosened, and he slung an arm around my middle, leaning in to breathe in my scent. His stubble pricked the back of my neck, and I shuddered as his warm breath fanned over my collarbone. Bastard knew exactly what he was doing to me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked a moment later as Destiny left to pour another beer for Darren. I didn’t dare turn to face him, lifting a shoulder in a little shrug.

      “Nothing,” I replied, covering the waver in my voice by clearing my throat. “Hey, Des, want to grab me a whiskey?”

      She raised a brow at my request. I rarely ever drank at the pub. I definitely didn’t during the day. But a whiskey might be just the thing. The Chevelle would be safe parked at Grove’s End overnight since we had someone here twenty-four hours for security, and I could use the run back to pack camp.

      “Make it two, then,” Clay added, giving my side a little squeeze that told me without words that he knew something was up but wouldn’t push me.

      Not right now anyway. Not with mortal ears four seats down the bar and Destiny hovering.

      “So, how’s things here?” I asked both Destiny and Clay, sipping my whiskey and letting the burn of it slinking down my throat sear away the last dregs of my unease.

      “Good,” Clay and Des answered at the same time.

      “Better than we expected so far,” Des added. “Season doesn’t really start for another couple weeks but we’re full most nights.”

      I smiled genuinely at that, throwing Des a wink. “Told you it would be.”

      Grove’s End was Jared and Clay’s baby. After I took over for the corrupt former alpha of the Forest Grove pack, Jared took over running his family’s quarry. He’d always been good with numbers and over the years, we slowly replaced all the employees as they moved on or retired with shifters from the pack. Business was booming, and when Clay saw that this old building had been listed for sale, the two of them agreed this would be a smart move.

      I couldn’t even put into words how glad I was to see it thriving. The first year had been rough, like any new business just starting out they ran into pitfall after pitfall. Barriers to getting a food and liquor license. Mold in the ceiling. A burst water pipe a month into the grand opening. Not to mention that the normal people in town tended to shy away from the place based purely on their natural instincts.

      They may not be able to physically see the wolves within the owners and employees of the pub, but they could sense it. We were predators. They were prey.

      A few months of one-dollar happy hour and two-dollar beers made them set aside their misgivings though. Now we charged full price and they still came. Truth be told, there weren’t many half decent places in this town to get a good pint or a half decent burger, and if there were two things shifters did best, it was burgers and beer.

      “You’re coming to the bonfire later, right?” I asked Clay, tipping back the rest of my whiskey with a shudder.

      “For a while. It’s my patrol tonight.”

      A sinking feeling in my gut had me clenching my teeth, and Clay tugged me closer. “Hey,” he said, grabbing me by the chin to make me look at him. “I can pass it off to someone else if you’d rather I—”

      “No,” I stopped him. “No, it’s fine. I’m just—I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Tired, I guess.”

      He wasn’t buying it, I could tell by the way his brows pulled together and his keen blue eyes narrowed. If the witch came back again, I’d tell him. For now, there was no reason to bring it up. There was no reason for me to be worried that he’d be running the perimeter of our lands tonight.

      There’d be at least one other shifter with him. They’d be fine.

      I leaned in and kissed him before he could say anything else, lingering there long enough for his lips to soften and for him to reach up and tangle his fingers in my hair. My skin flashed hot from his touch, thighs clenching, before I forced myself to pull away. It was too easy to get carried away with Clay.

      “See you soon?”

      “See you soon,” he confirmed, his face returning to the stoic mask he wore for everyone else but me. I fluffed his hair, trying to bring the smile back, but he only batted my hand away. He’d kept his inky black hair cropped short for so long that the new look, with it longer on top and shaved down to almost nothing on the sides still made me pause every time I saw him. It was severe in a very Clay way. It suited him.

      I snorted, hopping down from the stool.

      “Hey,” Clay barked, snagging me by the arm. “Give me your keys.”

      I frowned at him. “I wasn’t going to drive, anyway.”

      “Then you won’t mind handing them over.”

      Grumbling to myself, I drew them out of my pocket and tossed them to him. He and I both knew that two fingers of Jack weren’t enough to really impair my driving. Shifters burned that shit off at least five times faster than mortals. It’d be out of my system in less than twenty minutes. But it was one of his many rules, and breaking them had never worked out in my favor.

      “Tell Vivian not to wait up if she’s tired,” Destiny called after me, taking my emptied glass from the bar. “Kyle’s on security tonight so I shouldn’t be too late, but you know how she gets when she’s over-tired.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      I’d known Vivian for most of my life. She was one of my best friends, and at first, it’d been hard to share her with Destiny, but there truly wasn’t anything that could keep a mated pair apart. Besides, they were so happy that I wouldn’t have dared try. Even if Destiny could be one of the most filterless, abrasive people I’d ever met when the mood struck her.

      “I’ll tell her.”

      The half-drunk customers lifted their beers to me as I left, and I offered them both a nod. I didn’t play a massive role in any of our pack-run businesses, but I was sure that by the way my pack regarded me in public, the general population of Forest Grove probably thought I was some kind of Queenpin.

      I chuckled darkly to myself as I made my way down the street toward where the sidewalk ended. If only they knew that I spent the first two—no, really the first three—years in my role as alpha, stumbling through day to day.

      I’d had no idea what I was doing, and if I hadn’t had Jared and Clay and the others to guide me, I was one hundred percent sure I would have royally fucked something up by now. As it was, we were all still here. Still alive. Wealthier than we’d ever been. More at peace than we’d ever been. And somewhere along the way, it stopped feeling like I was trying to shove my foot into a shoe that didn’t fit.

      I made my way wistfully past my Chevelle, cursing myself that I forgot to get my books out of the passenger seat before giving the keys to Clay. I supposed I could wait another day to read them. It was better than going back in there now and would only serve to give Clay two opportunities to take the keys from me in front of staff and customers. The bastard.

      Taking a quick look around the immediate area, I made sure there wasn’t anyone watching as I slid from the edge of the concrete and into the tree line. My wolf awoke at the scent of damp earth and warm pine, making my skin bristle and a little rumble quake in my chest.

      I cracked my neck, moving to our spot further in to be sure I was away from any prying eyes before stripping down to my birthday suit. I crudely folded the clothes and set my boots atop them, shoving the leaves and bramble away from the nook between the tree and midsize boulder to tuck them inside.

      My clothes from the last time were still in there, and I’d have to remember to come and fetch them before my whole damned wardrobe ended up here.

      I carried them home sometimes in my mouth, but they usually ended up with holes that way. I’d need to remember to bring my pack if I wanted to get them back to camp.

      Replacing the branches over our makeshift locker, I cracked my neck again and took off at a run, pounding my bare feet against the earth as my wolf took hold. When I was first changed, the transformation was painful. Excruciating. The first couple of times it had taken hours. Now, I could shift between one footfall and the next with only a split second of agony that was easy enough to endure.

      I launched forward, giving over that part of myself that would allow my wolf to be free. She took the reins, bursting out from within me with a snarl. Our twin tails bobbed behind us as she carried us swiftly toward home. Once, she’d felt like a separate entity from me. Like a force I could neither control nor understand.

      Even though her instincts didn’t always align with mine, I knew now that we were one. She was merely an extension of me. A shadow self that ran on primal instinct and raw emotion instead of logic and limits.

      I luxuriated in the feel of the cool, shaded breeze running through channels of our black and silver fur, giving us a reprieve from the scorch of the sun.

      The borders of our land now extended far beyond the boundaries of Forest Grove, encompassing two other pack territories that had been absorbed into ours during the battle of the Four Corners before I ever became alpha. But the border I crossed now was the border of our pack camp.

      The inner ring. One of three that always had a constant patrol.

      We didn’t anticipate any attacks. Only a fool would try something against what was now one of the largest packs in the US. Though if I’d learned anything from the time I was bitten by my psychotic ex-boyfriend until now, it was that you could trust no one. That when you feel you’re the most safe, is often when you’re the most in danger.

      My ears pricked as another wolf approached from the west, and my wolf recognized them as pack. I slowed as they approached, my sides heaving from the long sprint. Layla came into view a moment later, her all-black wolf offset with a starburst of silvery fur on her forehead and socks to match. Her trademark jasmine scent clung to her even in wolf form.

      Seth was only a few seconds behind, loping up to greet me with his long tongue lolling out to one side.

      They were dating now. Had been for a few months, and even though Layla was one of my best friends along with Vivian, I couldn’t say I saw it coming.

      Where Layla was quiet, reserved, and preferred to dress in all black to match her long dark hair and near-black eyes, Seth was the complete opposite. With hazel eyes often set in a mischievous stare, and a loud ass personality.

      A case of opposites attract, I supposed.

      Did you leave the Chevelle in town? We didn’t see it on the way past the garage, her voice slipped into my mind as her wolf cocked its head.

      I did. Had a drink at Grove’s End, so...

      Clay take your keys? Seth butted in, bumping my shoulder with his as he stalked around me playfully, making me skid to one side to avoid his snapping jowls.

      You good, Allie? Layla asked before I could answer, and I was reminded just how well my besties knew me even if we didn’t have a mate bond allowing us to sense one another’s emotions. Truly, I’d all but put the encounter with the witch out of my mind, but the lingering aftereffects of it kept my muscles taut and strained.

      I’d expect the inquisition from Vivian, but Layla would let it go.

      Yeah, you guys should get back to your patrol. Is Jared back yet?

      No, Seth replied. But I talked to him earlier. He said he’d be back in time for the festivities.

      I gave Seth a nod and looked north toward camp. How are they settling in, do you know?

      They’ve already started work on their cabin, Layla told me. A bunch of the pack are helping, including Viv and the guys, so they should have it built within the week.

      Some of the weight lifted from my shoulders at that, and I let out a relieved chuff. If Viv is on it, I doubt it’ll take more than a few days, I joked. With her barking orders, no one would be getting any breaks.

      Come on, babe, move that cute tush, we have work to do.

      Seth snapped at Layla’s behind, making her yip before they took off to continue their rounds. No doubt Seth had orchestrated it so that they could take the earlier shift and not miss the party. He never missed an opportunity to feast and drink. Ever.

      The new shifters we were welcoming tonight were from a pack further to the south. They’d been forced out by their alpha when they mated. It was the same old story. Once word spread that we were accepting of same sex mated pairs in our pack, they started seeking us out.

      Four mated pairs had joined us already over the last four years and that was a lot, considering how few shifters remained. The fact that they couldn’t procreate was the reason given when their alphas forced them to blood out, but I knew better. They were backward thinking asshats with antiquated principles who wouldn’t understand the concept of love even if it got them by the jugular.

      This new couple had it rough, though. One of them, Callum, was a freshly turned wolf, and their alpha mangled him when he blooded them out, going for the face instead of the usual shoulder, arm, or leg that inflicted less damage and left a less noticeable scar.

      I’d have been pissed too if I knew I was going to lose a shifter as strong and able as Archer when he mated to Callum, but that was his choice to cast them out...and there was no excuse for that sort of behavior. If they hadn’t come over two-hundred miles to be here, I’d go show him exactly what I thought of his barbaric methods.

      Shifters healed quickly, and often without scarring. The only thing that did scar us was a bite from another wolf. Something in the venom prevented proper healing, hiding away beneath the tissue and lingering there, keeping the scars from ever truly healing.

      I had several of my own I would bear for the rest of my life, and I knew that if I held the position of alpha, there would be a great many more to come.

      Just like Seth and Layla said, there was a small crew hard at work on the new cabin at the edge of the massive clearing. Soon, we’d have to clear more forest if the pack kept growing.

      Viv waved as she saw me pass, her short blonde hair catching the last rays of the sun before it would slip down below the trees. She stopped for only a second before spinning to bark more orders at her small group of conscripted helpers. The newbies waved too, nervously, and with smiles that were too broad and didn’t reach their eyes.

      They were nervous. Didn’t know what to think of me. Of how I ran my pack. They would see soon enough that they were more than welcome and the only things I expected from those under my command, other than their loyalty, was for them to pull their own weight and not start shit with other pack members. That was it.

      I shifted back at the sliding door to the rear of the cabin I shared with Clay and Jared. Even after four years, I preferred being naked without an audience, though it didn’t bother me much when the need arose anymore. Not like it used to.

      “Do you think they’ll like chocolate chip or peanut butter better?” Grams asked as I slid the door closed, unsurprised to find her baking in my kitchen. It was the only one with a working oven. We’d have sprung for her to have one in her own cabin, but I think she liked the excuse to come by just as much as she liked to bake. “Or should I just do a cake?”

      “If they’re anything like the rest of us, they’ll eat whatever you want to make.”

      When it came to Hazel’s baking, we didn’t discriminate. For an old blind woman, she really knew what she was doing.

      “Hmph,” she grunted, pulling out the ingredients for both kinds of cookies like I’d suspected she would. No matter how many she made, they’d all be gone by morning.

      “You see my grandson today?”

      “Yep. He’ll be by for the welcoming ceremony before he goes on patrol.”

      “Good,” she huffed. “Between that damned bar and him patrolling every night and sleeping all day, I never see him.”

      “You and me both, Grams.” I slid past her to grab a drink from the fridge, going for the cold brew. She brushed my shoulder and stilled, turning on hobbling legs to yank my hand away from the handle on the fridge door and pull it into hers.

      She squished my hand between her palms and then turned it face up as though she could see the lines in the surface of my skin with her milky white eyes. I knew what she would see, or sense more like.

      Grams had been blind since birth and that affected the senses of her wolf when she made the transition. Heightening them in a way that allowed her to glimpse emotions and snippets of the past and present events that spurred them.

      “Who was it?” she asked, tilting her head. Her long gray braid shifted behind her shoulder as she stared at me, unseeing. There was no sense in lying to her. Never was.

      “A witch,” I told her, gently pulling my hand away from her grasp. “I sent him away. He won’t be back.”

      She pursed her lips.

      “Don’t mention it to the guys?”

      Her hands went to her hips, and I could already anticipate the talking to I was about to get and rolled my eyes. “Look,” I added before she could get a word in. “If he comes back, I’ll tell them. There’s no reason to worry them over nothing. Deal?”

      “What did he want?”

      “A meeting. With someone from the Arcane Council.”

      Her expression soured. It was a truth universally known and acknowledged that the witches didn’t exactly get along with the other three races. They hadn’t ever since the original voyagers left their veiled homeland of Emeris and sailed to the mortal lands.

      Ancient history if you asked me, but old grudges died hard it seemed.

      “I don’t like it,” she replied, clucking her tongue before turning back to her task at the counter with a flustered blush in her pale cheeks.

      I patted her on the shoulder as I passed. “Save me a few chocolate chips before they’re all spoken for?”

      A grunt was her only reply as I went to get ready for the night ahead, a new kind of anxiety taking root next to the other one still blooming. A sense that something was coming. Something out of my control. Maybe it was just the visit from the witch putting me off, but my gut hadn’t ever been wrong before.
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      Clay still wasn’t back from Grove’s End.

      It was full dark now, and Jared had returned an hour ago, though he was still in the cabin getting ready. I liked a good hot shower as much as the next person, but he liked to drain every drop out of the hot water tank. Good thing I’d already showered before he got home from the quarry.

      “Have you seen Clay yet?” I asked Viv as she came over to sit next to me, passing me a beer I wasn’t sure I could stomach, but I took anyway.

      Though the bonfire warmed my skin and baked the fronts of my jeans, there was a coldness within that had me hunching, arms tucked in against it. I hadn’t been able to shake it for hours.

      She frowned and shook her head. “Why? His patrol isn’t for another couple hours.”

      “No reason. Just thought he’d be back by now.”

      Viv narrowed her eyes at me but didn’t pry for once. I drew my phone out of my pocket and fired off a text to set my mind at ease.

      Allie: Have you left yet?

      When my phone didn’t ping with a reply straight away, I clutched it tighter as though willing a reply message to appear.

      I’d checked to make sure the witch hadn’t followed me to Grove’s End. My eyes had been glued to the rear-view in the Chevelle just as much as they were on the road. And I hadn’t picked up his scent anywhere around the pub when I left.

      He left town, I reassured myself.

      I turned him down so he had no reason to hang around. With a resigned sigh, I put the red cup to my lips and sipped the frothy beer, my head a million miles away.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      I blinked, almost having forgotten Viv was there.

      “You guys fighting or something?”

      I chuckled a little at that. It wouldn’t have been unheard of if we were. Clay and I had some of the most epic arguments. He once slept outside in his wolf form for an entire month when he was pissed at me. But he never left pack camp, and he slept only a stone’s throw from the cabin, unable to stay too far away.

      “Nah,” I told her. “Just on edge today.”

      “What is it? The new recruits?”

      My phone pinged a moment later, and I fumbled to lift it, thumbing the screen to life to view the message.

      Clay: I already grabbed your books from the car, woman. Chill. Leaving now.

      I sat up and tucked my phone away, taking a longer swallow of my beer this time. “Nah. Everything’s good.”

      “Want me to get everything set up? We should start soon.”

      “Thanks Viv.”

      “No problem, Allie cat,” she said with a wink, rising to clear a space and fill the ceremonial bowl Layla had bought for the pack a couple years back with whiskey.

      The brass combined with the amber liquid that reflected the flames from the roaring bonfire made the drink look like liquid fire. It was such an archaic tradition, but at least blooding in a new pack member was less barbaric than blooding them out. I’d only had to release two shifters since I became alpha four years ago. And they only left because they mated to shifters from other packs whose alphas wouldn’t release them to join us.

      Someone had to be the bigger person, but the fact that it seemed it always had to be me got old.

      The screen door of our cabin clattered shut, and I turned to find Jared bounding down the steps, his dirty blonde hair still damp from the shower. His toned chest and abs glistened from the flicker of the firelight as he strode toward me in only a pair of low hanging gym shorts that left nothing to the imagination.

      His smile radiated the warmth I felt as my inner wolf felt him draw near, banishing the rest of the coldness from my bones.

      I shuddered as he settled himself onto the arm of my chair, snaking a hand through my hair to brush over the back of my neck. Like he always did, Jared swept the immediate area before leaning down to press his lips to mine. Where Clay was all hard edges—the darkness that harbored my moon—Jared was the complete opposite. He was my sun.

      He was warmth and comfort. A steadying presence that I could always count on no matter what.

      His hand tugged lightly at my hair, tipping my head back more so that he could sweep in with his tongue and steal my breath away from my lungs.

      “Get a room,” Viv teased, and Jared broke the kiss, leaving me to glare at my best friend.

      She smirked before passing me the matching blade to go with the ceremonial bowl.

      “Are we waiting for Clay?” Jared asked, running a finger down the side of my neck in the way that he knew drove me insane until I shied away, giving him an accusing look to which he just chuckled.

      “No need,” Clay grunted, appearing as though from nowhere like he always did. For a guy his size, he was insanely light on his feet. If it weren’t for our mate bond tugging at my core whenever he was near, he’d scare the ever-loving shit out of me on a daily basis.

      As it was, he still did sometimes, but only when I was distracted. Like when I was just kissing my other mate.

      “Great, we’re all here then. I’ll grab the guys.”

      Viv fled to go and wrangle the newbies while Clay, barefoot and bare chested, in only a pair of dark jean shorts, dropped my book bag onto my lap.

      He ran a hand through his tousled black hair, clearing his throat as he fell into the chair next to mine.

      “How’s it going at the pub?” Jared asked, starting a conversation with his best friend and removing his hands from my body, making a muscle twitch in my jaw and a hollow feeling settle in my gut.

      As they bantered back and forth with me between them, we reverted to what I dubbed stasis mode. At first, when we decided it was time to stop trying to fight our instincts and take the relationships to the next level, it seemed like I was going to be able to have it all. Both of my mates. The three of us together in the way that I desperately craved.

      That was not how it happened though. They tried at first, but in the end, their territorial instinct made it almost impossible. Especially when sex was put on the table.

      Their inner wolves couldn’t be subdued, plus, I suspected, on some level, it was also to do with the very human notion that you’re not supposed to share a lover. But who the fuck came up with that rule, anyway?

      If what I felt for both of my mates was unnatural, then I didn’t want to be natural.

      I’d have fought their decision to keep things separate. I wanted to, but I wouldn’t risk putting any more strain on their friendship than there already was.

      I could wait.

      As long as it wasn’t forever.

      Layla rushed in with Seth from their patrol, both of them ass naked, as several others were, preferring to remain in the nude to allow for easier shifting back and forth. Seth made a beeline for the beer keg and Layla came to greet the three of us.

      “All clear,” she reported, her long dark hair covering her nipples as she settled herself onto a stool by the fire.

      It always was these days. I was so glad to be done with the constant trespasses on our land. They’d happened frequently when I first took over as alpha. Mostly spurred by curiosity. There hadn’t ever been a female alpha. And there definitely hadn’t ever been one who had mated to two other shifters and sported two tails.

      Vivian walked Archer and Callum into the ring, putting her fingers to her lips to give one of her signature ear-splitting whistles to get everyone’s attention.

      I rose and tucked my books away behind the chair, as far from the fire as I could get them and lifted the bowl and dagger from the stump where Viv had left them.

      Shaking off my unease, I walked them to the cleared area where Viv waited with them. Clay, Jared, and Layla on my heels. Charity fell in line behind them, standing in as the fourth official witness.

      Callum grinned widely, stretching the skin of the gnarly scar in his cheek. Somehow, it didn’t diminish his good looks, but rather seemed to almost enhance them—give them an edge to make him look just as intimidating as his massive mate.

      “You know the words?” I asked them, accepting Viv’s help as she stepped forward and took the bowl from my hand, holding it out to me as I put my hand over it, readying the blade.

      They both nodded and the gathering quieted. The air still, save for the rush of heat from the fire and crackle of the wood burning.

      “Of my own will I enter into this pack,” they said as one, their eyes betraying no hint of uncertainty.

      One after another, they spoke the final binding words.

      “With the moon and all in attendance here as witnesses, I hereby submit myself to the rule of the alpha.”

      I sliced the blade into the flesh of my palm, grimacing as my blood dripped down to mix with the whiskey in the bowl. The stream slowed and stopped a moment later, the wound already healed, leaving only an annoying itch behind.

      I took the bowl from Viv, trading it for the blade, and gave it first to Archer for a drink, and then Callum.

      Closing my eyes, I felt the connection form like a growing thing inside of me. Like another branch of a tree, or perhaps a new root sinking deeper into the earth. I sighed as the sensation passed, my wolf hedging to the surface to greet her new kin, her twin souls flushed with raw energy vying for release.

      “Welcome to the pack,” I told them, and they shared a look, embracing as cheers and whoops rose all around. Foamy beer sprayed in our direction, and I lifted an arm to shield my face from the brunt of it as Viv clapped the new recruits on the backs and called for a round of shots.

      I’d have to tell them the rest tomorrow unless someone else spilled the beans first. I wished I could explain it all up front, before they joined the pack, but no one outside of this territory knew and we liked to keep it that way.

      Much like how Grams’ blindness gave her the ability of a different form of sight, my twin soul afforded me some...perks. Depending on how you looked at it.

      The magic of the other races could hold no sway over me. I couldn’t be compelled by a vampire. Or bespelled by a witch. When I became alpha of the pack, those abilities became shared by all who blooded in.

      We didn’t even realize it’d happened until someone got really hurt. She was a relatively new wolf. Just changed a few months before, a victim of one of the shifters I cut loose when I took over. She wasn’t healing quickly enough on her own, and like the pack had done on many occasions before, we took her to Stella, the witch who lived alone at the edge of town, and offered her money or favors in exchange for her help.

      Only, Stella couldn’t heal her. Just like she couldn’t heal me. The girl’s body rejected the potions. Repelled her cast spells.

      The girl died on her table.

      It was a good thing we’d realized the change soon after I became alpha or we would’ve had a boon of shifter babies running rampant on our territory. We were back to good old human methods of birth control now, the pill in particular being the only usable kind since we could no longer take the once monthly witchy alternative the pack had used for generations prior.

      So as a whole, we all agreed the perks outweighed the pitfalls. There was a reason we were more careful now. Careful who we allowed to join. Careful who we allowed to be cut loose.

      Stella would keep quiet; I didn’t think she even spoke to other people, mortal or immortal, but if the vampires or witches found out…

      Well, our pack agreed that in this case, different was good, but the others wouldn’t see it that way. Shifters who were immune to their magic? Immune to compulsion? There was a good chance they’d want us gone.

      Which was precisely why I didn’t want a fucking high and mighty alchemist prick running around my town asking questions.

      “Hey,” Jared said, dragging me back to the present. I flinched as his hand pressed to my lower back and a worried crease formed between his brows. “What’s up?”

      Before I could come up with a reply, Clay stood with a grunt, downing the rest of his beer in one long swallow before tossing the cup into a bin. “I’m heading out for patrol,” he announced, his cold blue eyes alighting on Jared’s hand on my waist as he passed.

      “Be careful,” I blurted before I could stop the words from coming out, earning myself a raised brow and a smirk from the big oaf before he gave his head a shake.

      He curled two fingers at Charity behind me. “Let’s move.”

      Charity groaned as she passed. “Rest in peace legs,” she muttered to herself, making Layla laugh and Jared and me grin.

      We had to switch out who had to run patrol with Clay every night because he set a punishing pace and refused to slow down, expecting everyone to keep up no matter how much their bodies protested.

      I was the only one he didn’t enjoy running with, because I was the only one who could beat his ass in speed and strength.

      Thank you twin soul.

      Once Clay and Charity vanished into the tree line, I sagged against Jared, giving in to the comfort of his touch. He brushed a hand down my back, and I nuzzled into his neck, breathing in his scent of smooth cedar and musk.

      “Take me to bed,” I whispered into the hollow beneath his chin. As alpha, there was always something I was worried about. New builds at pack camp, keeping everyone fed and happy, maintaining all three rings of our territory at all times.

      And now a stupid motherfucking witch.

      I sighed, needing the one thing that always worked to ease the tension and send me sailing off into a solid sleep.

      Jared shuddered at my light touch on his chest, catching my hand before I could trail it too low and pressing it against his lips.

      “Your wish is my command,” he replied in a husky whisper against my fingertips, making my belly squeeze.

      I let out a little yelp as he swung me up into his arms, his eyes brightening with the presence of his wolf. I could feel it rumbling against the cage of his chest, a low growl that was echoed within me as he carried me away from the bonfire to a chorus of hoots and hollers.

      Nothing was private here. Did you know arousal has a very distinct scent? Different for both males and females, but once I learned to identify it, I could see what they were talking about. And right now? I was sure I reeked of it.

      Jared spirited me through the cabin and upstairs with ease, kicking the bedroom door shut behind him.

      I reached for him, but he was already there, dipping his head low to steal a kiss from my lips as he lowered me to the rumpled blankets. His hands moved to my hips, and I lifted for him, letting him hook his fingers into the loops of my jeans to drag them off.

      The kiss broke as he tugged my shirt over my head, and he laid a trail of hot kisses down my neck, brushing the inside curves of my breasts as he moved lower.

      His touch sent shivers skating over my skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake as I moaned, digging my hands into his soft hair, needing something to hold on to.

      My wolf prowled within, her eagerness to be joined with her mate so strong it made my head spin as Jared gripped me by my thighs. He pulled them apart, lowering himself to his knees on the floor at the edge of the bed.

      “Jared.” I gasped as he pressed his lips to my inner thigh, driving me wild with anticipation as he teased my panties away from the heat of my sex.

      I released his hair, reaching for something else to hold on to as he settled his mouth over my sex, making my hips buck as his tongue slid over my clit. My hands fisted in the sheets, my nails elongating in a way that I knew would leave holes in them, but I didn’t care.

      Jared’s tongue drove all impeaching thoughts from my mind, and when his fingers dug into the muscle of my thighs, holding me open even as I tried to squirm, I knew I was nearing the edge.

      So close.

      So close.

      Jared’s tongue slowed, bringing me back from the edge and making me cry out. In one swift movement, he lifted my hips, rising from his knees and thrusting until the length of him was buried deep in my throbbing sex.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, stars bursting against the dark curtain of my eyelids as I reveled in the glorious fullness of having him seated inside me.

      I wrapped my legs around his hips, locking him to me as he began to thrust against me. He groaned at his own ecstasy as my sex clenched around him, and the small sound only drove me wilder. Frantically, I moved my hips, meeting him stroke for stroke as he pumped into me.

      When he added his fingers to the mix, rubbing my clit as he gripped me hard with his other hand to hold me in place, I knew I was a goner.

      “That’s it,” he panted in the dark, his eyes glowing a steady, scorching amber in the dark. “Come for me, Allie.”

      Knowing he was close to his own release shoved me over the edge, and I went with him, plummeting into oblivion as he fell over me. We howled our release in a tangle of shuddering limbs. In that moment, there was nothing but me and Jared. No problems to solve. No witches to burn. Just us. Just this moment.

      He cuddled me to his heaving chest, kissing me on the forehead as he drew the sheet up around my back. “I love you,” he breathed into my hair, making a new warmth grow in my chest. I squeezed him tight.

      “I think you’re pretty cool, too,” I muttered, eyes growing heavy already. His chest shook with quiet laughter, and I smiled, feeling more at peace than I had in days.

      I pressed a sleepy kiss to his chest. “Love you more.”
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      The first rays of morning sunlight woke me, streaming in through the window to pool over Jared’s toned chest and caress the side of his face.

      Making him look every bit the angel he was. My guardian angel. He always had been. Even after the betrayal of his uncle, when he went dark for a while, he never missed an opportunity to make me feel safe. Loved.

      I carefully slid out of his grasp, distributing my weight so I wouldn’t jostle the mattress too much. He still had a few hours until he needed to leave for the quarry to check on things. Even though I knew the light wouldn’t wake him—hardly anything could rouse him when he was this deeply asleep—I slid the curtains closed, peering outside to check for Clay first.

      Sometimes after a patrol he would go sleep in the studio above Grove’s End. Most nights, though, especially in summer, he preferred to nestle in the shrubbery below the window and sleep in his wolf form.

      I didn’t blame him. I’d joined him a few times, in fact, and had to admit it was just as comfortable as the bed. Maybe even more so with the soft breeze and forest sounds lulling you to sleep.

      But he wasn’t there.

      I rustled around in my closet for something to throw on, settling on a Banner’s t-shirt and my already worn twice but not dirty enough to wash yet jean shorts. The ones that Clay could never stop staring at my ass when I wore.

      It went without saying that it made them my favorite ones.

      Something pricked at my senses as I slipped my cell into my back pocket and made my way downstairs. My hackles rose, and my wolf surged to the surface. There wasn’t anyone foreign in the cabin, I’d have sensed them. Only the regular scents of the pack and the container of chocolate chip cookies Grams left on the counter for me greeted my nose in the main living area.

      “Allie!” Vivian called from somewhere far off outside, and I was immediately put on high alert, my blood singing with the urge to shift as I raced out the door, clearing the porch and steps in two bounds. My hands turned to clawed daggers at my sides.

      Protect, my wolf snarled within.

      Kill.

      Frantically, I scanned the dead campfire ring, finding it and the cabins beyond it quiet.

      I sensed her approach from my right and took off into the trees like a bolt loosed from my bow. “Viv!” I hollered, adrenaline pulsing through my veins. If she were hurt…

      A mental image of Gregory the witch choking on his own blood as my teeth sank into his jugular flashed through my thoughts before her scent hit me.

      Not Vivian’s.

      I slowed, seeing them walking toward me. Vivian and Archer with a girl between them.

      Vivian’s eyes met mine with an apology. “I was just showing Arch the ropes and…” She trailed off, gesturing at the girl with the familiar dark hair.

      Her scent reached me at about the same time my wolf recognized her as unclaimed, and she lifted her head to meet my gaze head on.

      “Sam?” I asked, incredulous. It’d been four years, but I would know that bone structure—those eyes—anywhere. They were traits she shared with her brother. My mate. Clay.

      Her lips pressed into a thin line as her gaze roamed over my body, no doubt taking note of the scars and the way the new muscle bulked up my frame. The last time she’d seen me I’d just killed Ryland. The former pack alpha. Her mate.

      I’d been only eighteen then. A scrawny, anxiety ridden teenager with turquoise hair and not a clue what I was doing other than trying to protect the people I cared about.

      Though where I’d filled out, grown the turquoise out of my hair in favor of embracing the silvery color inherited from my mom, she didn’t seem to have fared so well since she’d walked out on this pack.

      I didn’t begrudge her leaving. I couldn’t, not knowing how it would tear me apart to lose either of my mates. But I did blame her for trying to kill me before she went.

      “It’s been a while,” she said as though we were old friends instead of…whatever the hell we were.

      Her cheeks looked sallow, and her eyes dark rimmed. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say they almost seemed bruised. Once, I’d been envious of her curves, but now, standing before me in her birthday suit, I could see that the world hadn’t been kind to her.

      Her muscle and flesh clung to her bones so tightly that I was afraid if she didn’t get a drink of water soon she would begin to prune.

      “What are you doing here, Samantha?”

      Her upper lip curled at my use of her full name but her wolf remained confined within. Not so much as a spark rising to her bright blue eyes.

      Her head dropped, making her messy dark hair fall forward to shield her face. Her shoulders shook. “I...I didn’t know where else to go.”

      My lips parted, but I didn’t know what to say. My fingernails were digging half-moons into my palms and my wolf still called for blood, making my ability to stay level headed shaky at best.

      “Look,” Sam snapped, seeming to get a hold on her emotions. Flipping the switch from poor me to fuck you in an instant.

      “I just want to see my brother, okay? I’m...I’m sorry for what I did,” she gritted out through bared teeth. “Just let me see him, and then you can chase me out of your territory if that’s what you want.”

      My jaw clenched at her request, and it took everything I had not to lay into her.

      Did she have any idea what her betrayal did to him?

      Had Charity not gotten in the way of her attack, and nearly died in the process, Sam might’ve succeeded in taking me out. The pain in Clay’s eyes when he roared at his sister to leave, his hands shaking with the need to protect his mate, even against his own blood, still haunted my nightmares.

      He’d patrolled every night since. For four fucking years.

      He didn’t say so, but I knew, at least in the beginning, that he was waiting for her to come back.

      Not knowing whether she’d come back tail between her legs or claws and fangs poised to finish what she started ate at him. It ate at him almost as much as the prospect that she might keep her promise and never come back at all.

      “Save your apology,” I hissed, taking a shaky breath to steady my nerves. “I’m not the one you owe it to.”

      I gestured to Archer and Vivian to bring her. “Bring her inside. Don’t take your eyes off her.”

      They nodded and left, leaving me to whisper a string of curses under my breath alone.

      With trembling fingers, I drew out my phone as they walked away, finding Clay’s name in my call history and hesitating for an instant before jamming the screen.

      I paced as it rang.

      “Allie?” Clay’s voice came over the receiver. “What’s wrong?”

      Leave it to him to know something was up before I could even get a word in.

      “Are you at Grove’s End?”

      “What happened?” he growled, and I could already hear him moving, muttering to himself how he knew he should have stayed at camp. “Allie, start talking.”

      “No one’s in danger,” I told him, mentally adding, at least I don’t think anyone’s in danger. “Just get here, ’kay?”

      “Already on my way.”

      The line went dead, and I sighed. I guessed we had about ten minutes before he got here. He was just that fast.

      The telltale clatter of a screen door back at camp was followed by several others, and I knew that there wouldn’t be a soul at camp who didn’t know she was here within the hour.

      A flash of light hair caught the sun through the trees, and I sensed him coming. It took a lot to wake up Jared, but camp just got a whole lot louder than it normally was on a Thursday morning.

      Jared’s hands were in fists at his sides, and his eyes glowed with the light of his wolf begging to be freed as he came into view. His fury only served to reignite my own, and I had to work twice as hard to keep myself in control.

      “Want to tell me why Samantha fucking Armstrong is in our kitchen right now?”

      “She just showed up wanting to see Clay,” I explained, throwing a hand in the air. “What was I supposed to do, Jare?”

      “She tried to kill you.”

      He grabbed me by the arm, forcing me to face him. The contact sent a rush of angry heat pulsing into me, and I had to disentangle myself from his grasp.

      “I know,” I lobbed back. “But that was four years ago and Clay—”

      “Do you honestly think Clay is going to be glad to see her? He’s just going to send her away all over again.”

      What he wasn’t saying hurt more than anything he could’ve said. Clay was going to have to grieve her all over again.

      “Maybe not,” I argued. “It’s been four years. Maybe she—”

      “Please tell me you’re not that stupid.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, trying and failing to find the Jared from last night in his stare. My steady wolf. My rock. The thing I held on to when things got messy.

      This was a hard limit for him, though. He trusted our inner circle and had a wary trust of the rest of the pack, but he harbored no faith in anyone else. Not ever. Not since his uncle’s betrayal.

      Not only had Ryland been to blame for the death of Clay’s father, the pack alpha before him, but he’d also been responsible for the death of Jared’s parents. The former gave him control of the pack. The latter gave him the deed to the quarry and control of all of its income.

      I wouldn’t trust anyone anymore, either, but he needed to calm the fuck down.

      “Maybe you should go,” I suggested, doing my best not to take his comment to heart. If he stayed, he might just end up saying more things he might later regret.

      My words seemed to get through his erected barriers, and I saw a crack form in his facade. His lips parted and the strain around his eyes eased. There he was.

      “Shit,” he cursed, throwing a fist through his bed-rumpled hair. “I’m sorry, Allie, I just...”

      I nodded. “I know. It’s okay.”

      “I’m not leaving,” he announced a second later. “I’ll have Todd go take care of things for me. I’m not leaving until she’s gone.”

      I could see that there was no room for argument, so I didn’t bother trying. “Clay should be here any minute,” I told him, earning myself a scowl.

      “You should have let me question her first.”

      “And put you at the mercy of Clay when he found out you didn’t call him the instant she arrived?” I scoffed. “I’d be cleaning your guts up off the kitchen floor by noon.”

      The joke fell on deaf ears as a knot formed between Jared’s brows, and we both made our way back to the cabin. Side by side, but miles apart.
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      Jared and I dispersed the growing crowd of curious shifters and went inside to wait for Clay to show up. I half wondered if I should put away the breakables but decided it really didn’t matter right now if some shit wound up broken. We had bigger things to worry about.

      But the thought that he would either be utterly relieved to see his sister or murderous left me antsy as fuck.

      “You guys can go back on patrol.” I dismissed Viv and Archer, holding the door open for them as Jared and I took over babysitting.

      Sam made herself comfortable on one of the barstools next to the kitchen island. She had one of my chocolate chip cookies in her hand and a half drunk glass of milk at her elbow.

      “You got something I can wear?” she asked with a mouth full of cookie.

      “You sure you’re good?” Viv asked, her gaze hard as she paused in the doorway to read my stare.

      I gave a terse nod.

      “Peachy.”

      My stomach soured as I closed the door behind Viv and Archer. “Stay with her while I find something for her to throw on.”

      “Jared crossed his arms over his tan chest and leaned against the refrigerator, not making any secret of his distrust as he watched her unblinking while she annihilated my cookies. The bitch.

      I found my ugliest dress tucked away in the back of the closet. I never wore dresses, but I owned a sum total of two of them, and I didn’t care about getting this one back. She could keep it, and if she didn’t want it, it’d make half decent bonfire kindling when she was done with it. There was no way I’d be wearing it again once her scent was clogged into every inch of the fabric.

      My wolf shifted within, sensing her mate approach. I could feel his apprehension like a spike through my own chest. I rushed back downstairs, thrusting the dress at Sam.

      “He’s here,” I muttered, and she dropped the cookie she’d been munching on and tugged the dress over her head, grimacing no doubt at the lingering scent of me clinging to the fabric.

      Clay burst into the cabin a moment later and got about two steps in before he froze in place. He would’ve known it was her. Clay had an insane sense of smell. He would’ve scented her within a mile of camp.

      His burning blue eyes flicked to me for an instant, his jaw clenched so hard I thought he might shatter his teeth.

      “Hey, big bro,” Sam said in a voice that was trying to sound nonchalant, but I could sense her fear. The sweet, sour smell of it wrinkled my nose.

      Clay’s dark hair was still rumpled from sleep, and his dark shorts hung low on his hips. Every bulky muscle in his body coiled as though expecting an attack. Clay was already one of the largest shifters in the pack four years ago. Now, no one could compare to his monstrous size.

      Sam looked up at him, and I could tell she wasn’t breathing. Her face a pale mask of calm.

      “Did you miss me?” she added in a joking tone, making his eyes narrow.

      For a split second, I thought he was going to kill her.

      I felt his anger flare like a lit match meeting a pool of gasoline, and my wolf rose to meet his, a snarl curling my upper lip. But as quickly as it came, it began to wane.

      “Where the fuck were you?”

      Sam’s face pinched. “Does it matter?”

      Clay glared at his sister, and I could see his muscles shudder with rage. “Sam,” he warned.

      She rolled her eyes and gestured vaguely with her hand. “Here and there,” she replied. “I was running with a pack out east for a while, but…” She trailed off, and Clay seemed to notice the state of her for the first time.

      Some of his fury fizzled out, taking in her thin, dirty hair. The way my dress hung from her bony frame. Her gaunt face and hollow eyes.

      “...let’s just say it didn’t work out.”

      Clay sniffed the air, scenting his sister and likely picking out any other lingering scents of her pack. He grimaced. “You’re unclaimed.”

      It wasn’t a question, but she answered it anyway. “I left them two weeks ago.”

      Clay’s expression shifted and he took in the room, probably sensing my unease. “She try to hurt you?”

      I shook my head, admitting the truth through gritted teeth. “She actually...apologized.”

      “You want to stay then? Is that it?” Clay demanded of his sister. “You come crawling back after four fucking years—after you tried to kill my mate—looking for what? Pity?”

      Sam reeled back as though the blow of his words were a physical one and something in my chest ached at the sight of her pain.

      “Clay,” I said, giving my head a small shake when our eyes met.

      Sam deserved everything she got wherever she’d been for the past four years, but if someone killed either of my mates, I could say with confidence that nothing on this earth could stop me from ripping the culprit’s head off.

      Ryland may have been a psychopath, but I could see her forgiving a lot for her mate. Besides, she never really got a chance to see the worst of him before it was too late.

      The door opened again, and Grams hobbled through, muttering something about the damned stairs before she nearly ran into Clay’s back.

      “Sam?” she asked, her unseeing eyes widening as she sensed the presence of her granddaughter. She shoved past Clay and carefully stepped toward her, hand outstretched.

      Sam bristled, jumping from the chair before Grams reached her. For a heartbeat, I thought she was going to bolt, but her chin quivered, and when Grams wrapped her arms around Sam, they both began to cry softly.

      Sam broke the embrace first, stepping away from Grams who was now leaning against the countertop, her hand to her chest.

      “Is that what you’re after?” I pressed, leveling my stare on Sam. “You want to stay? Rejoin the pack?”

      I didn’t want to break up the reunion, but the fact remained: she was an unclaimed wolf on our lands. She couldn’t stay here, not unless she was pack, and I was the only one with the power to make that happen.

      Her teeth ground together, and she looked to her brother instead of me as she replied, “Yes. If you’ll have me.”

      I nodded to myself, wondering how the hell I should handle this.

      “Allie,” Jared interjected, piping up for the first time. “I don’t agree with this. We should talk about—”

      I lifted a hand to hush him, realizing that this shouldn’t be up to me after all. There was only one person who should be the one to make this call, and he was staring at his sister like he still couldn’t decide if he wanted to chase her out of our territory himself or wrap her up in his arms. I ached for him.

      “This shouldn’t be up to us,” I told Jared, turning my attention to Clay and his sister. “Your brother will decide your fate.”

      Clay’s head snapped up, his cut-glass eyes sharp and accusing.

      “It should be your choice,” I told him. “Not mine. If you decide you want her here, then I’ll honor that. If you would rather she leave, then I’ll escort her off our territory myself. It’s your call.”

      Jared cursed under his breath and shoved off from the fridge, storming out the door.

      “I’ll give you some privacy,” I offered, lifting myself up on tiptoe to kiss Clay’s cheek and squeeze his shoulder as I passed. “Take your time. I’ll get someone to cover your patrol tonight.”

      He grunted his assent.

      “Text me if you need me.”

      I hardly got more than ten feet from the front porch when Layla and Vivian came out of the woodwork. No doubt they’d been waiting since word spread of Sam’s arrival.

      “Is it true?” Viv demanded. “Is she actually trying to rejoin the pack?”

      Layla’s eyes flared to a fiery glow.

      I supposed Jared had already told them what was up before he took off wherever.

      “It is,” I told them. “I’m leaving it up to Clay to decide.”

      Vivian looked like she was going to argue. Hell, Layla seemed like she might get in on that action, but seeming to sense my tension, they both thought better of it. Sharing a look and then falling silent.

      “Did you see where Jare went?”

      “To get someone to take his shift at the quarry so he can stay at camp with you. He said he’d be right back,” Layla supplied, wringing her slender hands. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “What else am I supposed to do? If I force her out…”

      Maybe it was foolish, but I didn’t want Clay to hold it against me for the rest of our immortal lives.

      “I get it,” Viv said, gripping me around my shoulders for a sideways hug before sighing. “But that doesn’t mean we forgive the bitch. I wouldn’t trust her as far as I can throw her.”

      “Bet you could toss her pretty far, though.” I smirked, and Viv released me to punch me in the arm.

      Layla shook her head at us, lifting her gaze to the heavens.

      I shoved at Viv, feeling the weight on my shoulders shift free, if only for a second. “Thought I sent you back on patrol, huh? What are you still doing here?”

      “Leave and miss the most dramatic thing to happen in years? I don’t think so. I sent the next patrol out early. Said you needed me for something.”

      “And the second and third ring patrols?”

      “All still doing their rounds. Third ring patrol were the ones who brought her in to us.”

      Good to know our patrols were doing what they were meant for. I’d been wondering if Sam had somehow snuck through the first two rings to get Viv’s first ring patrol route. It would have been a massive failure if she had.

      “Who was running it?”

      I meant to give them a few words of commendation for their good work when they got back, but before Viv could reply, my cell buzzed in my pocket.

      My face screwed up at the name on the screen. I assumed it’d be Jared letting me know he had to go to the quarry after all.

      “It’s Jacob.”

      “They were on patrol,” Viv blurted. “Answer it, what if—”

      I had the phone to my ear before she could finish.

      “Jake, what is it? Did someone else break the lines?”

      Immediately, my wolf was on the defensive. If Sam’s coming were some sort of distraction so that others could slip through our ranks, she would be fucking sorry. My cell phone crunched in my fingers, and I cursed inwardly at having broken yet another damned screen.

      “No, it’s not that. The ring is solid, no one else has been around. It’s…”

      I could barely hear him, a strange sound in the background drowned him out.

      “Spit it out.”

      “It’s Sal’s. We smelled smoke and deviated a little from the route to check it out. Sal’s was burning.”

      That’s what it was, in the background of the call. Fire.

      Sirens sounded in the distance, and I felt both relieved and devastated all at once.

      Sal’s Butcher Shop was where we’d been going for our meat for years after the last butcher in town closed up shop and retired. We went weekly for meat runs. We were due to go tomorrow.

      Layla and Viv were already whispering, having heard Jacob from where they stood.

      “You’re there now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then who the hell is on third ring patrol?”

      “Danny is on it alone,” he rushed to say. “I’m heading back in a minute. I just wanted to let you know about Sal’s.”

      Bits of glass cut into my fingers as I released my grip on the phone, finding that I could smell the ghost of smoke on the breeze even from here. “Was Sal hurt?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Okay. Get back to your route. I’ll see if we can send a few of ours to help.”

      I tapped my shattered screen to end the call.

      “Kind of fucking suspicious isn’t it?” Viv hedged, her hands in claws at her sides. “Not an hour after she shows her face and Sal’s is up in smoke?”

      Bad timing?

      My gut said no, but what else could it be? The witch from town? Gregory? My pulse skittered at the thought. No. He left. What reason could he have for attacking a local?

      None.

      Get your head on straight, Allie.

      “You busy?” I asked them.

      Viv glanced longingly back toward her cabin—the one she shared with Destiny. No doubt Des was still asleep inside after her long shift at Grove’s End. Like Jared, she tended to sleep like the dead. And the fact that their cabin was near the fringes of camp would make it easier for her not to hear the commotion of the morning.

      “Stay if you want,” I offered. “I can grab Seth.”

      Layla winced, and I knew at once that her beau was very likely a little worse for wear this a.m. He tended to overdo it and not even shifters were impervious to hangovers, though they tended not to last as long at least.

      “No. I’ll come. Just let me leave a note for her.”

      I nodded. “Hurry.”

      Viv ran off just as Jared reappeared, jogging over with concern in the line of his brows. “What is it?”

      “Sal’s,” I told him, bracing for the same suspicion Viv had. “It’s burning.”

      His nose wrinkled, perhaps able to smell it just as I could. His amber eyes slid to the cabin where Clay was inside with his sister and grandmother. The fleck of jade green in his left eye catching the light.

      He didn’t say it, but through the mate bond I could feel his dread.

      “Is Sal—”

      “He’s fine. But we’re going to see if there’s anything we can do to help.”

      Sal had taken care of us for years. If not for him, we’d have had to travel all the way to Portland for our meat every week. I supposed now that was exactly what we’d have to do. Fuck.

      We could lend him some lumber and equipment though. We could spare a few bodies to help him rebuild. It was the least we could do after the countless rush orders of entire sides of beef.

      “Wait, you’re leaving?” Jared demanded, his eyes narrowing to slits. He jabbed two fingers at our cabin. “With her here?”

      “You should stay, keep an eye on things for me.” I gave him the option, knowing before the words even left my lips that he would refuse. “But if you’d rather come, then I think Clay has it handled, don’t you?”

      His lips pressed into a hard line. “I’m with you.”

      Thought so.

      I thumbed a quick text to Clay before discarding my phone on a vacant wooden stool.

      Allie: Something came up. Back in a few hours. I’m with Jared. Don’t worry.

      I knew he would worry, but chances were he wouldn’t even read the text for a while. He was clearly distracted enough to not sense my distress when Jacob told me about Sal’s. He would be distracted enough not to notice anything was amiss until I got back.

      Or at least I hoped so. He had enough to worry about.

      “We’ll pick up Viv on the way out,” I said, shucking off my clothes and letting my soul awaken to my wolf. “Let’s move.”
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      There was nothing to save by the time we got there. We’d been quick, passing through the first two rings within ten minutes. Sal’s sat just between the second and third rings, on the outskirts of the next town.

      Firefighters still worked to smother what remained of the embers with their hoses, but it was too late. I’d hoped...hell, I don’t know what I’d hoped. That we could save some of it for him, maybe.

      We weren’t fireproof, but we healed quickly and could take a lot more than mortal fire rescue in terms of handling the heat.

      The structure that was once a squat log house with a bright red roof was now a mess of ash and half burnt wood. Bits of the red roof could be mistaken for more embers where they hid among the black soot choking the earth.

      I coughed, inhaling a little too much smoke and batted some rogue ash away before it could get in my eyes.

      “It’s gone,” Jared breathed, staring agape at the wreckage. He was the one who usually picked up the orders from Sal, using his silver Jeep to haul the meats as close to camp as he could before the pack would help unload, taking everything the rest of the way in coolers since no roads led inside the heart of our territory.

      We could see Sal standing with two officers across the road. It was odd to see him in something other than a bloodstained apron. His burly frame strained at the plaid button-up he wore as he paced back and forth, pinching the bridge of his nose before running a thick hand down the beard on his chin.

      “We’ll help him rebuild,” I promised. “We can afford it, and I’m assuming his insurance will cover most of the cost of the repairs, anyway. We’ll have it back up in no time.”

      Jared nodded solemnly.

      “Come on, we should go talk to him. See what happened.”

      “We’ll go see if there’s anything we can do,” Viv offered, dragging Layla with her as they went to inspect the damage a little closer.

      With a single look, we communicated what else she should be looking for before she rushed away. Any evidence that this may not have been an accident.

      Coincidences happened, but having Sam show up and then this happen an hour later seemed...odd.

      Paranoid didn’t even begin to cover what I was when it came to the safety of my pack. I didn’t like loose variables. Already I could feel the beginning of my anxiety flaring up. I’d tampered it over the years and hadn’t had an attack in ages, but now it tended to manifest itself in other ways.

      Fists squeezed so tight that I bruised them without knowing. Insomnia. Knees bouncing beneath tables.

      It was better, but not gone. I didn’t think it ever would be.

      “Sal,” Jared called, and the big guy spun, his unfocused eyes catching sight of us. I was sure we looked strange in our hastily thrown on clothes. Jared bare-chested and both of us barefoot, but shoes just weren’t practical for shifters.

      “Jared. Allie. What are you doing here?”

      “We heard,” I said with an apology in my voice. “I’m so sorry, Sal.”

      “What happened?” Jared pried, stepping past the curious police officers chatting to themselves while they jotted something down in their notepads.

      Like most mortals did, they stepped casually away as we approached Sal, their senses telling them they had been demoted on the predator scale.

      Sal dropped his head, throwing a hand up in frustration at the carcass of his baby. “Fucking gas leak,” he growled. “Of all the bullshit luck.”

      “Will insurance cover the damages?”

      “They damn well better. Just had an inspection not two months ago and everything got the green light.”

      He groaned, lifting his head to stare up at the sky. Poor guy.

      “Your order was inside. I’m sorry, but—”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Jared interrupted. “We can get what we need elsewhere for now. We came to help.”

      Sal glanced up, looking between us, a bit confused.

      I jabbed a thumb back in the direction we came from. “We have some handy friends and some equipment from the quarry that we can spare. You just tell us what you need. We’ll make sure you get it.”

      His eyes went glassy, and it took him a full fifteen seconds to get control of his emotions, clearing his throat twice before he spoke again. “Right. I’d, uh… I’d appreciate that, but I don’t expect any handouts. I’ll pay for the labor. Most of what I got is your money anyhow.”

      I chuckled a bit at that. We were definitely his best customers.

      “We take care of our own,” I told him with a wink, trying to bring a smile to his grim features. “The sooner you’re back up and running the sooner we’re back to eating the best steaks in the west.”

      

      It seemed it really was an accident after all. Even though Layla and Viv had already scoped out the smoldering wreckage of Sal’s shop, Jared and I did a sweep as well before we left. There was nothing to indicate foul play. Nothing to indicate it could have been a witch or a shifter.

      Of course, there was a good chance that whatever evidence might have been there burned away. And if it were somehow Sam’s doing—for whatever mad reason—that her scent would be erased by the thick black smoke clogging the air.

      She hadn’t come from this direction though, and if Sal and the officers were right about the timing of when the fire started, then Sam was already at pack camp with us. She couldn’t have had anything to do with it.

      And if that witch fucker knew what was good for him, he was already long gone.

      Guilt ate at me all the way back to camp. For immediately thinking the worst of Sam, and for being so paranoid that I failed to see what was right in front of me. Sam was a lone wolf. A lone malnourished wolf in need of help who lost her mate. Who made a mistake four years ago that maybe I didn’t need to make her pay for now.

      When we arrived back at camp, Sam was seated on the front steps of the cabin with Clay. He lurched to his feet as we neared, and I knew before he even opened his mouth what his decision was.

      I could feel it. His resignation. His nervous energy. His desire to protect his blood even after what she did. He wouldn’t forgive her so easily. And it would take a long time for him to trust her, but I could see it in his eyes; he was willing to try.

      “I just heard about Sal’s,” he said. “What happened?”

      “Gas leak,” Jared explained, his jaw twitching as his amber gaze slid to Sam. Clearly, some of us didn’t feel as guilty as others for thinking she was to blame.

      Clay scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “Shit. How bad?”

      “Bad. It’s pretty much gone. I offered to lend a hand to help rebuild if Sal wants it. Maybe you could get a crew together this weekend. There has to be at least four or five bodies we can spare.”

      His lips tightened, but he nodded.

      I gestured to Sam still sitting mutely on the stairs behind him. “I take it she’s staying?”

      I hadn’t meant for it to come out the way it did, like an accusation, making Clay’s expression sour.

      “Clay, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine, Allie,” he said in a low rumble. “I don’t like it either.”

      Sam’s shoulders slumped as she looked up at her brother like he was breaking her heart. It kind of hurt to see.

      “But she has nowhere else to go. She’s been through some shit, and she’s sworn to me that she doesn’t hold Ryland against you anymore.”

      At that, Sam tensed, and I wondered if just the sound of his name triggered her still. She tucked her bony fingers under her thighs, sitting on them as though she didn’t trust what they might do.

      There I went again, being all fucking paranoid. It didn’t help that Jared’s distrust was rolling off of him in waves from right next to me.

      I sighed.

      “Then we’ll do it tonight. With the shit going on with Sal and the welcoming ceremony for Archer and Callum just last night—”

      “I don’t want a ceremony,” Sam finally piped up. “I just want a shower and a bed.”

      “We can do that. You can use our shower now if you want. We’ll see where there’s a free bunk to put you. We’re a little tight for space, so unmated pairs share cabins.”

      She stiffened at the reminder, and feeling momentarily empathetic, I added a hasty apology. “Sorry.”

      I turned to Clay. “That work?”

      He grunted his assent, and it was settled. Samantha Armstrong was back for good. I hoped he made the right choice.
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      It took a week to secure a new supplier for our meat. We had some frozen in the deep freeze in the main cabin, thankfully, but even that had dwindled to almost nothing the past six days. Seth was on his way to Portland to pick up our order from a butcher there and soon we’d have more meat than we knew what to do with.

      Aside from some grouchy shifters forced to eat smaller portions though, things had been almost—dare I say it—back to normal. Camp had returned to the quiet bustle of tasks to complete and day to day life.

      There had been no more visits from the mysterious Gregory. Nothing else burned to the ground. And Sam kept mostly to herself, preferring to stay in her shared cabin most of the day, only leaving for runs or to visit Clay at Grove’s End some afternoons.

      She’d asked him to give her a task or some sort of assignment like the others, but as much as I tried, I still didn’t trust her enough for that. Much like we decided it wasn’t safe to trust her with the secrets of our pack just yet either. No one really spoke to her, so I doubted she’d find out unless we told her directly.

      And she definitely wasn’t going to be on any of the patrols, but maybe there was something I could have her do around camp to keep her busy.

      I’d even managed to finally finish the books I bought last week. They came in handy since my anxiety kept me from sleeping most nights since the visit from the witch and Sam’s arrival.

      Having things back to some semblance of normalcy was great and all, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling eating at me that something was wrong. No matter how hard I tried.

      “Allie Grace,” Grams said, lifting her gaze from the warm dirt at her knees. “Come to help?”

      I smirked to myself but tied my hair in a loose bun and crouched down, gaze sweeping over the garden.

      Hazel had started it when she joined the pack after I took over as alpha. A vegetable garden that she coaxed to life each spring and fed our ranks well into fall. It’d come in handy over the last week, and she was already replanting new seeds to make up for what was prematurely taken.

      “Actually, I came to ask if you could use another hand to help in the garden. Sam’s been asking about having a job. Guess she’s tired of sitting around already.”

      I took the trowel Hazel offered and copied her movements, digging up shallow trenches for her to drop two seeds in each before gently recovering them. Peas, I thought. This early in the season there were only so many things that would grow and ripen quickly. Most of the vegetables had barely just begun sprouting. We had a store of potatoes and onions from last season in the cellar beneath the Moon Room though. Between that, the early greens, and a couple trips to the supermarket, we’ve made due.

      “Hmph,” Grams snorted, packing some dirt over a hole. “You could ask her, I suppose, but I doubt she’ll want to be spending her time with me.”

      If she said something rude to Grams…

      My wolf growled within.

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      Grams sighed, dragging her long silvery hair away from her face with muddy fingers. “She’s been through something, that’s for sure. I think she’s afraid I’ll see the awful truth of whatever it is if she gets too close to me.”

      “She’s afraid you’ll read her, you mean?”

      Grams nodded. “That girl and I have never seen eye to eye really. I was here while she was away up north with her mother most of her life. We aren’t close like I am with Clay. Maybe it’s that she’s embarrassed about it, or maybe it’s that she thinks it’s none of my business. I sensed a bit of both from her that first day.”

      Well that was settled then. If Sam wanted a job, then she would be working with Grams in the garden. Grams clearly wanted to be closer with her granddaughter, and maybe sharing some of her pain would help Sam break out of the shell she’d been living in since she got here.

      The pack was already whispering about her, but her shutting herself off to everyone wasn’t helping them find anything even remotely close to trust toward her. Especially not now that they all knew she once tried to off me.

      “She probably just needs more time.”

      “Time, I’ve got now, thanks to you.” Grams patted my hand in the dirt with a crooked grin, warming me.

      Living without a pack for so long had aged her. She’d been at peace with her choice to live out the rest of her days as a lone wolf until the years caught up with her and death finally found her. But when I took over the Forest Grove pack, she’d asked to join.

      “Speaking of time. About how long until you’ll give me grandbabies? This pack hasn’t seen young wolves in far too long, and I’m not getting any younger.”

      A furious flush crawled up into my cheeks. She never missed an opportunity to remind me that she fully expected about a thousand grandkids, and I’d better get cooking them.

      “Well, you’ve stopped aging now, so I suppose you can wait as long as it takes.”

      So long as she remained in the pack, the natural pack magic would keep her at the ripe old age of...however old she was. I knew it was much older than she looked. In truth, she wasn’t Clay’s grandmother, but his great great grandmother. Pack magic had seen her through at least a century by now.

      She grumbled something unintelligible to herself, and I leaned back on my elbow for a moment, basking in the warmth of the sun as it found its highest peak in the sky. I closed my eyes, inhaling the scents of the forest and damp earth soaking into the ass of my shorts.

      My phone pinged in my pocket, ruining the peace of the moment. Should’ve left the damned thing inside.

      A text from Seth flared to the screen, and I cut myself on the busted glass while opening it to read what it said. I really needed to get Charity to fix it for me, but as she was heading up the crew helping Sal clear out the wreckage of his shop, it’d have to wait.

      “That my grandson? Tell him to bring me a bottle of that whiskey I like, would you?”

      “No, it’s…”

      I trailed off, reading the text and groaning.

      Seth: The order’s not ready. Going to be another week. Their supplier had some kind of hold up. What should I do?

      “Fuck.”

      “Language.”

      “Sorry, Grams. Looks like we’re going to need to raid your garden some more. The order’s been held up.”

      Allie: Take whatever they have available in the storefront for now. I’ll head into town and raid the grocery again. That should be good for another week.

      Seth: Yeah. Until the townies go hungry because all their meat’s been stolen by wolves.

      I snorted.

      Allie: Just hurry back.

      Seth: Will do.

      “How long?” Hazel demanded. “I haven’t got much that’s ready. Some more lettuce and radishes. Potatoes from the cellar.”

      “Then we’ll have salad and stew for dinner. Seth’s grabbing whatever the butcher has on hand, and I’ll go into town to pick up some things.”

      “Send a hunting party out,” Grams all but ordered. “Hungry wolves are dangerous wolves.”

      I knew she was right, but I’d hoped not to resort to that. The wildlife in our territory was already sparse, driven away from the scent of predators in their midst. I’d have to send them further afield to be able to find any game large enough to do more than feed a single shifter.

      “I will.”

      I rose, dusting off my hands on my jeans.

      “Don’t forget my whiskey,” she reminded me just as I sensed Clay returning to camp from an early morning check on Grove’s End.

      “I just brought you a bottle last week, Grams,” Clay chastised her. “Don’t tell me you’ve finished it already?”

      “Would you deprive an old lady of her vices, grandson? Have I not earned the right to—?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Clay interrupted, giving his head a shake. “Fine, I’ll bring your whiskey. Stubborn old bat.”

      “I don’t have to wonder where you get it from,” I joked, earning myself glares from the both of them.

      That was my cue.

      I tucked my cell into my pocket and jerked my head toward town. “I have to pick up some things. Our meat order’s been delayed. Need anything?”

      His brows lowered. “Why’s it delayed?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure. Seth didn’t say.”

      Clay licked his lips in a way that made something low in my belly tighten as he considered something. He’d been either sleeping with me—on the nights Jared stayed at the quarry—or outside the cabin barely a stone’s throw from the window. He’d even given up some of his night patrol shifts this week, further cementing my suspicion that all this time he’d been wary of Sam returning.

      It was odd to see him up so early in the day when he usually slept well past noon. I wasn’t sure how much sleep he was actually getting at night though; his eyes had dark circles to rival my own.

      “I’ll come with you,” he decided. “I’ve been meaning to check on the old cabin and my shop. We can make a pit stop on the way back. Maybe take the bikes for a rip if there’s time.”

      I grinned at that. We hadn’t taken out the dirt bikes in a while. Not since last fall, actually. Though Clay regularly checked on things at the old cabin where I’d lived with him and Clay before shit hit the fan here—tuning up the bikes and making sure the pipes didn’t freeze in the winter.

      Jared slept out there sometimes, still, needing the solitude every now and then.

      It was where I lost my virginity after I’d finally had enough of their testosterone and forced them to rock paper scissors for it. Looking back now, it was ridiculous how we handled it, but we were just a bunch of horny teenagers, and I was tired of waiting.

      Jared won, and Clay didn’t speak to either of us for weeks after. Until one very heated argument led to us tearing each other’s clothes off and…

      I swallowed hard. Not the time. Definitely not the place. I eyed Hazel warily from the corner of my eye and found her smirking at me. Likely scenting my pheromones and daydreaming about all the grandbabies.

      “Such a good idea,” she said, jostling to her feet to pat Clay on his thick shoulder, leaving a smear of dirt over the tanned muscle. “You two go on then. Take your time.”

      Clay raised a brow at me, and I tucked some loose strands of hair back from my face, hustling past him. “I’ll grab a couple duffels to carry the groceries back. We’ll buy some bags of ice to keep it cool if you want to take the bikes out, but—”

      “We won’t be long, Allie,” he interrupted, fixing me with a knowing stare. I never left pack camp for more than a few hours at a time. Being away for too long made me restless. Made my wolf itch to check on the others. To make sure they were safe.

      “Such a worrier, that one,” I heard Hazel murmur to Clay as I swerved through the cabins and back into the heart of camp. “She’ll worry herself to death one day. Mark my words.”

      

      I lifted another stack of overpriced beef into the cart, grimacing as some of the juices leaked onto my palm. The quality was shit and it was twice the price of buying in bulk from Sal’s, but it would have to do for now.

      “Want to go grab the whiskey for Hazel?” I asked Clay, starting to pick through the whole chickens for the largest of them. We had a lot of mouths to feed, but I couldn’t take all of them. There were only two small grocery stores in this town, and if we depleted them of all their meat, people would ask questions.

      As it was, the cart just looked like we were going to have a real big barbeque. Which was exactly what I would say if asked. I even added a couple bags of corn on the cob for good measure.

      Clay stalked off down the aisle in search of the whiskey Grams liked, and I smirked at his backside, feeling a lick of heat roll across the back of my neck.

      I so rarely saw him fully clothed anymore. In shoes and a shirt. The way the black tee clung to his muscled frame made me bite my lip. He looked so out of place among the packaged meats and pyramids of packaged foods. Like a giant in a dollhouse.

      Or a bull in a china shop.

      It was at that instant he accidentally knocked the edge of a display, unable to squeeze between it and the endcap on the next aisle. Several boxes scattered to the floor and an employee rushed to scoop them up, apologizing to Clay as if they were the one who’d done something wrong.

      He had that effect on people.

      “One of your two mates, I presume?”

      His strange scent tickled my nose before I locked eyes on him, my hackles raising and an anvil dropping in my gut.

      “Thought I told you to stay out of my territory, witch?”

      Gregory cocked his head at me from where he leaned near the door leading to the stock area of the grocery. “You did. But my superior doesn’t like taking no for an answer, so here I am, back in the wolves’ den for round two.”

      Clay came crashing back through the store with a bottle of whiskey in his fist, eyes burning a fiery blue as they locked on to Gregory. Customers scattered like roaches from his warpath, and I had to hand it to Gregory, he hardly flinched as Clay reached my side, his upper lip curling in distaste at the sight of the witch.

      “Clayton, I presume?” Gregory inquired with a raised brow as he sized up my mate.

      “Who the fuck is this clown?” Clay demanded, glancing between us. My unease likely wreaking havoc on his own nerves as well.

      “An emissary of sorts,” Gregory responded before I could. “Alison here was just about to turn me down for the second time.”

      “What is he talking about?”

      “I—”

      “She didn’t tell you?” Gregory asked, seeming to be thrilled at this new discovery. His eyes gleamed as he launched into an explanation even though my wolf was looking at him like she might rip his throat out right here in the meat section of the Forest Grove grocery.

      “I work for a delegate of the Arcane Council, and they would like an audience with your darling mate. Just a few questions, you know. Perhaps they’ll want to take some blood to run tests. Perform an origin spell on her. That sort of thing. Standard stuff, really. But your mate here didn’t even allow me to explain the last time. Told me to leave and not to return.”

      Clay slammed the bottle of whiskey into the cart and stepped toward Gregory, his massive frame hulking over the shorter witch. “And you should’ve listened,” he growled, his eyes flaring to a vivid blue glow.

      A little girl down the way gasped, tugging on her mother’s sundress to get her attention. Her little finger pointing at Clay. Shit.

      “Clay,” I hissed between gritted teeth. “Not here.”

      He trembled with the urges of his wolf, and my own wolf responded, battering against the cage of my human form.

      “Get out of here,” I spat at Gregory. “Tell your superior that I have no interest in meeting with them and if you come back here again, you won’t ever leave. Got it?”

      Clay’s gaze never left the witch as he tipped his head in a sarcastic farewell, a smirk playing over his lips before he turned and lazily wandered back toward the exit of the store. Like he didn’t have a worry in the world. Like the largest shifter in my pack wasn’t staring after him like he might be lunch.

      Clay’s balled fists ached for a release as he whirled on me, his face a red mask of fury. A vein jumped in his temple, and I took a cursory glance around, checking to make sure no one could hear.

      “I was going to tell you—”

      “When? When were you going to tell me, Allie? When did this happen?”

      I swallowed hard, cold dread frosting over my chest. “About a week ago. He confronted me at Jackie’s shop.”

      Clay’s eyes widened. “He knew you’d be there, then?” He edged the words in a question, but I could tell he was already formulating the answer himself. His rigid hand dove through his dark hair as he fumed, his eyes still flickering with the light of his wolf.

      “Fuck, Allie,” he roared, and from the corner of my eye, I could see a tall, slender man with a manager badge on his button-down approaching cautiously, trying to look more in control than I could sense he felt.

      “Everything all right here, miss?” he asked me, his kind eyes slipping to Clay before returning back to me. “Is this man bothering you?”

      “Mind your fucking business,” Clay growled, and when the store manager’s eyes locked on his again, getting a glimpse of what lay dormant within, the man buckled in the knees, stumbling back three steps with horror in his eyes.

      Fuck this.

      Abandoning the cart, I took off, rushing out of the store with my heart in my throat and my wolf snapping at my heels.

      “Miss!” the manager called.

      “Allie,” Clay hissed, chasing me out like I knew he would.

      I didn’t stop when I hit the pavement outside, though. I broke into a run, making for the trees at the edge of the lot, flip flops flying off before I could even make it past the tree line.

      “Allie, stop.”

      My wolf took hold, crashing into my mind and taking over my body in the span of a single breath. Flaying my clothes to ribbons.

      Allie, stop or so help me...Clay’s seething voice slunk into my thoughts as he shifted, too.

      Or what? I taunted, unable to help myself before taking off at a sprint that I knew he wouldn’t be able to outrun. I hardly knew where I was headed until the old cabin came into view through the trees and my wolf began to slow.

      A whine sounded in my throat, making my heaving chest tighten as I bounded up the steps and onto the front porch. Clay burst through the brush not more than a few heartbeats later, his dark wolf lumbering over to me with quick, sure steps.

      Allie, what—

      I let my wolf fall away and shifted back before he could finish the thought in my mind, furless skin bristling in the chill breeze sweeping over the clearing.

      Clay shifted back, too, and I pushed my way into the cabin, going straight for the kitchen to get a glass of water.

      “How could you not tell me there was a witch tailing you?” he demanded in his I’m-trying-to-be-calm voice. It only ever managed to make him sound menacing instead of angry, but I appreciated the effort.

      I guzzled the water, taking a long breath before replying, setting my glass into the sink. “Because it wasn’t a big deal,” I replied. “I told him to get fucked. Not to come back.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asked, his shoulders going rigid. “How’d that work out for you?”

      “Don’t be a dick. I didn’t want to worry anyone, and I thought I’d dealt with it myself.”

      “Clearly, you didn’t. And if you think that fuckwad won’t be back, you’re an idiot.”

      I cleared the gap between us in two strides, our combined frustration and fury getting the better of me. Where Jared was a balm to my nerves, Clay was the match that often set me ablaze. Jared and I flowed. Clay and I burned.

      He staggered back as I shoved at his sweat-slicked chest. “You’re the idiot who almost got us caught in the fucking grocery store!”

      His cheekbones and nostrils flared as he clenched his jaw.

      “You might as well have held up a big ass sign that said hey, look at me, look how not human I am.”

      “Don’t try to spin this on me. If you’d just told us about the witch then—”

      I threw my hands up, growling. “Fine. I’m sorry, okay? I should’ve told you. Happy now?”

      Clay jerked forward, wrapping a hand firmly around my biceps to pull me close. “No,” he hissed, breath fanning over my cheek. “My mate kept something from me. Something that could put her and all of us in danger. No, Allie, I’m not fucking happy.”

      His eyes darkened, and my breath caught at the pain showing through those cut-glass eyes. It made a ball form in my throat. I didn’t want to feel guilty, though. I shouldn’t have to. I was just doing what I thought was right.

      But was it…?

      I shook my head and pulled my arm from his, stomping out of the kitchen to go upstairs. I still kept some of my old clothes here, and I was going to need to get changed and go back to the grocery store and get all the meat we left behind. And apologize to the goddamned store manager for my brute of a mate.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Clay bellowed, his rough voice practically reverberating the floorboards as I made my way to my old bedroom.

      Normally silent as a cat, he didn’t bother trying to conceal his steps as he stormed after me, the stairs creaking and groaning beneath his weight.

      I entered my room and whirled to slam the door, but he was there, catching it before it could click into the doorframe. Venom in his stare.

      “I wasn’t finished,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Well, I was.”

      I turned on my heel and went to tug open the drawers of my old dresser, searching for something that would still fit my new filled out frame.

      Clay batted the drawer closed, nearly catching my fingers.

      “What the fuck, Clay?”

      “Look at me, Allie.”

      Heat washed up my back, pooling in my cheeks as I spun to face him again, resisting the very persistent urge to shift again.

      I softened when I saw the haunted look on his face. How his breaths evened out. For a second, I saw the fear hidden beneath all the anger he wore like armor.

      “I…” he started and trailed off, a vein throbbing in his temple. “I need you to be safe, Allie.”

      My throat burned at his whispered admission.

      “I can’t protect you if I don’t know what you need protecting from.”

      He scrubbed a hand over the dark stubble on his jaw. “All this shit with Sam and now...I can’t fucking handle both, babe.”

      A crack in his facade revealed what I’d suspected since Sam arrived back at camp. He still didn’t trust her. Might not ever. It was why he was staying at camp through the nights even when Jared was the one sharing our bed. Why he never moved from the spot just below the bedroom window.

      Why he couldn’t handle another separate threat from the one he was already trying so hard to make sure I was safe from.

      The fact that it was his own flesh and blood he was worried about just added another hundred pounds of pressure and stress to his already weighted down shoulders.

      “I…”

      I felt like an asshole.

      “Don’t say sorry,” he offered. “Just tell me you won’t lie to me again.”

      I nodded, eyes watering as the guilt found a toehold in my core and began to scrape my throat raw.

      My arms were iron rods at my sides when Clay bridged the gap between us and yanked me to his chest, pressing our naked bodies against one another. My head bent into the crook beneath his chin. My curves fitting perfectly into the mold of his body.

      I felt the exact moment his emotions began to twist. Felt it in the way his middle finger drew a soft line down the length of my spine to my tailbone, making me shiver against him.

      We hadn’t been intimate since Sam came to camp. Even a little while before that, actually. I felt his need pulse through me. An all-consuming thing, like he was starving. Like he might die if he didn’t take a bite.

      His fingers trailed back up my spine and curled into my hair at the back of my skull. He fisted them there, tugging my head back, tipping my chin up. I arched, pressing my breasts against him as my nipples pebbled.

      “No more lies,” he demanded, staring hard into my soul.

      A fractured breath stuttered from my lips.

      “No more lies,” I agreed, and his lips stole the words from my mouth, consuming them and every last bit of sanity I possessed.

      I moaned against his mouth, and he used the opportunity to slip inside, tasting me, robbing me of breath. Claiming me.

      His hands dropped to my hips, fingertips digging into flesh and bone as he lifted me with ease, prodding me to wrap my legs around his waist.

      Clay’s hardened length brushed against my folds, and I reared back from his kiss, a small cry falling from my lips that turned into a gasp as his mouth closed over my nipple.

      Heat rushed through me as he circled his tongue, biting down enough to make me shudder.

      His soft growl vibrated through my ribcage as he moved to my other breast, hands gripping my ass to hold me tight against him.

      With one arm, Clay swept the objects from the top of the dresser, sending clothing and a lamp clattering to the floor before he sat me atop it. His rock-hard cock nudged at my belly, and when his mouth moved to my neck, biting down on the sensitive skin there, I saw stars.

      “I want you,” I breathed, feeling like if I didn’t have him right here and now I would lose my goddamned mind.

      Clay angled himself, bending at his knees so the tip of his large cock flicked against my clit, making me jump. Making my legs cling around his hips tighter, pulling him to me.

      He lifted his head to stare into my eyes. His lips parted as he curled his hands around my thighs and spread me open for him. His gaze never faltered as he pushed into me, giving me a moment to adjust to his size as he thrust the full way in, expelling the air from my lungs.

      I clenched around his length inside me, fingernails biting down into his thick biceps, searching for something—anything—to hold on to.

      Clay eased out, and I felt him tremble under my touch, his ecstasy further fueling my own. When he didn’t immediately push back inside, I whimpered, trying to push him deeper. Needing him to fuck me as badly as I sensed his urge was to do just that.

      “Clay,” I gasped. “Please.”

      He came unhinged.

      Whatever thing had been holding him back broke like a dam, and he surged back to himself. To me.

      His upper lip curled as he tipped his back and drove his cock into me, shaking the dresser beneath us with the force of his thrust.

      I moved against him, urging him faster. Harder.

      I moaned loudly against his mouth as he kissed me again. His breaths came heavier as he wrapped his mammoth hand around the back of my neck, securing me in place.

      He knew just the right way to hold me. Like I was caught in a vise from which there would be no hope of escaping even if I wanted to. As he leaned his body back to get a better angle, he released his hold on my thigh to circle against my clit as he pounded into me.

      The dual sensation had me coming apart at the seams almost instantly, and I bucked and writhed, but Clay’s grip on the back of my neck, with his arm braced against my back, kept me in place. Making me bend to the will of my body as he brought me ever closer to an orgasm that might just rip me apart.

      “Come on, baby,” he said in a husky whisper, bending to join his forehead with mine as he worked relentlessly on my pussy, his own orgasm reaching a peak.

      Unable to contain myself as my wolf’s natural urge to fight back against the coming storm took over, I unwrapped my legs from his waist and pushed off from the dresser, ejecting him from me for only an instant before he had me again.

      He spun me, bending me over the dresser and sheathing himself inside of me once more. His hand splayed over my back, pressing me against the warm wood as he fucked me from behind. He used his weight to hold me in place as he reached around and continued his merciless rubbing of my slit.

      I cried out as my climax surged to its peak, gripping the edge of the dresser for dear life as Clay annihilated me in every sense of the word. I came hard, wood splintering where my fingers tore giant chunks from the dresser.

      My body coiled, tightening like the flex of a bowstring right before being shot. Sending me sailing in oblivion as I shuddered against him, crying out as my release ripped through me like a fucking hurricane.

      Clay didn’t stop, his hands going to my hips to bear down hard as he continued to fuck me, making my one orgasm fall into another as he howled his release and we both sagged against the mangled dresser.
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      I pushed the stew around in my bowl. It was mostly potatoes and carrots, but if I looked hard enough I might find at least one more piece of beef.

      Clay smirked, watching me slyly from the corner of his eye as he drained the remnants of his own bowl. It’d been a few days since the most recent incident with the witch and our stores of meat were getting low again. The hunting party managed to bag a deer and a few hares, but when you were talking about feeding a pack of nearly fifty wolves. That didn’t last very long.

      I sighed, resigning myself to finishing the potatoes and carrots.

      “When are Seth and Layla getting back?” Clay asked, sliding the back of his hand over his hips as he set his bowl down on the picnic table.

      The chatter of conversation from the other tables around us hushed a little. No doubt everyone was just as eager for them to get back as I was. We’d sent them into Portland to do one last grocery run before our butcher order came in on Monday. We couldn’t keep clearing out the Forest Grove grocery, and we’d need a fair amount more to last us the next few days.

      Hazel had been right. Hungry wolves made for grouchy wolves. And grouchy wolves tended to cause some problems. We’d already had to break up two fights in the last day alone.

      “They’ll be back later tonight. Probably in the next few hours. I told them to go to a few stores so they’d be able to get enough for everyone to eat a real dinner tomorrow. The steaks won’t be as good as Sal’s, but...”

      “Hell, I’d take one well-done right now,” Destiny said on a sigh and Viv nodded, agreeing with her mate.

      “I’d even take one with that awful blue cheese sauce on it.”

      I barked a laugh at that, but their admission cut me deep. I was the alpha. It was my job to make sure my pack was cared for. Safe. Fed.

      “Another bowl?” Clay asked, lifting my now empty bowl from in front of me. I shook my head. There wouldn’t be much left, and I needed to make sure everyone got some.

      Grimacing, Clay brought both of our bowls to the outdoor sink under the new canopy we built earlier this spring to rinse off. I hated that he would also go without seconds just because I did, but I couldn’t fault him for it.

      Jared and Clay had been my right and left hands since the start. Together, we formed a united front and truly, it was more like we were all the alpha, even if I was the one who formally made all the calls.

      Sara emerged from the tree line a bit breathless, with her patrol mate close in tow. She was a newer recruit, having just joined the pack last year. But…they weren’t on patrol until dark. Sara and Tyler had been taking over most of the overnights now that Clay was hanging around camp more often.

      They came straight for the tables and made a beeline for me.

      “What is it?” I demanded before they could get a word in, my hand fisting in my lap beneath the table.

      “It’s Luke,” Sara told me, glancing around before taking the seat opposite me. I didn’t like the way she was keeping her voice hushed and sensing my unease. Clay rushed back to slide into the seat next to me.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Luke didn’t come back last night,” Tyler replied.

      Luke…

      Being pack alpha and absolute shit with names was not a good combo. I knew all of their faces. My wolf recognized theirs as pack, but with names I was pretty much useless.

      “Tall. Skinny. Light hair. Scrappy. Joined the pack when Ry killed Samson,” Clay filled in the blanks for me in a whisper.

      I gave a tight nod and turned my attention back to Sara and Tyler. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “At dinner yesterday. He left for a run before dark. I don’t think he’s been back since then.”

      I mulled over the info, Clay and I sharing a look, and the stew in my stomach soured.

      “Luke’s left before, hasn’t he?” Clay asked, fixing Luke’s friends with a hard stare that told them they’d better be honest.

      Ty winced but nodded. “Yeah. He’s got a temper. He usually just goes into the city and gets smashed, but he wasn’t upset about anything.”

      “Not that you know of,” Clay snapped back, and I had to put my hand on his thigh beneath the table to steady him.

      “Charity,” I called and saw her head pop up at the next table, her dreads bobbing as she got up and made her way over, mouth full of stew.

      She leaned over the table, glancing between Sara and Ty and me and Clay. Her face fell. “What’s up, Allie?”

      “Luke didn’t come back to camp last night.”

      “He’s probably sleeping off a massive hangover somewhere,” Charity told me with a shrug, obviously she had no trouble remembering who he was.

      I nodded, wanting to agree with her, but something in my gut told me this wasn’t that. It was worse. “You’re probably right,” I agreed, “But if he’s not back by morning, could you get a small party together and track him. Bring him back?”

      “We already tried to track him,” Ty argued. “His trail went cold a few miles past the third ring.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. Fuck, I really hated being put on the spot.

      “Well…” I trailed off, thinking of how best to handle this.

      “I’ll go with Charity,” Clay offered without a second’s hesitation. “You might have lost his trail, but I should be able to pick it up.”

      I gave him a grateful smile, and he covered my hand with his, squeezing. Jared and Clay were the best trackers we had. Better even than I was even with the advantage of my twin soul wolf’s extra strong sense.

      Tyler and Sara seemed satisfied with that and gave me a pair of tight, thankful nods before leaving.

      “He’ll be back by morning,” Charity assured us. She gripped my shoulder, giving me a meaningful look. “Don’t sweat it. I don’t know the guy very well, but he’s a loose cannon on the best of days. Probably just got riled up about something and went to blow off steam.”

      If that were all it was, I’d be relieved as hell, but Luke would be getting an earful. Pack members weren’t allowed to leave territory without notifying me or Jared or Clay first. It wasn’t a control thing, it was a safety thing, and I rarely ever denied any requests to leave pack land. We just needed to know when they left and where they went so that if they didn’t come back we’d know where to look.

      “Thanks, Cherry.”

      She grinned at the nickname and spun on her heel. “Let me get you guys a couple of beers, yeah? You both look like you could use one.”

      “You don’t think it’s…” I muttered under my breath, not daring to meet Clay’s stare or speak the word witch aloud for fear of anyone overhearing and word spreading. I told Jared about Gregory, and Hazel already knew. That was enough for now.

      “Nah. His kind aren’t that stupid.” He squeezed my hand again. “Relax before you give yourself an aneurysm.”

      Scanning the tables, I mentally went through the faces of the pack, counting to make sure everyone who should be here was. Save for those asleep now from night patrol and those on active patrol. Or working at the quarry with Jared or at Grove’s End.

      Several other faces were missing. Likely they were just gone for runs before dinner or out on errands, but it set me even more on edge. I couldn’t help but notice the lack of one face in particular and my brows lowered. Sam wasn’t at dinner. In fact, I didn’t think I’d seen her all day.

      That wasn’t unheard of for her, though. She seemed to think that she could outrun the ghosts haunting her and was gone sprinting through our territory more often than she was here.

      “You seen Sam today?”

      Clay grunted his thanks as Charity plopped two frothy mugs down in front of us and took a long swallow of her own, leaving a foamy white mustache on her upper lip.

      “Out for a run. As usual. She’s supposed to check in before dark.”

      She’d fucking better.

      

      I writhed in bed like I needed an exorcism most of the night. It was a good thing it was Jared next to me instead of Clay or he’d have tied me down by now. As it was, I knew there would be no chance of sleep.

      Running my hands through my sweat dampened hair, I sat up, dropping my tired head into my palms. There was no point in lying there. When my insomnia hit me this hard, I could be up for days without sleep. Maybe if I just went and checked to see that Luke was back, I would be able to grab a few hours of shut-eye before dawn.

      I slipped from the bed, pausing to admire the work of art next to me for a moment before tugging on a pair of jeans to go with Jared’s oversized shirt and padded barefoot out of the room.

      The heat of the early summer day still lingered, making the night air damp with humidity as I crept through the cabin and out the front door. I’d forgotten to check if Clay was sleeping in his wolf form around back of the cabin, and made an extra effort to silence my steps, leaving the front door open behind me to avoid the noise of shutting it.

      Much as he tried to hide it, or brush it off, I saw his dark circles too. He needed his sleep and I didn’t want to be the one to wake him.

      Pack camp was always quiet this close to dawn. The only wolves awake the ones out on patrol. The first ring wasn’t far from the borders of camp, but it was far enough that I couldn’t see or hear whoever was running it.

      I shivered as I picked over the dew-dampened dirt near the fire pit and around the foot-trails through the cabins to where I thought Luke’s cabin was. Hushed conversation met my ears as I approached the edge of camp and I saw the girl from dinner, Sara, sitting with Archer on the small front stoop jutting out from the cabin on my right a little further down.

      “Sara?” I called quietly, hurrying my steps.

      “What are you doing out here? It isn’t dawn yet.”

      “Is he back?”

      Sara’s face fell and something twisted in my gut. Damn.

      She jabbed a thumb behind her at the darkened windows of the cabin to her back. “I just came to check,” she explained. “I thought maybe he’d have slipped back in sometime in the night, but…”

      “The other guys said they hadn’t seen him.”

      I remembered now. Luke shared a cabin with two other unmated males, though for the life of me, I couldn’t remember their names.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “We’ll give it another hour,” I told her. “And if he isn’t back then I’ll wake Charity and go with her.”

      “We’ll come too,” Sara offered, and even though it was clear she hadn’t slept either, I was in no position to deny her. If it were my friend missing, I’d want to go, too.

      Archer nodded his agreement and rubbed his wide hand over Sara’s back. I got the feeling she liked Luke. Maybe as something more than just a friend and fellow packmate. Though I couldn’t remember ever seeing them together.

      That was generally how it went though. Other than casual sex, most shifters preferred not to date. Getting serious with someone who wasn’t your mate could spell disaster and heartbreak for all those involved if one wound up mating to someone else.

      Better to just wait and hope that you won’t be one of the unlucky few who have to wait decades if not longer to find their mate.

      I scanned the trees as though if I looked hard enough I’d be able to see Luke rushing over the moonlight-dappled forest floor. Coming home. But other than the sounds of nighttime insects and an owl far off in the distance, there was nothing to be seen or heard.

      Except...I realized there was a light on in one of the cabins in the next row. Or at least, I assumed there was. I could see the glow of it tinting the dirt a muted gold from here. Was that Layla’s cabin?

      “Have you been awake long?” I asked Sara, already moving away from them and toward the light with slow steps.

      “Did you see Layla and Seth get back from Portland?” I added before either of them could answer, wondering if they’d only just returned. I could think of no other reason why Layla’s light would be on this late. Squinting, I tried to see if the cabin Seth shared with Kyle and Jake also had a light on, but couldn’t tell from this far away.

      “I don’t think they came back yet,” Sara told me, making my throat tighten and my steps falter.

      “What do you mean? They should have been back just after dark at the latest.”

      I’d spent the evening reading before bothering to try to sleep. Why hadn’t I come out to check that they’d returned? Why hadn’t I realized they may not have when they didn’t come into the main cabin to tuck the meat away in the deep freezer in the basement?

      Fuck.

      Footsteps followed me as I rushed toward Layla’s cabin, heart in my throat. Please be there.

      Please be there.

      I didn’t pause to knock, flying through the cracked open door of the cabin to sweep the interior. Charity and Danny blinked at me, startled, their inner wolves immediately on the defensive as I invaded their territory. At least until they saw who I was.

      “Allie?” Charity asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Where’s Layla?”

      My hands twitched at my sides, and my sleep-deprived brain was already swiftly moving into kill-mode. If someone didn’t speak the fuck up right now…

      “We tried calling,” Charity supplied. “She texted earlier and said they might be a bit late so we went to sleep, but they still aren’t back.”

      Don’t panic.

      Don’t fucking panic.

      I am the alpha. I need to be calm.

      “I left my phone at the cabin,” I said in the most level voice I could muster, lying to myself with an inner monologue of reassurances. Layla was fine. Seth was fine. Everything was fine.

      Charity rushed to grab hers from the nightstand and hand it to me, coming to stand in the middle of the space. Layla’s trademark jasmine scent clung to everything in here and it was easy to tell which bunk was hers. Deep navy sheets rumpled on her top bunk had little silver stars on them. Long, silver-chained necklaces were strung over the edge of the ladder, pointed gemstones dangling from their tips.

      My fingers fumbled over the screen of Charity’s phone, and I had to move out to the porch where Sara and Archer hovered to be able to make the call. We had reception out here, but in certain areas of camp it was spotty at best.

      “We already called twice,” Charity said, wrapping a shawl around her bare breasts to come outside and join me.

      I thumbed to her recent calls and jammed Layla’s name in the list of calls, resisting the urge to pace along the foot trail as the call connected.

      “Hey.”

      “Layla, thank—”

      “It’s Layla. Leave a message if you must or just text me like a normal person, and I’ll get back to you.”

      Damn.

      A lump formed in my throat, and it was impossible to get any air past it. My head spun as I jammed her name again and put the phone back to my ear.

      “Pick up,” I muttered. “Pick up, dammit.”

      When it went to voicemail again, I went to Charity’s contacts and searched for Seth.

      “Allie, what’s going on?” Sara asked, and I could hear the accusation in her tone without having to look up and see it on her face. I’d somehow begun to pace, and I hadn’t even noticed it, and I had to force myself to stop.

      Charity came down the step to join me standing barefoot in the dirt and lifted her hand to my arms. “Hey. I’m sure they just got held up or whatever.”

      My throat burned as I met her steady gaze. “I can’t find Seth,” I said, still scrolling through contacts.

      “He’s under Dirty McFlyboy.”

      I raised a brow and she smirked. “Long story.”

      “Allie?”

      Whirling, I found Clay approaching and something inside of me snapped a little.

      His brows drew together as he took in the small group of us, the moonlight casting deep shadows over his every muscle as he stalked forward.

      “It’s Layla and Seth,” I managed around the still-growing lump of dread blocking my airway. “They haven’t come back yet.”

      His lips parted in surprise, and just as I had, he scanned the trees and squinted toward Seth’s cabin, searching for signs of life.

      “And Layla isn’t answering her phone,” Charity added, tossing her dreadlocks over her shoulder with a frown.

      “I’m trying Seth now.”

      Clay’s warm hands folded around my arms, lending me some strength. He leaned in to my side and whispered breathily against my cheek. “Breathe, Allie.”

      I pressed the screen to call him and waited, vibrating more and more with unease as each ring went unanswered.

      “He isn’t answering,” I hissed, my voice trembling.

      “Here,” Clay said and held out his hand for the phone. I passed it to him and he listened for a second before hanging up and placing another call. “If she doesn’t answer then—”

      “Charity?” I could hear Layla’s voice connect on the other end of the call and snatched the phone back from Clay.

      He flinched as I put it to my ear. “Where are you?”

      “Allie?”

      “Are you guys all right?”

      “Yeah,” Layla replied, some trepidation in her voice. “We just stopped at the barrens to stargaze. Don’t worry, we packed the meat with tons of ice so it’ll be fine—”

      “I don’t care about the fucking meat,” I snapped, unable to help myself as my entire body sagged with relief and a muscle below my eye began to twitch. “Why weren’t you answering your phones?”

      “It was on silent.”

      “And Seth’s?”

      “Can’t find the damn thing anywhere,” I heard him call in reply.

      “Just...get back here, okay? Now, please.”

      “On our way,” she said, and the line went dead.

      “I’m losing my fucking mind,” I muttered to myself, forgetting there was an audience surrounding Clay and me. Ugh.

      Charity stepped in and rubbed my back. “Girl, I think you need some sleep.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I nodded numbly, and let Clay guide me into his side, relishing in the comfort of his body pressed along the side of mine.

      “Wait,” I said on a breath. “Luke still isn’t back.”

      Clay stiffened against me but grunted that he understood. “Charity and I will take care of it,” he said and then turned back to face her and the others. “Just let me get her back to bed and then we’ll track him.”

      “We’re coming, too,” Sara and Archer piped up. “Meet you at the fire ring?”

      Clay grunted his agreement again and even though I knew what the answer would be, I tipped my head up to him as he guided me away and asked anyway. “I won’t be able to sleep, maybe I should just go with—”

      “Not a chance. You’re having a stiff whiskey and then going to bed. You’re fucking shaking, baby.” He pulled me in tighter, and I let him, needing him to hold me together for just another second before I put myself back together.

      The door opened before we could even make it to the front porch, and Jared stepped out, all sleep rumpled hair and downturned eyes. “Allie? Clay? It’s like four in the morning, what are you guys—”

      “Luke still isn’t back,” Clay interrupted him, helping me up the steps to place me into Jared’s arms. I shuddered against his heat.

      “She hasn’t slept. Give her a whiskey and put her to bed, yeah?”

      “Allie,” Jared chastised, “You should have woken me up if you couldn’t sleep.”

      I sent a glare to Clay who only shrugged innocently, as though he didn’t just ensure that I would be babied until I finally forced myself to sleep. No, not babied, that wasn’t the right word. Taken care of, I supposed, but he knew I hated anyone doting on me. He knew because he was the exact same damn way.

      I’d take the whiskey, though, if only to calm my nerves.

      “Careful out there,” I warned Clay, giving him a meaningful look as I saw the others gathering around the fire ring to head out for the search. “And I want you back before breakfast.”

      He raised a brow. “That an order?”

      “You’re damn right it is,” I barked back, though I didn’t bother lacing the command with the power of my alpha status to strong-arm him into complying. I rarely did. He just better fucking listen or he wouldn’t get any nookie for a goddamned month.

      He smirked, but leaned in and brushed his lips over my forehead, eyeing Jared, who surprisingly didn’t show any discomfort at the gesture. “Don’t worry, babe. Everything’ll shake out all right. You’ll see.”
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      Don’t worry.

      Don’t fucking worry?

      Well, how about now?

      “We need to find them,” I snarled, my breaths coming in pants as I struggled to maintain a solid hold on my inner wolf. She’d been restless ever since Charity had barged into the cabin to tell me Trey and Todd still hadn’t been found.

      They’d been here since the start and were a mated pair. They welcomed me into the Forest Grove pack with open arms when the vast majority had shunned me because of Ryland’s distaste for me. And now they were gone, without a trace.

      We’d tried calling. Texting. Tracing their phones. The patrol teams on each ring had been notified and were keeping an eye out, but their scent seemed to just vanish somewhere to the east.

      Charity followed me outside into the rain, and I breathed in the heady scent of petrichor, letting it soothe me. Letting the cool water running down my face and body shock me into mental clarity.

      “They can’t have gotten too far,” I said over the roar of the downpour. We’d just seen them at dinner last night.

      We all pretended not to know how they liked to go out past the third ring some nights to rut in their wolf forms and that was exactly what they’d done. They’d snuck past third ring patrol and Charity pretended not to notice just like she always did. Except they hadn’t come back.

      Worse, Luke still hadn’t returned either, and it’d been two days since we sent out the first search party for him. We’d sent four more since then but came up empty handed each time.

      Not even Clay’s tracking skills were good enough to find him. His trail went stone cold not far outside the third ring.

      And of course now it was fucking raining. Any trace of Luke’s scent that may have remained was now gone, and if we didn’t move quickly, any trace of Trey’s and Todd’s would be gone, too. There wasn’t any time to waste.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I swiped water off the cracked screen to read a text from Clay.

      Clay: Trey and Todd back yet?

      He’d had to go to Grove’s End to deal with a few things this morning and still hadn’t returned. I didn’t realize I’d been worried about him, too, until I saw his message.

      When Luke went missing, it wasn’t shocking. In fact, there were a few who even believed he may have deserted us, fed up with pack life. More built for life as a lone wolf. But now…

      Trey and Todd would never leave us. Especially not without saying something.

      Allie: No. I need you. We’re going out to search before the rain washes away their scent.

      Clay: Coming now. Don’t go anywhere without me, got it?

      I didn’t bother answering. If he wasn’t back in the next fifteen fucking minutes, I was leaving.

      “What do you want to do, Allie?” Charity asked, antsy on her feet as she awaited my orders. Charity had known Trey and Todd much longer than I had, and I could see the worry etched into her stare and the knot between her brows.

      I blinked away the rainwater leaking into my eyes, trying to focus through the noise of panic in my skull. Over the rumbling in my stomach that was becoming more and more difficult to ignore. Thank the stars Seth was going to pick up the massive meat order from the butcher in Portland the day after tomorrow. We could stretch what we had until then, but it would make searching that much harder.

      How far could we run, for how long, without proper fuel?

      “Clay is on his way back. You, me, him and Viv will take point. We’ll search to the east, where patrol said they lost their scent. Between the four of us, we should be able to pick something up and track where they went.”

      “The guys from the crew helping Sal took a rain day. Want me to beef up patrol in case we can pick up anything?”

      I should’ve thought of that. “Good idea. Double each ring and give them something of Trey’s or Todd’s to scent.”

      She nodded. “’Kay.”

      “And Seth,” I added. “Wake him up. I need him to keep an eye on things for me here while we’re gone.”

      Charity vanished a moment later, rushing through the mud to do as I asked as I stood there, useless in the rain. I pressed a hand to my rumbling stomach, but even if we had anything that would sate my hunger, there was no way I could eat right now.

      Not even Hazel’s cookies, which she’d been baking nonstop to try to make up for the fact that we had barely enough meat to get through another day.

      I squinted, senses piquing as I heard running footsteps approach. It wasn’t Charity, she’d gone the other way. And it wasn’t Clay, I’d have been able to feel him.

      Unable to contain my wolf any longer with all riot of emotions rattling the cage of my bones, I tossed my cell back onto the porch and removed my clothes in one fluid motion, letting the shift take me.

      I shuddered as the rain wet my fur a moment later, bristling against the momentary shock of pain as my body broke and reformed. I scented the air, catching her scent before I saw her coming.

      It was Sam.

      What is it? I demanded, shoving the question into her skull. I could sense her panic. The smell of it tainted her natural juniper smell.

      The quarry, her panicked voice came into my mind. Jared sent me for—

      Jared.

      I launched past her, gone before she could finish.

      Allie, wait! Her voice echoed inside my skull, but I couldn’t hear it over the agonizing whine of my wolf as our lungs collapsed even as they were filling with air, pushing us forward.

      Sam fell behind, and through the pandemonium in my head I managed to bark out an order for her to stay at camp. Being sure to lace it with the power of my status so she wouldn’t follow me. We didn’t need something happening to her right now. Clay was already on the verge of snapping.

      I was already on the verge of snapping.

      I plowed through the foliage, sliding in the muck but not caring even as I came up coated in dirt and debris with each skid of my paws over the earth.

      A vivid image of my mate in my mind kept me going. If anything happened to him…

      If he were hurt…

      If he were gone…

      I’d tear this world apart to find him, and I didn’t care who had to get hurt in the process. The logical part of my mind warred against that thought, but my wolf wanted blood.

      I veered around a tall oak and skidded through second ring patrol, turning heads as I flew down the sloping terrain toward the quarry.

      Relief flooded me like a sedative injected into my veins as my wolf recognized the feel of Jared’s soul nearing ours. Not gone, then. And I’d feel it now if he were hurt. I picked up on a feeling of unease from him, but nothing more.

      I shifted as I made it to the portable where his office was, rushing through the rain and up the steps to the front door on human feet. Steam lifted from my heated flesh as I brushed hair out of my face and stepped inside.

      Jared’s amber eyes snapped to me in the dark, his wolf glimmering just beneath the surface. “Allie, what are you doing here?”

      I blinked, confused as to why he was sitting in the dark until I flipped the light switch and found that the overhead light didn’t illuminate. “Sam said…” I trailed off, panting a little from the long run.

      Jared rounded his desk and came to me, tugging off his t-shirt with one arm and pulling it down over my head.

      What had Sam said? I supposed I left before she could really say anything at all.

      “She seemed panicked. I just...I just ran.”

      Jared pushed my wet silver hair back from my face and sighed just as I sensed Clay approaching. I twisted just in time to see him barge in the door, ass naked with his eyes full of malice. “What the fuck happened?”

      His glare cut to me. “Patrol said you flew by like a bat out of hell.”

      “The power lines were cut,” Jared said, drawing my attention back from Clay. “We thought it might’ve just been a fluke, but I went and checked it out myself. The cuts were clean.”

      “Show me,” Clay barked, already turning to go back out into the rain with Jared and me on his heels.

      “You don’t have any clients here today, right?” Clay checked before shifting. Something I should have done before waltzing into the portable office in my birthday suit, but I wasn’t thinking straight.

      We ran on foot through the quarry, only shifting once we were clear of the main operations area, where members of our pack—the employees of the quarry—huddled beneath the covered lunch area, waiting out the rain.

      We followed the power lines almost all the way out to the main road before Jared slowed, veering into the trees and shifting back to his human form. Clay and I followed suit, and Clay went to inspect a mess of wires Jared was pointing out to him while I kept an eye on the surrounding woods.

      Cars passed in the distance on the main road and the pelting of rain on leaves drowned out most everything else. I shifted back, letting my wolf takeover again as a familiar scent filled my nose. There was no denying, it was Sam’s scent. I circled the entire area, searching for any other scents in the shrubbery or clinging to the waterlogged earth, but finding none.

      “Why was Sam here?” I asked Jared as I shifted back, shivering.

      Clay’s eyes narrowed at Jared. “Sam was here?”

      “Yeah, she was passing by on her run when she noticed the power was out. She came with me to check the lines.”

      That explained why her scent was all over the place, but it didn’t explain why she was out running this way in the rain while there were a million other places for her to run.

      Jared’s eyes flickered to mine for an instant before falling away, and I could tell he was thinking the same guilty thought I was. It was clear from the clean cuts that this wasn’t an accident, but who would want to do this to us? And why?

      I could think of only two potential culprits. Sam or the witch, Gregory.

      “You think it’s that witch fucking with us because you didn’t do what he wanted?” Clay asked, water dripping in a steady stream from his chin.

      “You don’t think he would mess with our pack, too, do you?”

      He picked up on what I was referring to. There had to be a reason Trey and Todd were missing. What if Gregory snatched them up to use as leverage to get me to do what he wanted? To meet with the asshole he works for. One of the twelve Arcane Council delegates.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Clay said in a low, dangerous voice that made my skin crawl and my toes curl all at once. “How much you want to bet he’s still stalking Forest Grove waiting to corner you again?”

      Jared frowned, seeing where this was going and clearly disagreeing with this angle. But I saw the sense in it.

      “This could’ve been a local,” Jared tried to argue, but Clay and I were beyond listening, and Jared would see that this was the easiest, and fastest way to rule out the witch.

      We needed to get searching for Trey and Todd before their scent began to disintegrate, but after that, we needed to come up with a plan to catch us a witch.

      “Do you know how to neutralize a witch, by chance?”

      Clay grinned. “Hell yeah, babe.”
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      “He’s coming to,” Jared informed me, his face placid as an early morning lake, even though I could sense how he truly felt.

      It was how we were all feeling. It’d now been almost forty-eight hours since Trey and Todd vanished without a trace. Luke was still missing. It was going to take days if not longer for the power company to come out and restore the lines, effectively pausing all operations at the quarry and putting our finances in a chokehold. Not to mention we were all fucking starving.

      Seth would be leaving in about an hour to go pick up our order from the butcher in the city, though, so there was that at least.

      “Clay used the bindstone on him like we were taught, but I’ve never actually seen it work before so just...be careful, all right?”

      I inhaled deeply, unclenching my fists as I rose from the kitchen island where I’d been sitting with Layla and Vivian.

      “Want me to go with you?” Layla offered as I got up, but I shook my head. “You need to go with Seth. I don’t want anyone going anywhere alone right now. He’ll be leaving soon.”

      Layla hopped down from her stool and came around to pull me into a jasmine scented hug. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

      “I’m staying actually,” she said as she pulled away. “We wanted to be here for you.”

      Viv offered me a sad smile. “Destiny offered to go with him for the pickup. Sara is manning the bar tonight at the pub for her and you know how my girl is a night owl.”

      I smirked. That she was. Their pick up time was later in the evening so they likely wouldn’t be back until after dark. I debated sending a third body with them just in case, but then it was possible the meat order wouldn’t fit in the Jeep. They’d need all the space they could get.

      They didn’t push me on coming with, and I was grateful. They didn’t need to see this. Hell, I didn’t even want to see this, but this was my job now. I was the alpha, and I needed to keep my pack—my family—safe.

      “Thanks, you guys,” I muttered, leaving them behind in the kitchen as I let Jared lead me out to the moon chamber where we were keeping Gregory.

      It’d been relatively easy to grab him. Just like Clay thought, he’d been loitering outside Jacqueline’s shop earlier today. Waiting to ambush me again when I left with this week’s book order. But it was him who was ambushed. One good clock to the back of his skull by Clay and we had him in the back of the Jeep.

      The pack kept a small store of bindstone in the safe in Ry’s old office. It didn’t look like much except a hunk of rock, but apparently if worn around a witch’s neck, it prevented them from accessing their powers. Blocked their ability to draw energy from the earth. I wouldn’t pretend to understand how it worked, but I was grateful it did.

      The only other way, by my understanding, was to blind them and sever their hands, and I wasn’t quite prepared to go that far, even if my wolf heartily disagreed with me.

      “I still don’t think we should’ve brought him here,” I groused to Jared, the tension returning to my muscles as we rounded the edge of the cabin and the moon chamber came into view, the stone painted in gold from the setting sun.

      “There was nowhere else to take him,” Jared replied. “We’ll make sure he’s either blindfolded or unconscious when we bring him back to town and cut him loose. He won’t be able to get back here on his own, and if he tries, then it’ll be his funeral.”

      I hadn’t needed to use the moon chamber for a long time. Another perk of being the twin soul wolf. But Layla and Viv had to use it for their first year of moon-triggered shifts, give or take. In the beginning, it was almost impossible to control the inner wolf during a moon-forced shift. Which was why they needed to be chained, to keep them from lashing out or hurting anyone, or god forbid, wind up biting another human.

      Now, the only being chained in the moon chamber was a witch. He slouched against the wall about halfway down the length of the chamber. His hands chained at his back, anchored into the wall. A rock on a leather cord strapped around his neck, resting against his clavicle.

      Clay’s upper lip curled as he watched the witch slowly come to. Moaning and squirming like a babe.

      I shucked off the weaker Allie and left her at the threshold, barring her from following me inside. This wasn’t the time to let my anxieties get the better of me. I needed answers, and I needed them now.

      For Trey and Todd. For Luke.

      “Gregory,” I said by way of greeting, barely recognizing my own voice as I went to stand next to Clay in front of our captor. “Thought I told you to stay out of my town?”

      He spat on the dirt floor and squirmed against his binds, glancing down at the stone resting below his throat. He grimaced, looking pale as he realized what it was.

      “Bindstone? Where did you get it? I thought we’d destroyed all that was left.”

      Clearly they hadn’t, but I wasn’t here to talk about a stupid rock.

      “I’m going to cut to the chase,” I said, lowering into a crouch to put myself at eye level with him. “We seem to be short a few members of our pack.”

      I studied his expression, searching for any evidence of falsehood while I asked the direct question. “Are you responsible for their disappearances?”

      His brows scrunched together, brown eyes flaring with something I couldn’t name beneath the surface. My wolf growled and the sound came from my still-human lips.

      “Answer me,” I gritted out between my teeth, a tremor rattling down my spine and raising the hairs on my arms.

      “What is this?” he asked, and I scented the first whiff of fear evaporating from his flesh. “You have no right to hold me here. If you release me now, I will not report this to the council.”

      Rage tightened my core, heating me from the inside out as I resisted my wolf’s urge to bite his head off and be done with it.

      “Allie,” Jared warned in a low voice from somewhere behind me, probably sensing my murderous intent. I didn’t care.

      “If you don’t tell me what I want to know, you won’t be going anywhere.”

      My voice came out stone cold and so devoid of emotion I had to wonder if it was even my own. I would not stand for anyone hurting the people I cared about. I would not allow my family to be messed with. It was my job to protect them, and it was the one thing I would not fail at. Not while I was still breathing.

      Gregory seemed to be judging my sincerity, his gaze narrowing while his breathing picked up a tick.

      “Fine,” I muttered when he didn’t speak. “Have it your way.”

      Clay darted forward like he would stop me, but I already had my hand wrapped firmly around the witch’s ankle, and a beat before Clay could reach me, it snapped beneath my palm and Gregory’s scream echoed into the night.

      His eyes welled, and he cursed repeatedly, staring wide-eyed at his broken ankle like he could heal it by sheer force of will. For all I knew, maybe he could. But he wouldn’t be doing that with a hunk of bindstone around his neck.

      “Allie, we should—”

      “Don’t,” I snapped at Jared, raising a hand to silence him. My rage was enough to chase away the guilt of not allowing him to rein me in. I didn’t need to be reined in right now. I needed to be let loose.

      My wolf ached for freedom. She wanted to see how his slender neck would feel with our jaws around it. I licked my lips.

      “Talk,” I barked at him. “Talk or I break the other one.”

      “You crazy bitch!”

      Wrong answer.

      This time, Clay and Jared didn’t bother stopping me as the bones in his other ankle crunched and then snapped. They did nothing even when a bit of jagged white tore through his flesh and bright crimson glinted in the moonlight as it ran down into the earth.

      Bile rose in my throat, and I gagged on it, but managed to keep it down. Managed to keep a straight face. The weaker Allie I left at the door was begging me to stop, but I couldn’t.

      This bastard was a threat to us. My bones sang with the truth of it. My heart recognized a snake in the grass when it saw one.

      Trust your gut.

      It was what my dad always used to tell me. What Hazel told me. And it hadn’t steered me wrong yet.

      “Still think I’m bluffing, asshole?”

      I reached for his kneecap, and he dragged himself back from me, wincing and shaking, until he was pressed up against the stone wall.

      “Stop,” he cried. “You fucking heathen, just stop and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      “Everything,” I hissed.

      His lips parted and a worried crease formed in his brow, but then he sighed and dropped his head. Resigning himself to betraying whatever confidence the Arcane Council member had in him.

      He sucked a breath in through his teeth as a cool breeze funneled through the moon chamber, whistling over his broken skin.

      “Start with where the fuck my friends are.”

      His jaw twitched and I couldn’t see his expression because of the shadows from his hair falling over his forehead, but he shook his head. “I don’t know where your missing shifters are.”

      “Liar!”

      He snapped his gaze back up and glared at me. “It’s the truth!”

      I didn’t believe him, not for one second, but I’d play along for a minute.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s like I said; I’m here to bring you to speak to a representative of the Arcane Council.”

      “Get Hazel,” I shot to Jared. This clown may be able to lie to me, but he wouldn’t be able to hide his nature from her.

      He left a second later, and I stood, taking a steadying breath. It was a damn good thing Hazel was blind. I didn’t want her seeing what I’d done to the witch, though I was sure she’d be able to smell the sweet tang of his blood soaking into the earthen flood.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Why? Why does he want to speak to me?”

      The witch slouched against the wall, his breathing evening back out. If he thought I was out of danger just because I’d stood up and moved two steps away, he was mistaken.

      “Please,” he moaned. “Let me heal myself.”

      He pulled against the chains holding his arms behind his back and choked out a wet cough, turning to spit on the ground.

      “Not until we’re finished.”

      A lie.

      I was starting to realize our mistake and what I’d need to do to fix it...

      Gregory couldn’t leave Forest Grove. He could never be allowed to walk out of here. Even the smallest possibility of his retribution—of the retribution of the Arcane Council against my pack…

      I shuddered.

      It wasn’t a risk I was willing to take.

      Jared walked just behind Hazel as she made her way inside, walking straight to where I stood, her milky gaze sweeping the ground.

      “I need you to read him,” I explained. “Can you do that?”

      Hazel ran her tongue over her teeth, considering, before she finally nodded.

      I looked to Jared and then to Clay. “Unbind him. Hold him steady.”

      Jared’s face was a mask of horror as he knelt to do as I asked. I had to block out his emotions as he passed. They threatened to crush my resolve. I gravitated to Clay as he also moved to Gregory, on his opposite side. He was brooding and furious, shocked, worried, but not disgusted.

      Jared unlocked the manacles and my mates each took one of Gregory’s arms while he pulled against their hold, protesting in indeterminate mutterings.

      “What…” he breathed, his hands balling to fists. “What is she going to do to me?”

      “Open his hand,” I ordered Clay, and he forcibly unfurled the witch’s fingers. Not wanting to wind up with more broken bones, the bastard didn’t fight him much.

      I led Hazel to Gregory’s left side and guided her hands to his open palm.

      “What is she doing?” Gregory demanded, baring his teeth.

      I crossed my arms and waited as Grams ran her fingertips over the uncallused skin of his palm. As her body hunched in on itself and her features twisted. Her milky eyes lit with the glow of her wolf, and Clay ripped her away, clutching her by her wrist while he held Gregory steady with his other hand.

      “What is it?” he asked in a snarl, and Hazel’s murderous stare found Gregory through her blindness.

      “He has wolf blood on his hands,” she said in a low whisper. “Vampire, too.”

      His eyes went wide.

      “He likes the thrill of it,” Hazel continued, not knowing that each of her words was hammering a new nail in this fucker’s coffin. I was feeling less ill at the thought of ending this monster’s life by the second. “Even though he’s acting on orders and not of his own mind.”

      “Can you tell if he’s hurt Trey and Todd? Luke?”

      She solemnly shook her head. “No. I can only sense his darkness. Feel the texture of it. His emotions. No specifics.”

      I ground my teeth.

      “Thanks, Hazel. You can go.”

      “Think I’ll stay,” she said, her face pinched as she backed out of my way to stand sentinel behind me, crossing her wrinkled arms over her long nightdress.

      I didn’t have it in me to argue. She could think of me what she wanted. This needed to be done.

      “I’d start explaining if I were you,” I growled. “Where are my friends?”

      “I d-didn’t touch them,” he argued, and I saw Clay’s grip on his arm tighten, making him grit out a little squeal. “It’s the truth! I have done what she said, but it was orders, nothing more. I was sent here to bring you in—for testing. Because you’re different than the others. Rumor has it that a vampire’s compulsion has no sway over you. That you can see through a witch’s ward. It’s unnatural.” His upper lip curled back. “I’m not here to kill you or anyone else. Just to bring you in.”

      “So that your superior can do what?” Clay demanded, twisting his arm. “Torture her with some fucked up testing and then kill her.”

      Gregory’s lips sealed closed, and it was as much an admission of guilt as if he’d spoken.

      “There can be no evidence,” he muttered so low I wasn’t certain I heard him correctly. It didn’t matter though, I’d heard enough.

      “If you don’t know the whereabouts of my missing pack mates, then you are of no more use to me.”

      I waited, allowing those words to soak in. Allowing the weight of my stare to convey my intention until the reek of his fear permeated the air. He opened his mouth to speak a few times before closing it again for good.

      Either he truly didn’t know or he was willing to die to protect the secret. I was starting to assume the former, but there was one way I could be sure to prevent further harm to my pack: eliminate him from the equation. He said he was working for one of the Arcane Council members.

      I had to assume it was a corrupt one. That no one else except that singular alchemist knew Gregory was here. And he wouldn’t go reporting his missing assassin to anyone if Gregory never returned because that would be tantamount to admitting what he was doing.

      Round and round the thoughts parried and lunged in my mind. Trying to find the best—the safest—option. I had to trust that this option was the one that would lead to the least amount of harm. Otherwise...I didn’t want to think about otherwise.

      Trust your gut.

      “There isn’t any way I can trust your word,” I spoke in a low rumble, lengthening up through my spine as I sized up the blade clipped to the waistband of Clay’s dark denim jeans. “But there is one way I can make sure that if you are responsible, you can hurt no one else.”

      “Y-you said you’d let me go,” he croaked, his face twisting just as much as he tried to twist in Clay and Jared’s grip.

      I shook my head solemnly. Giving him a moment to make peace with my choice. To say a prayer if he wished. He did neither of those things though as I numbly knelt in front of him, drenching my knees in the cool damp of his blood in the dirt.

      “Allie, we can’t…” Jared pleaded, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he looked between the witch and me. His heart beat hard against his ribcage; I could hear it from here. Like a caged beast smashing against iron bars.

      “Let me do it,” Clay offered, cutting me a hard stare from the corner of his eye while Gregory devolved into racking sobs and the smell of urine prickled my nose.

      “Clay,” Jared snapped. I looked at the blade on Clay’s waistband, a question in my stare. His jaw tightened, but he nodded, giving me permission.

      Jared’s wolf crashed to the surface, urged almost to bursting free from his heightened emotion.” We aren’t seriously going to—”

      In one swift movement, I leaned forward, freed the knife from Clay’s waist. The solemn click of the blade flicking open came only an instant before I dragged the honed edge against the witch’s throat.

      Hot blood spurted and spilled down his neck, and his eyes went wide with shock as he fought for air, burbling and croaking his last as his body convulsed and then began to sag.

      Jared dropped his arm as though stung and skidded backward, looking green.

      Clay gently leaned the dead witch against the ground and closed his still-staring eyes, pressing down with his thumb and index finger on the witch’s eyelids.

      I stared mutely at the evidence of the lengths I would go to in order to protect my pack and felt…

      Nothing.

      For once, the awful flutter of anxiety in my chest had eased. The shaking was gone, and I felt an unfamiliar stillness in my bones that I hadn’t for some time now. The gore made me a bit queasy, but that was the only bit of discomfort I felt.

      My brows drew together as a darkness crept into my thoughts, whispering how I must be a monster to feel this calm, this at peace, with the body of a man I’d just killed not even cold yet at my feet.

      I eliminated the threat. I’m not sorry.

      I hadn’t even realized I’d spoken aloud until Jared lurched to his feet and left the moon chamber, chucking the manacle keys to the dirt before he vanished.

      Light hands landed on my shoulders, and I breathed in Hazel’s baked goods scent, letting it chase away the shadows with dreams of gooey chocolate and warm brown sugar. “You did what you needed to,” she told me, and for some strange reason, it was those words that undid me. A stinging pain raked up my throat and burned in my eyes. My stomach twisted.

      Hazel patted my shoulders, and her long silver hair tickled my cheeks when she leaned in. “Go rest now. Let me and my grandson clean up here.”

      Clay grunted as he rose to his feet and pulled me up with him, tugging me into his chest and out of Hazel’s grasp. My tears wet his shirt as I inhaled his familiar scent, letting it wash over me and take away the sting.

      “It was the right choice,” he reassured me, whispering against my hair. “The only choice.”

      He pushed me back to hold me at arm’s length, jutting his chin out to gesture to where Jared had just left through the door. “He knows that, too. Just give him some time to realize it.”

      I nodded even though I didn’t fully believe that. “I should help. We’ll bury him on pack land. Somewhere no one else will come snooping. The second ring maybe? Out by the caves?”

      Clay squeezed my arms before letting go. “Go be with your girls. They’re waiting for you inside. We’ll clean this up and then I’ll stay with you tonight.”

      It went without saying that Jared would spend the night elsewhere. Whether at the quarry or the old cabin in the woods was anyone’s guess. I really hoped he was smart enough to go to the cabin and not the quarry though. He’d be alone there and the nearest patrol route was a mile and a half out. At least the cabin was warded. Only members of our pack could find it, and only because my ability to see through witch’s wards now extended to them.

      I sighed and gave in, the prospect of a nice cold whiskey enough to get my legs moving even though an emptiness was forming in my chest, hollowing out my bones. With each mile I felt Jared move away from camp, from me, a hole formed in my soul, and I had to wonder if I was any better than the previous pack alpha.

      A knot formed between Clay’s brows, and he shook me, getting my attention again. “Hey. What’s going on in there?” he demanded, bright blue eyes flicking between my gray ones.

      “It’s nothing,” I replied, swallowing past the lump in my throat as I slipped out of his grasp. “Get back soon?”

      “I will.”

      “And take at least two others with you. If he was telling the truth, then the threat is still out there. We may not be safe. Not yet.”
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      Layla and Viv were there for me when I dragged my suddenly very heavy feet through the front door. They’d curled themselves up on the couch in the living room and had a movie playing on the tv that really didn’t ever get much use.

      They didn’t ask me any questions as I strode past them and up the stairs to shower the blood off my hands and discard my crimson splattered shirt. They still didn’t ask me a damned thing when I came out of the bathroom and found them both on my bed waiting for me with an icy cold whiskey and understanding expressions.

      Maybe it was the fact that they didn’t ask, or maybe that I saw no judgement in their eyes, that made me want to tell them, but after a time—and two whiskeys—I did just that.

      They didn’t try to hide their surprise, but I got no sense from them that they thought what I did was wrong. I didn’t stop at admitting I’d just killed a witch, though. I’d already told them how he’d been following me, trying to get me to go with him to speak to an Arcane Council member. The whole pack knew that now, otherwise bringing him to the moon chamber for questioning would have led to too many questions of their own. But I also shared with Viv and Layla my suspicion that Gregory was to blame for the missing wolves and my fear that they wouldn’t be coming back.

      That I’d failed them.

      We had planned to wait up until Seth and Destiny returned from Portland and Clay from burying the witch’s corpse, but by the time Clay returned, the three of us girls had fallen asleep in my bed. The whiskey sending us off with a wave and a warmth deep in our bellies.

      I awoke to the soft press of lips against my forehead and the shifting of blankets as Clay drew them up to cover me and the girls. He whispered to me to go back to sleep, brushing a knuckle down the length of my jaw in a way that made me shiver before he left. I wasn’t able to fall back asleep until the shower had stopped running and I sensed Clay shifting and curling up to sleep below the window outside in his wolf form.

      Knowing he was close, not only so that he could protect us, but also so I could protect him if needed, allowed me to drift back into a black and dreamless sleep.

      

      I sensed him coming as the grip of a restless sleep eased and I blinked into the barely-there light of early morning. Jared. A sigh of relief blew out through my lips as I carefully maneuvered myself from the bed, careful not to wake Layla and Viv just yet.

      I tiptoed to the door and down the stairs, skipping all the boards that I knew creaked underfoot so I wouldn’t wake Clay outside, either. I inched the door open and shut behind me and took off toward the trees at the edge of camp, where I could sense him approaching on quiet bare feet over the hard packed dirt.

      The sun hadn’t begun to rise in earnest yet, and a chill still clung to the air that told me it was likely not even five am yet. I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself as I slipped past a few of the smaller cabins and into the trees. The scents overwhelmed my still-waking senses, and I breathed in the grounding bouquet of wet earth and cold pine as I waited for Jared to find me.

      It didn’t take long. About a minute later I spotted him walking through the foliage in his human form. A pair of khakis riding low on his hips.

      “Hey,” I said lamely when he was close enough to hear, fighting a blush.

      He smirked, sighing as he came to a full stop a couple of feet away. “Hey.”

      “We should talk—”

      “I couldn’t sleep—”

      We spoke at the same time, and Jared bit his lower lip, tucking his hands deeply into his pockets. “You first.”

      “No, you go.”

      He pursed his lips. “Okay. I…”

      He scratched the back of his head, making some of the dirty blond strands stick straight up. “I’m sorry I freaked out. I shouldn’t have left.”

      My jaw set of its own accord, and my wolf woke within, prowling. Usually, my guys could do no wrong in her eyes, but on this one, she agreed with me. Neither of us were fucking happy.

      “I’m not what you seem to think I am,” I replied, my hands clenching, drawing his attention. “You...you put me on this pedestal like I’m perfect—like I can do no wrong, you always have. But that’s not true. That’s not who I am, Jare.”

      His brows drew down, shadowing his amber eyes as a muscle in his jaw ticked. “That’s not fair, Allie.”

      “Not fair?” I demanded, hating how my voice was growing in volume but completely unable to help it. He’d hurt me last night. Just leaving like that. Making me feel his disgust. His shock. His fucking dismay at what I had to do.

      “What’s not fair is having to feel your judgement after I did something you knew damned well needed to be done. I am willing to do whatever it takes to protect my family.”

      My voice broke on the last word, remembering what it was like before. Living with the ghost of my dad after my mom died giving birth to me until he died too, succumbing to his illness without putting up a fight. Hell, even my aunt and uncle ditched me within a few months of taking me in after he was gone.

      For years Layla and Viv had been my only family while I lived alone out in the woods, barely surviving on berries and oatmeal because I didn’t want to burden anyone.

      Things were different now, though. I had a family. A real one. This pack meant more to me than I could ever express in words and it wasn’t just my alpha wolf that felt fiercely protective over them, it was my human side, too.

      I’d die for any one of them. And I wouldn’t stop at killing Gregory if the threat against them persisted. I’d end the life of anyone involved in hurting my pack. Not just because it was my job, but because I wanted to. Needed to. I wanted to earn their respect, their friendship. Their loyalty.

      “Whatever. It. Takes,” I reinforced when Jared made no reply, instead, staring at me like there were a thousand things he wanted to say but had no idea where to begin.

      Fine, if he didn’t want to talk this through then I wasn’t going to make him. A short snarl fell from my lips as I spun on my heel, ready to go back to the cabin and dump half a bottle of Bailey’s into a coffee so I could get through whatever the fuck today decided to throw at me.

      His hand closed around my wrist, stopping me dead, and I tore my arm from his grip, baring my teeth. “What?”

      His lips parted but no sound came out. Pain ripped through me, sent like a vibration down the mate bond straight from his heart to mine. I winced, guilt hedging in to blot out the anger trying to take hold.

      “What, Jared?” I asked again, more softly this time, my chest heaving. Then even more softly, “I needed you. I needed you to support me, to be there for me, and you weren’t.”

      “There’s nothing I can say to make up for that,” he gritted out, lifting his hard gaze to mine. “But you’re wrong about something.”

      I waited for him to continue, trying to keep a level head and not make this worse than it already was.

      “You are exactly who I thought you were,” he said finally. “Stronger than I could ever be.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat.

      “You’re right that it was hard to watch you do what you needed to—”

      “Eliminate the threat,” I amended, speaking the words he was clearly too afraid to voice aloud.

      He nodded. “It was hard to watch, not because I was disgusted at you or horrified or any shit like that. It was hard because I’m not sure I’d have had the strength to do it myself.”

      My nose wrinkled, confusion muddying my thoughts.

      “The mantle of alpha was always meant to eventually pass to me from Ry. And...I can’t help thinking that I would’ve been absolute shit at it. I’m weak, Allie. A coward. You barely flinched while you took out the most likely threat against our pack. I felt your resolve like a cement wall. No cracks. No second guessing. You knew in your bones it was the right thing. The only thing.”

      He shook his head, letting his gaze finally drop.

      “I don’t think any less of you, Allie. I envy you. I envy your strength. And it fucking eats at me that you have to be the one to deal with all this shit when it should’ve been me.”

      “No,” I choked out, stepping in closer and forcing him to look at me. “You don’t get to do that. If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead or worse by now. My psycho ex would’ve killed me when I didn’t mate him after he bit me. If not for you, I’d have remained homeless. Alone. You’ve given me more than I’ve ever had.”

      “And taken away more than I could ever replace.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “You are strong, Jared. I know it even if you don’t because I can feel it here.” I pounded a fist over my heart. “And because I’ve seen it with my own eyes. If I wasn’t here I know you’d be able to step up and do whatever you needed to for this pack, but I am here, and I’m glad it’s me.”

      I realized how much it might hurt me if I had to watch him do something that might taint his self-image or moral views. If I had to watch a darkness creep over his soul like the one that had already begun to creep over mine long before I had to kill Gregory.

      It was a callusing of the spirit. A building of resilience. Born of understanding that in the many many years to come there would be trials you needed to face and you needed to face them head on without apologizing.

      Jared looked doubtful at my admission, but he didn’t argue.

      “Does that mean you’ll forgive me for being an ass and taking off on you?” he asked with a hopeful gleam in his eye. I knew he was just trying to get out of the conversation, and I was hesitant to let him, but when he threaded his fingers through mine, I gave in.

      I licked my dry lips and tugged on his hand. “I forgave you about three seconds after you left, but I fully expect at least a week’s worth of groveling.”

      His full lips tipped up at one corner and a short laugh escaped. “Done. How about I start with making coffee and breakfast. I have a couple of hours before I need to be getting to the quarry.”

      My stomach rumbled loudly at his suggestion. “Only if you make those banana pancakes.”

      “The ones with the chocolate sauce?”

      I nodded, salivating already, and Jared chuckled. I could already feel his inner turmoil easing as we made our way back to camp.

      The fire pit was just coming into view when my wolf sensed danger approaching. I tugged Jared to a stop and listened to the sounds of the forest. “Do you feel that?”

      “I don’t—”

      “Shh.”

      I closed my eyes, wondering if I should shift, my heart lurching into my throat. There was something…

      My eyes snapped open.

      “Seth,” I growled before drawing on my wolf. I ran toward the east, following the faint sound of his approach. It was him. My wolf recognized the feel of his pack bond. But what was he doing out here? He should have been sleeping still.

      My stomach twisted as I shifted and a yelp left my canine mouth as I barreled onward, heading straight for him.

      Allie, came Jared’s voice in my mind, his wolf right at my heels. Where are you going?

      He must’ve heard or sensed Seth a moment later because his voice in my mind ceased. I howled, calling to my other mate in case we needed help, my chest tightening.

      I couldn’t explain it, but I just knew something was wrong. Seth was never up this early. Seth wouldn’t be running toward pack camp from the east before five a.m. He just wouldn’t. Not unless…

      My eyes bugged wide as I caught sight of him in his wolf form, limping as he ran through the foliage. Archer at his side. He must have left his patrol station on the first ring to escort Seth in case he didn’t make it.

      I skidded to a stop as our paths met, my wolf wrinkling its nose at a foreign smell clinging to his broken body.

      What happened? I demanded, circling him as Clay found his way to us, churning up dirt as his claws scraped over the earth.

      What’s going on?

      We were attacked, came Seth’s reply as he bowed his head, his sides heaving and bloody saliva leaking from his jowls. Just outside the third ring. We didn’t even see them coming.

      My heart in a vise, I scanned the forest behind him, reeling, a million questions vying for dominance in my mind, but there was one I needed the answer to first. Before anything else.

      Where’s Destiny?

      Seth’s wolf whined, its sides squeezing in as his tail tucked low between his legs.

      No.

      Is she…

      They took her.

      Who took her? Jared growled, stamping a thick paw to the earth as his hackles rose and his upper lips curled back to reveal his canines. His white fur vibrating with malice to rival Clay’s.

      I don’t know, Seth admitted with another whine, his face pained. I realized his rear right ankle was broken and had set improperly. He was mostly healed now though streaks of dried crimson still matted his fur, but that ankle would need to be rebroken before he could walk on it properly.

      As much as I wanted to get him back to camp—get him properly cared for, that would just have to fucking wait.

      Seth, I urged, not realizing that I’d laced the word with the authority of my alpha status. He buckled under the pressure of it, lowering into a bow.

      I tried to ease up, hot breaths pushing out through my nostrils. Was it witches?

      He lifted his head to meet my eyes, and I found a sadness there laced with so much guilt it made my stomach turn. It was shifters. A foreign pack.

      Not Dante’s? Clay demanded, but we already knew the answer to that. Dante was too much of a coward to try anything against us. He and his pack lived peacefully beyond the third ring of our territory to the northwest. Seth had come from the east.

      No. I didn’t recognize any of them.

      I circled Seth again, picking up the foreign scent still clinging to his jet black fur. Clay and Jared joined me, committing the unique scent to memory.

      I’m so sorry, Allie… Seth trailed off, practically shaking, and I couldn’t tell if it was the pain or the guilt that brought it on. But if he thought he was in pain now, wait until Vivian…

      Vivian.

      A whine pushed up my throat and my eyes burned, making my wolf shake her head to try to rid herself of the sensation. Her mate had been fucking taken. Taken by a foreign pack. But why?

      Why take her. Attacking another pack to try to gain new territory wasn’t uncommon among shifters from what I’d learned, but this happened outside of our territory, and we had to assume they hadn’t killed Destiny. Vivian would have felt it if her mate’s life had been snuffed out. No matter the distance. But her fitful sleep last night now made a hell of a lot more sense.

      Why take her? Did they plan on using her as ransom to gain some territory? Who the fuck were they?

      My wolf snarled viciously as I made up my mind. There wasn’t only one thing to be done. Get Destiny back. Retaliate. Retaliate strong and fast. Strike hard. Show whoever these fuckers were that we were the strongest pack in the eastern USA and we were not to be messed with.

      How many were there?

      I-I’m not sure. Maybe seven?

      Think harder, I growled and Seth lowered his head, flinching away at my tone, but I was beyond keeping myself in control.

      He paused, sealing his eyes shut to recall the information.

      Eight, he finally said. There were eight. I’m almost certain.

      Where.

      He explained the location and Clay stepped forward, his gaze already set on the trees due east. I know it. I can lead.

      He already knew what I intended and he was on board. Good. One less person to convince.

      Get a team together, I shot at Jared. Ten of our strongest and fastest. Fighters. Tell Charity I need her to bring in third ring patrol and triple patrols on the first two rings. I want everyone awake and ready in case anyone tries anything while we’re gone.

      He hesitated, but only for a moment. I thought he might fight me on it, but his eyes narrowed to slits and he nodded. Don’t leave without me.

      Hurry.

      He took off in a flash of white and vanished through the trees.

      Archer, get him to the cabin and see to it that he gets some help setting that ankle.

      The new pack member brushed against Seth’s side, getting him moving and giving him the ability to lean on him if needed. I watched them as they passed and cocked my head, considering Archer for the first time since he and his mate joined the pack no more than a couple of weeks ago now.

      Since the pair of them arrived, our butcher had gone up in flames. Three shifters had gone missing, and the power lines to the quarry were cut. Now, one more had been taken. This one forcibly under attack.

      Our food source.

      Our numbers.

      Our income.

      I met Clay’s icy stare and let him in on my thoughts. His gaze darkened as my realization settled in his mind and his lips pulled back to reveal bared teeth.

      You think this has something to do with them?

      No, I don’t.

      It was the truth. Archer and Callum came here seeking asylum and to live without being judged for their same sex bond. Why would they do anything to interfere with that? I’d never felt even the slightest animosity from them. I had to believe they were innocent, though you could bet your ass I’d still be looking into the possibility.

      This next part was going to hurt to admit, but I’d only just promised Clay I wouldn’t lie to him and there was one other shifter who’d recently rejoined the Forest Grove pack.

      They aren’t the only ones who joined recently…

      I let the weight of that sink in for a moment before continuing, feeling the sinking in his gut as though it were in my own.

      I’m not saying it’s to do with her for certain, I hedged. But—

      But it fucking looks that way, he finished for me. Dammit, he growled, paws scraping against the ground in fury. If it’s her...fuck! If it’s her, I’m going to—

      We don’t know for sure yet, Clay.

      A human howl of pain stole our attention and both of us turned our heads on a swivel toward camp a fraction of a second before we began running.

      My chest ached as she howled again, this time it was her wolf crying out. Vivian had just found out her mate was taken. This was not fucking good.

      We broke through the tree line and entered the main ring in front of the cabin just as Vivian lunged for Seth’s throat, her sandy brown wolf sailing through the air from the front porch with jaws wide.

      Stop! I commanded, but it was too late.

      Seth didn’t even try to move or to fight back as Vivian’s jaws clamped on to the back of his neck and she tossed him like a doll toward the dead fire ring.

      I raced forward, but Layla got there first, her dark eyes wide and wild as she put herself between her injured boyfriend and her best friend. Viv growled at her, snapping in her direction, but didn’t move to attack Seth again. Her initial rage was already wearing off, being replaced by a bone deep fear that I could scent even from twenty yards away.

      Others were gathering now, shifting to communicate with Seth and find out what was happening.

      Viv, I called to her, pulling her attention from Seth and Layla and the growing crowd at their backs.

      Vivian! I called again when she fought my demand.

      She turned, her muscled legs trembling beneath her fur.

      We’re going after her, I promised. Right now. I need to know if you can get your head straight. I can’t have you with us if you’re a loose cannon.

      Who took her? she demanded, her tongue slipping out between her bared teeth. Ridges forming on her snout at the force of her snarl. Where is she?

      I shook my head, acid pooling in my gut. We don’t know. But we know where she was last. Jared is getting a group together. We’re going after her. We will get her back.

      You can’t stop me from coming, she snapped at me.

      I can, I corrected her, hating myself for it but knowing that if she didn’t at least try to calm down she’d be more of a liability than a help. She was always a firecracker, but right now she was a fucking nuclear bomb ready to explode. Don’t make me.

      Her snarls quieted and within another moment, she cracked, dissolving into agonizing whines that struck my own heart like blades. My throat burned as I closed the distance between us and put my snout to her neck, just being there for her for a second.

      She’s okay, right? Her voice slipped weakly into my mind. She’ll be okay?

      If she weren’t, you would sense it. The severing of the bond wouldn’t go unnoticed, Viv. She’s alive. And as long as she’s alive, we can bring her home.

      I’m going to kill them, she admitted to me. Anyone who touched her. Anyone who hurt her. I will end them.

      I know, I told her, imagining if it was one of my mates who were taken. The things I would do to the people responsible. I couldn’t begrudge her that. And we’re going to help you.

      I sensed Clay approaching us as Layla shifted to help Seth inside, sending a glance our way as tears streamed freely down her cheeks. I’m sorry, she mouthed to me, and I gave a tiny nod of acknowledgement. She was staying behind, I gathered, and I would’ve made her even if she hadn’t made the call herself.

      Layla was smart. Lithe. Sly. But she wasn’t even close to being the strongest of us. She was better off here.

      Clay fixed Vivian with a hard cold stare as she drew away from our canine embrace. Whoever is responsible for this will pay for their sins in blood, he promised, aching internally as the cabin door closed behind Layla and one of his best friends. He lifted his head in a long howl, calling to Jared to let him know we were leaving and he’d better move his ass if they didn’t want to wind up miles behind us.

      Jared’s returning howl told us he was already on his way back over from the other side of camp, and Clay turned tail and made for the tree line to the east, Viv and me on his heels.
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      Clay, Jared, Vivian, and I led the charge toward where the attack took place. It took a lot of willpower to keep my strides on par with those of the rest of the shifters accompanying us. Much like I felt Clay’s urge to sprint ahead and scout for danger, the same desire twisted in my gut, tried to push my legs faster. But we needed to stay together. We were a group of twelve, which should be more than enough if we came upon the group of eight attackers along the way, but if we split up our odds would drastically decrease.

      Almost there, Clay spoke in my thoughts. Be ready.

      I sent the information out to the others through the alpha bond, and their returning growls of ready, let’s fucking do this shit, and bring it on, sent shivers racing down my canine spine.

      Vivian was the only one who remained silent, her brown eyes fixed ahead. I picked up Destiny’s scent on the early morning breeze only a second before she did. I always thought Clay was the fastest of the pack besides me, but Vivian sprang forward like she’d been catapulted, churning up dirt and pollen in her wake as she sped on.

      Clay and I shared a look before speeding to catch up with her. There was no use telling her to wait, she wouldn’t listen, and I wasn’t prepared to hold my will over her. Not now.

      The rest of the pack hustled to gain on us as the tree line broke ahead, showing the cleared space of the backroad we usually took from Portland. It was paved about three quarters of the way, but then turned to a dirt road too bumpy for most to want to drive on. It made transporting goods to the edge of our territory easier, and also provided us a safe place to park the Jeep.

      My nose wrinkled as I picked up the scent my guys and I had caught on Seth. It had been faint on him, but here, it was ripe, permeating the air and clinging to the earth. The very distinct smell of foreign wolves on our turf. Nearly as strong as the odor of spoiled meat.

      A growl reverberated behind my breastbone as we launched onto the road a second behind Viv.

      Her nose pressed to the earth as soon as we were clear of the trees, searching for her mate. The area was void of life, and I couldn’t help feeling deflated even though I knew this would likely be the case. I’d half hoped they’d leave an emissary behind to negotiate terms, but even that hope had now been dashed.

      The Jeep lay on its side in the middle of the road. The rear window smashed and its contents spread over the dirt. An entire fucking cow and enough bacon for at least a month sat spoiling under the still-rising sun. The red butcher paper torn and shredded. Chunks of ground beef and hunks of steak sprinkled all around like morbid confetti.

      They hadn’t taken it. By the look of it, they hadn’t even eaten any of it, either. But their intent to destroy it was unquestionable, leading credence to my growing worry that the fire at Sal’s butcher shop was no accident after all.

      A couple of the pack shifted to help Jared right the Jeep as I ordered the others to spread out and find their exit trail. We needed to keep tracking them. They had a solid hour head start at this point and we were going to need to cover a lot of ground really fucking fast if we had any hope of catching up to them.

      A pang shot through my gut at all the risk that could lead to, but I did my best to silence that part of me. If their trail led to another pack’s territory, we would decide what to do when the time came. We couldn’t cross into it without risking being slaughtered for trespassing. And I wouldn’t send an emissary in, and there was no way Jared and Clay would let me enter alone. Though I could make them if I had to…

      Just like I would have to force Vivian to back down if we did follow the trail to another pack’s borders.

      Fuck.

      Let’s just hope they haven’t gotten that far yet and we can still head them off.

      I followed my nose to the east, sticking close to Vivian as the pack spread out, but remained close enough to one another that no one would be blindsided by an attack.

      This way, Viv hissed in my mind and I left the trail that had been going cold beneath my nose to follow hers, sending out a message to the others to come with us and leave the Jeep for now. Though I could feel that it pained Jared to leave her half busted in the middle of a road. Pained him and made him even more furious than he already was. That thing was his baby.

      Hell, it was mine, too. Clay and Jared taught me how to drive in that car.

      Jared? I called back, making sure he was following as Clay caught up, but I didn’t sense him near.

      Coming.

      Hurry the fuck up, Clay shot back at him as we raced to the east, pausing every few miles to make sure we still had the trail right. Doubling back twice when we almost lost it.

      Where the fuck are they taking her? Viv cried in my mind as the miles vanished beneath our feet and I was beginning to think we wouldn’t be able to catch up before we lost the trail. The other issue being that we were getting way too far away from our own territory.

      I don’t know, Viv.

      It wasn’t safe to be in no-man’s-land this long, and I was feeling the distance between myself and the others back at camp like a black void growing in my chest.

      I needed to be there. To make sure no one else was hurt. No one else taken.

      We couldn’t keep going east forever.

      Viv, seeming to sense my trail of thought growled through the pack bond, I am not turning back, Allie. Don’t you dare make me.

      I said nothing as we neared civilization, the sounds of tires on a freeway rushing in my ears. The trail led straight to it, and we slowed as we approached the edge of the forest, crouching low so as not to be seen.

      You think they crossed it? Jared asked, and I’d just been considering the same, but it didn’t make sense. Even in the dark hours of the morning there would still be traffic on this road. Not a lot maybe, but some. They wouldn’t risk being seen. Unless…

      A snarl ripped from Vivian’s lips as she darted out from the cover of the forest and right into oncoming traffic. My heart squeezed in my chest, and the blood in my veins ran cold as she weaved through both directions of traffic, using her strong hind legs to sail over a car at the last second. A flurry of honking bombarded my senses, and I bared my teeth, calling back an order to stay there as I chased after her.

      The southbound traffic was at a complete standstill because of the three car pileup Vivian had caused, and it was easy enough to launch myself over the two lanes of slow-moving traffic going northbound to get to the other side.

      Someone screamed at the sight of me, and I cursed, hoping I was too fast for them to get much of an eyeful. Rule number fucking one—do not be seen by humans. And I just broke it.

      I flew headlong into the trees at the other side of the road, snarling Vivian’s name in my mind as I picked up her trail and followed her back into the shadows.

      Her frantic thoughts reached me a second later, and I tried to rein in my fury at her carelessness as I slowed to a walk and strode to her.

      It’s gone, her panicked voice skated through my thoughts. It’s gone. The trail is gone. What the… No! NO!

      She pressed her nose to the earth, to the surrounding trees, searching for any trace of her mate’s scent. I guessed she was also using the bond to try to sense the distance, or at the very least the direction they went, but her frantic thoughts told me what she couldn’t. She couldn’t feel Destiny anywhere.

      Allie! Allie, help me! Help me find it. I have to find it!

      Viv…

      Don’t just stand there, it has to be here. We just lost it.

      She rushed to the right and then the left, scraping her paws furiously over bushes and digging beneath a log to try to find any traces. She wouldn’t find any though. It was exactly as I’d feared and in another minute, once she’d calmed down, she’d understand it, too.

      Vivian, their trail went cold at the roadside.

      No. No it didn’t! It’s here, we just have to…

      She lifted her head, her wide eyes meeting mine as heavy breaths ballooned and compressed through her strong ribcage.

      It has to be…

      I shook my head.

      No, Viv. Their trail died at the roadside because they—

      Don’t say it!

      I didn’t want it to be true any more than she did, but there wasn’t even a lick of their scent anywhere on this side of the road and that could only mean one thing.

      They knew we’d track them, Viv. They ran to the highway and they got into a car, or several cars and they—

      Shut up!

      We won’t stop looking, I promised her, my heart splintering apart at the look in her eyes. At the tremble in her legs. We’ll have search parties out day and night. We still might pick up her scent, or the scent of the foreign pack someone outside our territory. We can still find her.

      Like we’ve found Luke? She barked, her hackles rising and tail going erect. Like we found Trey and fucking Todd?

      Her words stung like a slap to my soul, but I took it standing. I deserved it.

      We can—

      Save it, Allie. I’m going to go back to where the trail started and see if there were any other routes.

      I nodded, jerking my chin back toward the highway still buzzing with honking and now, the sound of sirens approaching in the distance. But we go around.

      She at least had the decency to look guilty at that, and took off to the north, where I remembered there being a wildlife crossing tunnel beneath the highway that we may be able to sneak through if we were stealthy.

      No trail here. They took a car. We’re going the long way round, I shot back across the road to my guys. Meet us at the exit.

      Careful, came Jared’s reply.

      Heading there now, came Clay’s, and I raced to follow Vivian back up the highway to go back and do this all over again. I had a horrible sinking feeling that it would only lead to the exact same result.

      It was another four hours before Vivian relented, realizing that the only trail was the one leading to the highway, and that it did, in fact, die there. With no trace left to follow.

      The pack members who joined us were winded, hell, we all were, and we took it slow on the way back to camp. We wandered in a long arc around the third ring, triple checking to make sure there was no trace of the foreign scent anywhere.

      We’d already come to the conclusion that the group responsible for the disappearances of Luke, Trey, and Todd was the same as the one who took Destiny and likely also burned down Sal’s and cut the power to the quarry. There should have been some trace of them, but it’d rained twice since then. Whatever might’ve been there had likely washed away by now.

      I had to wonder if they were using the rain to their advantage. Striking when they knew it would erase their trail.

      So many random pieces of fractured thoughts and ideas churned in my mind that I almost missed it. A scent I recognized. Faint. But I was almost certain of it.

      I slowed and Clay slowed with me as I went to investigate the scent, giving the green light for the others to continue. We had been breaking off from the main formation often to investigate potential scents, so it wasn’t a big draw of attention, and I was grateful because if I were right…

      Clay had to have scented it, too, because he trailed me silently as we traced it up toward Glenwood, a town just inside of our third ring.

      Find something? Jared’s voice slipped down the line of our bond, and I could already sense him breaking off from the others to join us.

      Stay with the pack, I told him, not wanting to leave them too thin. It’s not their trail. It’s something else. Just checking it out real quick.

      Clay grunted unhappily beside me as we sped up, both of us on edge as we followed the thread of his sister’s scent up a hill and peered over it, breathless as we took in what lay beneath.

      About 100 yards away, through the sparse trees, lay a quiet depot with a bus idling near the exit. A few passengers disembarked, while a few others stepped on, headed to new destinations. We waited until the bus left and saw the shopkeep flip a sign in a small window near the entrance. I couldn’t make out what it said, but judging by the time, it was likely some form of ‘back after lunch.’

      The straggly young man got into a beat up Camry and sped away, blasting rap music a moment later, leaving the place utterly desolate save for some warring chipmunks near the trash bin and a swarm of bees congregating around a mess of yellow flowers poking through the cement at the base of a phone booth.

      It’s her, right? I asked even though I was almost certain already. I just needed him to confirm it.

      Yes.

      I had about a thousand things I wanted to say. Questions I wanted to ask. But I didn’t. There could be a perfectly good reason why Sam’s scent could be lingering out here. She went for regular runs. Even I came out this far some days when I really wanted to stretch my legs. But why risk getting this close to a bus depot. Sniffing the air, I could tell her scent was stronger here than it should’ve been.

      Not enough that most of the pack would have even picked up on it. But between Clay’s nose and mine, there was no doubt. Even from a distance, I knew she’d been here.

      Her scent had been on the wind, but not on the ground, which meant that she didn’t come to the bus depot the way we did. She likely came from the other direction, which would make sense since that was closer to camp. But for her scent to be lingering this strongly just on the air, it meant that she’d either spent a great deal of time here recently, or she came here a lot.

      We should get back, Clay grumbled, and I risked a look in his direction, taking in the set of his jaw. The worry in his cold stare.

      Yeah, I replied, able to stave off my curiosity with a promise to bring this up again as soon as we were alone. As soon as our thoughts weren’t at risk of being heard by other shifters. It was generally easy to keep what we liked to ourselves, but sending thoughts as telepathic speech to only a single shifter instead of all those nearby was an art form I hadn’t quite perfected yet.

      Clay nipped at my heels when I didn’t move, stuck in my own thoughts like a stick in the mud.

      Move, Allie, he nudged, and I yipped, taking off at breakneck speed back to our search party while a new worry took root in my bones.
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      “What’s taking so long?” Vivian demanded, pacing the length of the living room in the main cabin. “If they aren’t ready to go soon, then I’ll just go myself.”

      She seemed like she might shift back at any second, but after the long search and taking her anger out on a few trees at the edge of camp, I had to trust that she wouldn’t. At least she would be able to hold off to get herself back outside if she did. Not that I was all that worried about broken lamps or furniture right now, but I didn’t need any more shit on my plate than was already piled there.

      “They need to get a full group, Viv,” I rationed. “We can’t leave camp unprotected, and the shifters who were out with us all morning need to rest. We’re pulling our guys back from helping Sal. Half will stay here to bolster patrol and half will go with you on another search.”

      She groaned, pushing her fingers into her short blonde hair and yanking on it from the roots so hard I thought she may actually rip it all out, but I stopped her. Stepping it to place my hands on her arms and gently tug her arms back down. “They’ll be back any minute,” I promised. “Just be patient. I can’t have you going out after her alone.”

      “I’ll go with her,” Seth offered from where he was lying on the couch with Layla kneeling on the floor near his head. “My ankle is almost fully healed already. I can run on it.”

      Vivian’s upper lip curled and her hands clenched at her side. Just the sound of his voice was setting her off. “If you had been watching her back like you were supposed to, this wouldn’t be fucking happening!”

      “Viv!” Layla snapped harshly, her bright eyes darkening at her best friend. “That’s not fair, and you know it.”

      “It’s okay, La La,” Seth tried to interrupt, but Layla wasn’t having it. She stood in a huff, her face pinching. I didn’t have to be a mind reader to see that she was having a difficult time walking the thin line between wanting to be there for her best friend and wanting to stand up for her boyfriend. In the end, though, Layla would always side with whatever she deemed to be the ‘right’ thing. She was good like that.

      “No, it’s not,” she told Seth before turning her attention back to a still-fuming Vivian. “There were eight of them, Viv. Eight against two. Are you telling me you would’ve held up any better than Seth?”

      Her jaw ground in response, and I winced, thinking she was going to crack a tooth.

      “I hate that this happened. I hate that she’s gone, too, but don’t put this all on him, Viv. It isn’t fucking fair, and you know it.”

      She inhaled sharply and seemed to make a decision. “I’ll go with you for the next search.” She spun to glare at Seth. “And you will go back to your cabin and take a goddamned nap so you can heal properly.”

      Seth opened his mouth like he meant to argue the point, but Layla’s brows rose in challenge, and he shut his mouth before uttering a word.

      Layla could be scary like that. I didn’t blame him for not wanting to cross her. She gave a cold shoulder like no other.

      Vivian’s lower lip trembled and Layla’s rigid facade crumbled as she sighed and closed the gap between them, pulling Vivian into a violent hug that she didn’t return at first. But as her tears began to fall, her arms lifted to wrap around Layla and her fists clenched into the dark fabric of her long black dress. “It’s okay,” Layla cooed, rubbing her palm up and down Viv’s back. I went to join them and Layla pulled me in so I had an arm around her and one around Viv.

      We held Vivian until her sobs quieted, and I had to choke back tears of my own at my friend’s anguish.

      Layla sniffled as she pulled away just as the guys entered the cabin. They froze in the entryway, clearly wondering if they should turn around and go back the way they came to give us some more privacy. I shook my head to tell them it was okay to come in, and Jared cleared his throat.

      Their bare chests glistened with sweat from the run to get the guys back from Sal’s, and Clay wrapped a hand around the back of his neck, tipping it into a loud crack. With all the running they’d done already today, I wouldn’t doubt they would both be sore as shit by morning.

      “They’re packing up,” Jared told us. “Should be back in the next twenty or so.”

      Vivian stiffened. “Twenty minutes?”

      She didn’t seem fucking happy, scrubbing a hand over her face.

      Sam entered behind the guys a second later, her dark hair slicked back from her face in a severe ponytail that made her face look even more gaunt than it had when she’d arrived.

      “Where have you been?” I blurted, unable to help myself. The suspicion clear in the inflection of my voice. I couldn’t remember seeing her this morning when all that shit went down. Or last night for that matter.

      Her face screwed up into a scowl at my tone, and she glanced at Clay as though he might stick up for her, but he only stepped away from his sister. Not even bothering to look her way.

      “I was in my cabin,” she said with a shrug. “I was out late for a run last night and slept through the commotion this morning. I came to see if I could help.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to shuck off my animalistic urge to jump down her throat. I needed to be smart. If she actually had anything at all to do with this and we let on that we suspected something, we could spook her. She would take off before we could get the intel we needed to get our missing pack mates back.

      Be smart, Allie.

      “No,” I ground out. “We’re good here. Maybe see if Hazel needs a hand in the garden, though. Our meat order was destroyed in the attack. It’ll be fucking potato pie again tonight.”

      “Right,” she said with a gulp. “Sure.”

      She left a moment later and Vivian fell hard into the armchair opposite Seth, who was sitting up, testing his weight on his injured ankle.

      “I can’t just sit here,” Vivian lamented, dropping her head into her hands. “I have to keep looking. Every minute we waste, she could be getting further away. She could be getting hurt.” Her voice broke on the last word, and I realized something I should’ve from the start.

      Vivian wasn’t going to quit. She never had at anything in her entire life, and she wasn’t about to with this, either. Especially not this.

      She was going to go off alone if no one would go with her or if there was a lull between search parties. She was going to get herself taken or killed. She was going to run herself into an early grave.

      I could hardly blame her, but I couldn’t let that happen, not when I had the power to ensure it didn’t.

      “Viv,” I said, stepping over to the armchair and bending into a crouch. I set my hands on her knees, and she dropped hers from her face to look at me.

      Her dead stare pierced my soul, and I hardened myself against the ugly emotions wreaking havoc in my core. “I need you to promise me you won’t go looking for Destiny alone.”

      I held her stare, even as it soured against me. “I can’t promise you that, Allie.”

      I sighed, closing my eyes against what needed to be done as I drew on that well of authority deep in the chasm of my soul. The power of the alpha flashed through my eyes as I opened them again, fused to the sound of my voice. “If they took her for ransom, they’ll be sending someone with the terms of her release. We need to be smart about this, Viv. We’ll keep searching, but it might take some time—”

      “I won’t stop looking for her. You can’t ask me to do that.”

      “I’m not,” I argued. “I’m asking you to be fucking smart about it.”

      Her gaze hardened, and I knew that it didn’t matter what I said. If she felt like she needed to, she wouldn’t hesitate before going out after Des alone. She was leaving me no choice...

      “You will not go after her alone,” I commanded, releasing my physical hold on her in favor of one much deeper. Using all the alpha energy I’d drawn on, I let it flow through the pack bond and bind her to my will.

      “Allie.” Vivian growled, and I could feel her fighting it, like a mental game of tug-o-war she was destined to lose.

      “I’m sorry, Viv. I won’t lose you, too.”

      She got up and stormed past me, pushing into my shoulder as she went with a bruising force. She cursed under her breath as she shoved through Jared and Clay at the door and shifted less than a second after she was through it, sending up a howl at the afternoon sun.

      “Was that necessary?” Layla asked gently and guilt piled onto my shoulders, weighing down my already heavy as fuck soul.

      “You know it was,” I replied and Layla gave a sad nod, brushing her long black hair back to tuck it behind one ear.

      “I’ll go see if I can try to get her to eat something before the next search party goes out.”

      I stalked to the kitchen and pulled out the last bag from my jerky stash in the back of the top cupboard. I’d gone through the whole damned pile over the last few weeks, passing it out to members of the pack on patrol who needed it most. “Here,” I said, tossing it to Layla, who caught it with ease before giving me a tight-lipped smile and leaving.

      I sank onto a barstool at the counter and resisted the sudden desire to smash my forehead into the marble surface at the impossibility of it all. I groaned loudly and Seth, perhaps sensing that it was time for him to scram, stood on his good leg and hopped to the door.

      “You need help getting back to your cabin, man?” Jared asked, opening the door for him.

      “Nah. I’m good,” he said as he went outside and was immediately bombarded with one of Layla’s trademark screeches for walking on his own.

      Clay shut the heavier wooden door behind him before both my mates came to join me in the kitchen.

      Jared rubbed my back while Clay leaned over the counter opposite me, his face a stormy mask that made me wonder what was going on behind those sharp as glass eyes.

      “I should probably go check on things at the Quarry,” Jared said, breaking the silence. “Call all the guys back to camp for now. There’s no sense in them being there while there’s no power to work.”

      “What, so that whoever took out the power can do worse while it’s unguarded?” Clay asked, incredulous, and I had to admit, he was right.

      Jared chewed his lower lip, realizing his mistake. He was usually the thinker of the three of us, but I couldn’t blame him for not thinking straight right now. None of us were. It was a good thing we had each other to fill in the gaps where needed.

      “Clay’s right. You should go check on things there but leave the crew and tell them to be on high alert and to stick together. We can’t risk the Quarry, the pub isn’t enough on its own to keep us all afloat.”

      “Speaking of,” Clay grunted. “With Destiny...gone...I’ll need to train up another bartender. And we should probably double security there, too.”

      I nodded, agreeing, and then shivering as my blood chilled at the realization that Clay was talking as though Destiny wouldn’t be back anytime soon. I couldn’t believe that, even if all the signs pointed that way. I wouldn’t.

      “Before either of you leave, there’s something we need to talk about.”

      They waited for me to go on, and I saw the flicker in Clay’s gaze that told me he knew what I would say and he was bracing himself against it.

      “Clay and I caught Sam’s scent out near Glenwood,” I said before I could change my mind. “It was on the air. We tracked it to the old bus depot there.”

      “What was she doing out there?”

      “Maybe nothing,” I admitted, keeping a wary eye on Clay as I explained things to Jared. “Maybe something. I’m not sure, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think it was a bit suspicious.”

      “You think she’s been taking a bus out of town?”

      I shook my head. “I honestly don’t know. But it would allow her to leave our territory unnoticed. Her scent would die near the bus depot inside of our third ring, and if she traveled back and forth through the same spot then…”

      “Then it would seem like she never left.”

      “But if she was going to meet with a foreign pack, we’d know,” Clay said, not so much argument as a statement of fact. “We’d scent them on her.”

      “Not if she were careful. If she’s half as good of a tracker as you, she would know how to cover their scent.”

      “Not well enough that I wouldn’t catch the stink,” he bit back.

      Jared stood quietly for a moment, and I could sense his unease ramping up within him, quickly morphing into hot, savage sort of hatred, fueled by a feeling of betrayal he knew far too well.

      “What do we do?” Jared asked in a dangerous timbre, licking his lips like he wished he could taste Sam’s blood on them.

      Clay pushed off from the counter and stood, towering over us as he rolled his shoulders back and set his jaw. “I’ll camp out near the depot in case she goes back there. She’s here most of the day so she has to be going there at night. I’ll cover my tracks and stay far enough away and downwind so she won’t scent me.”

      That could work.

      “I’ll go with you,” I decided. “I’m not going to fucking sleep anytime soon, anyway.”

      “I could—”

      “No.” I stopped Jared before he could finish. “I need you here. I need her and everyone else to think I’m asleep upstairs with you. I can mask my scent with Clay’s to go into town, and we can take the Chevelle to Glenwood and go on foot from there.” The pan began to take shape in my mind, accounting for any possibility of error. “She won’t scent us as easily in our human forms.”

      “You should stay,” Clay argued. “I can do this myself. It might not be safe.”

      “Which is exactly why I won’t let you go alone. And also why it needs to be me. I’m the strongest. Besides, we don’t even know what we’ll find, if anything. If I send someone else with you then the whole camp will be talking. They already don’t trust her, imagine if they knew we suspected she had something to do with this, too?”

      He paled.

      They’d fucking eat her alive.

      “Why not just confront her?” Jared asked, a crease forming between his brows.

      I explained to him how she could get spooked and take off and how we couldn’t risk that—not with Destiny and the others on the line.

      “If she has anything to do with this, then we need whatever information she has. It might be the only way we can get them all back.”

      “I can think of other ways to get information…” Jared argued and I saw malice flash in his amber eyes like flames and an image of Gregory, bloody and cold at my feet sprang into my head, making me cringe.

      Surprisingly, Clay didn’t say a word against the idea, though I could feel his stress like an elastic band pulled taut to the point of snapping.

      “No,” I shook my head. “That’s off the table.”

      This was Clay’s sister we were talking about. His flesh and blood. We had to give her the benefit of the doubt, at least for now. Until we had some form of proof of her intentions. If we got it, though, all bets were off. That bitch was going down.
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      By the time we made it to the top of the hill looking down over the quiet bus depot in the distance, it was full dark. Just like we’d planned it. We settled into the shadows beneath the bottom branches of a tall pine tree, nestling in against the trunk to wait.

      I pulled my small pack from my back and set it on my lap, drawing out a bottle of water for a drink after the hike out here. We’d been very careful to carve a path keeping downwind of the bus depot, and we’d driven in as closely as we could to reduce our trail just in case.

      There was still the possibility that Sam would scent us, even with all the precautions, but we had to stay optimistic. This was the only possible lead we had so far, and I didn’t want it to pan out almost as much as I did want it to.

      I had Jared keeping a wary eye on Archer and Callum, and the entire pack now knew to be on the lookout for witches, and we’d found nothing suspicious with either. That left Sam. And if she weren’t to blame for any of this, then we had to start from ground zero and pray one of the search parties picked up the scent of the foreign pack again.

      Vivian was pushing them to go further each time, and I let her, for the most part, knowing we would need to widen our net if we were going to find anything. But it didn’t make me any less uneasy to think that the search parties were too far away for us to be able to get to them if something were to happen. At least not before it would inevitably be too late.

      Clay sniffed in my direction, distracted momentarily by the scent leaking out through my pack. “What’d you bring? Is that...donuts?”

      I grinned, peeling back the zipper to reveal a pack of the powdery white donut holes he loved, a thermos of coffee, and binoculars. “What’s a stakeout without donuts, right?”

      He smirked despite the pent up tension that’d been building inside of him since this morning. Since long before that if we were being honest.

      “You think we’re downwind enough?” I asked as I popped open the plastic packaging and passed him a donut.

      He turned it in his fingers, as though he wasn’t really sure he wanted it. But in the end, hunger won out. The potato pies that we’d had for dinner might have temporarily filled the void in our stomachs, but they did little to sate our hunger.

      These would help get us through the night.

      I took a big bite of one myself, and Clay followed, shoving the entire thing in his mouth in one bite, leaving a smear of white powder just below his lower lip.

      Without thinking, I leaned over and brushed it away, kissing the spot where it’d been and tasting the sugary sweetness on my lips.

      He dropped his head, his brows pinching.

      “She might just like running out this way,” I attempted to reassure him, but the sentiment fell flat. He knew how I felt just like I knew how he felt. Clay knew I didn’t trust his sister. Hadn’t since the moment she’d arrived. But he also knew I was trying my best to. “We might feel like total idiots when this night is over.”

      He swallowed hard, swiping the back of his hand over his mouth and reaching for the thermos. “Yeah,” he said solemnly. “Maybe.”

      We settled into a tense silence as we watched the sleepy little bus depot down below, listening for sounds of approach. Waiting to see a flash of dark fur passing beneath a streetlamp.

      “When did you say the last bus is?” Clay asked after two buses came and went without picking up a single passenger, though each dropped one off.

      “Midnight. There’s a red-eye that goes from here to Portland.”

      Clay tugged his phone from his pocket and checked the screen. There was still another hour or so until then.

      The minutes seemed to pass as though each their own hour, the time ticking down to midnight. And with each one, Clay grew even more tense. His muscles straining. Veins popping on his wrists and in his temple. I had to erect a wall to block the flow of his discomfort from reaching me through the mate bond.

      I had no idea how he was managing to hold himself in human form with all that pent up anger and stress filling him to the brim. Sighing, I scooched closer to the big fucker, pressing myself against his side and shivering a little at his warmth. The night wasn’t all that cold. In fact, it was the perfect temperature for my wolf. But for my human flesh...well let’s just say a sweater might’ve been a good idea.

      Clay grunted at the chill of my bare arms and tugged me closer, wrapping his big arms around me with a sigh of his own. “How you’re always this cold, I’ll never understand,” he grumbled to himself. “Wolves are supposed to run hot. In wolf form and out of it. It’s unnatural.”

      A quiet laugh pressed against my sealed lips as I tried to remain quiet, and I gave my head a little shake before resting it on his shoulder. “What about me has ever been normal?”

      “Fair enough.”

      I inhaled his spicy scent, finding it lacked the signature undercurrent of engine grease and orange hand scrub that it once had. He was so busy between the pub and the pack that he hardly spent any time working on bikes anymore. I wondered if he missed it. I knew I did.

      Hell, we hadn’t ridden in ages, either.

      “Hey, you remember that time a couple of winters ago when we decided to ditch camp for the night?”

      His chest rumbled with an almost laugh in reply. “You mean when we had to spend the night in that cave up north because of the storm and you almost died of hypothermia?” he replied, mostly teasing, but even to this day there was a tension in his voice when he recalled it. He’d been so worried, even if he had put a brave face on for me. “How could I forget? I’d had to hunt down wood for a fire to keep you warm in a fucking blizzard.”

      “And you kept the fire going for hours with damp wood somehow. We reeked of smoke for weeks after that.”

      I didn’t mention the other part. How after I’d stop shaking so much and Clay’s fire and body heat had started to warm my bones, we’d turned to other methods of keeping warm until the storm passed and we could start the journey home.

      We were stuck there for two days, and Jared had been frantic trying to find us, but between the storm and how far we’d accidentally wandered, there’d been no hope of that.

      Jared had been so pissed at Clay. He hadn’t realized it had been my idea to go off for the night with my other mate. It wasn’t my fault a storm came unannounced to ruin my plans.

      “We sure did,” Clay said, squeezing me tight. “It was stupid. I never should’ve agreed to take off like that. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “I do,” I teased. “You just can’t say no to me.”

      He barked a disapproving sound, but didn’t deny it. Once, he had no problem denying me anything. And he definitely never hesitated to tell me just what he thought when I had a particularly stupid idea, but when push came to shove, I knew I could convince him to go along with just about anything. He knew it, too, though he would never admit it.

      Clay stiffened as the sound of a bus engine rumbled down the road, and we separated as we watched it enter the depot, eyes peeled for any sign of a dark wolf or a black-haired girl.

      “You see anything?” Clay asked in a hushed tone, leaning forward to army crawl closer to the edge of the dugout-like space beneath the tree.

      “No. Not yet.”

      If I shifted, I might’ve been able to sense her, but then there would be too great of a chance of her sensing me, too. Not worth the risk. I pulled the binoculars out of the bag and put them to my eyes, lowering myself next to Clay until the smell of cold dirt filled my nose. While in human form, our eyesight was heightened, just like the rest of our senses, but the distance we needed to keep from the depot was a stretch even for my twin soul eyes.

      I scanned the area, starting from the tree line cozying up to the western side of the depot and all the way through the platform and in every nook and cranny. I saw nothing amiss.

      Once again, no passengers got on the bus when it finally pulled to a stop against the platform, but two did get off. I scrutinized them with the binoculars, but they were clearly human. A younger couple with tattoos who grabbed guitars from the compartment beneath the bus as they departed, walking away up the road as they chatted.

      We waited with bated breath as the bus’s air brakes hissed and the doors closed. “She didn’t come.” I whispered, more to myself than for Clay, but he answered anyway.

      “Doesn’t mean she still won’t.”

      “That was the last bus,” I muttered as it pulled away and disappeared around the back of the building in the direction of the main road.

      Clay ground his teeth, and I could tell by the faraway look in his eyes that he was thinking hard about something. His blue eyes flared with the glow of his wolf, and I reached out to rub a hand up his back. “Hey, we can stay. Might as well wait out the night to see—”

      “Shh!” he hissed a second later, tensing under my hand, and my heart lurched into my throat as I followed his line of sight. A flash of movement caught my eye in the shadowy channel between bus terminals, and I pressed myself into the dirt, putting the binocular back to my face, barely daring to breathe for fear that I’d be heard.

      A sick feeling made my throat slick with the acrid taste of bile as I spotted her. It was hard to be sure at first that it was her, but as the lonely streetlamp caught her in its glow, I became violently certain of it.

      My wolf growled within, immediately battering at my defenses, wanting to assert her alpha dominance over Sam without the need for any further proof.

      She peered around the depot as she made her way on bare feet down the platform in nothing but a long t-shirt. One that I recognized as Clay’s. That only served to stoke the flames of my rage, and my upper lip curled back. Clay curled a clammy fist around my arm, silently urging me back into silence.

      I clenched my teeth hard enough to crack one as I watched, white knuckle grip unfaltering on the binoculars as I recited what I was certain were lies to calm me down.

      This doesn’t mean she’s guilty.

      This doesn’t mean anything.

      She didn’t get on the bus.

      She might just like hanging out at vacant bus depots in the middle of the night.

      Bull-fucking-shit.

      The glow of Sam’s eyes flashed our way as she scanned the area one last time before closing herself inside of the phone booth. She dropped a few coins into the slot and dialed. The glass panes of the booth were so clouded from age that I couldn’t see her very well.

      Clay cursed as she began to speak. I listened as hard as I could, but wasn’t able to pick out anything discernible. I pulled back from the binoculars for a second to look at Clay, wondering if he could hear.

      He shook his head sharply, and I went back to watching, grinding my teeth to dust.

      She shouted something angrily that sounded like ‘fine?’ Or maybe ‘mine?’ It was too smothered by the glass encasement of the phone booth to tell. Right after she shouted, she slammed the receiver down and shoved out the doors of the booth, stamping back toward the shadows where she came from.

      I opened my mouth to ask Clay something, but he clamped a hand tightly over my lips to stop me and put a finger to his own to silence me. I realized only a few seconds after he did how the wind had shifted directions. He gently nudged my head toward the earth and began quietly rubbing dirt into my silvery hair, pressing both of us to the ground as we carefully slid backward to get beneath the cover of the wide branches of the pine. Between it and the dirt, she shouldn’t be able to scent us.

      My scalp itched as we waited for what felt like ages before finally daring to move or speak. She had to be far enough away by now that it was safe.

      “You think she scented us?” I mouthed more than said, just in case, and Clay ran a hand through his own dirt-clogged black hair and blew out a breath.

      “Don’t know. Doubt it, though. She looked distracted.”

      His eyes darkened.

      “Do you think we can star-69 the call she made?”

      “I doubt that works on a payphone, and if we go anywhere near it and she comes back—”

      “She’ll scent us.”

      He nodded.

      I mulled over the possibilities for a few minutes before asking the question I knew both of us wanted the answer to. “Who do you think she was calling?”

      Clay began gathering our things back into my small pack with a grim expression. “I don’t know, but we need to find out.”

      “This may not even mean anything.”

      He looked at me like I might be daft, and I had to admit, it sounded stupid even to my own ears. There was something shady going on—there was no denying it. But was it regular shady or the really bad kind?

      Clay was right, we needed to find out.

      “We know she’s been here more than once. For all we know she comes every damned night. She’ll be back. We just have to be ready.”

      I lifted a brow as Clay reached out a hand to help me stand and brushed his fingers roughly over the top of my head, scattering bits of dirt back to the earth before moving to take my jaw into his grip, tipping my head up.

      “How?” I asked, genuinely wondering what the actual fuck we could do here without blowing our cover or resorting to the interrogation Jared craved.

      “We bug the phone booth,” Clay said like it was the simplest thing in the world.

      “Are you serious?”

      He dropped his hand and turned to head back the way we’d come from the Chevelle, making me scurry to follow him.

      “I know a guy,” he muttered, careful of where he was stepping to avoid making any unnecessary sounds. I tried to follow his footsteps, but still managed to sound like a drunk elephant by comparison. For a guy so damned massive, I’d never understand how he could be so deadly silent.

      “How very mysterious.” I rolled my eyes. “Care to elaborate?”

      “His name’s Joe. He’s the private investigator I hired to follow Devin when we ran him out of town.”

      I shuddered at the reminder of that psycho, remembering the map and images I’d discovered hidden in Clay’s workshop. How he told me that he had needed to make sure that Devin had truly left. That he wasn’t ever coming back. To make certain I was safe. It was the only compromise he could make with himself to keep his wolf from going full protector and hunting the bastard down.

      Devin had wound up several states over. He was probably beating up on another girl these days and it made me sick to think that, but it was the truth. The madness I’d seen in his eyes the night he turned me, and many nights before that one couldn’t be cured.

      The best anyone could hope was for that fucker to get hit by a bus.

      “You’re still in contact with him? I thought you cut him loose a few years ago?”

      “I did, but I still have his info. He said he could get me anything I needed. I’ll have him bug it so Sam won’t recognize his scent.”

      “How soon do you think he could do that?”

      “For the right price?” Clay asked with a raised brow, considering. “I think I could have him do it by tomorrow.”

      I chewed my lower lip, imagining another night without finding Destiny. Without Luke, or Trey, or Todd. I sealed my eyes against a lancing pain in my chest and nodded.

      “Okay. Call him. Do it now. We don’t have any time to waste.”
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      “Nothing,” Charity reported, head bent and cheekbones flaring as she clenched her jaw. “Not a fucking thing.”

      Vivian stalked away from the search party, going to return to her cabin with a black cloud hanging over her head. She hardly left her cabin anymore, unless it was to join a search. She ate in there. Slept in there. I didn’t think she’d showered at all since Destiny vanished.

      I sighed and gripped Charity’s shoulder, trying to lend her strength that I didn’t even have to give. “Thanks. Go get some rest and some food.”

      “Want me to get a new party out while we’re taking a break?”

      I ground my teeth, staring in the direction Vivian went. We’d had at least one search party going every minute of every day since Destiny vanished, but we were all at the end of our rope. The pack was exhausted. Underfed. Worn out.

      We all needed a reprieve.

      “No,” I said finally, though it hurt me to force the word out. “Take a rest. It’s almost noon now. We’ll send out another search party after dinner.”

      Charity grimaced and pushed her heavy dreadlocks back from her face with a nod before departing. The others dispersed, too. Gone to fall into their bunks for a long nap. No one looked particularly excited for food, and I couldn’t blame them. One could only eat so many goddamned potatoes.

      The hunting party managed to snag a deer in the early hours of the morning, though, so tonight at least, the pack would be well fed. Tomorrow, too, if we stretched it out. But I had a mind to let everyone eat their fill. They’d earned it. They needed it.

      And in a few more days, we’d have our replacement meat order from Portland. Hopefully, we’d only need to order from them a few more times before Sal had his cooler installed. We’d had to pull back our pack from helping him for the time being, but he assured us that all he really needed was a workable space and his cooler and he could at least supply us with what we needed, even if he couldn’t operate for the general public yet.

      I hesitated before heading after Vivian, wanting to check on her even though I knew I was probably the last person she wanted to see right now. A ball formed in my throat and sweat beaded at my brow that had nothing to do with the sweltering heat beating down on me from the afternoon sky.

      I knocked twice on the door before entering, finding her sitting on the edge of the double bed she and her mate shared, her back bent. Head resting in her palms. She’d put on a t-shirt that I recognized as Destiny’s, and my heart ached at the sight of her in it.

      “Viv,” I hedged. “Can I get you anything?”

      She dropped her hands and twisted her head to flick her cutting gaze to me. “What do you want, Allie?”

      “I just…”

      What did I want?

      To help her. But I knew damn well that there was nothing I could do except get Destiny back. Nothing else would ease the pain.

      Vivian’s brown eyes narrowed on me, and her upper lip curled. “Just go, okay. Tell someone to come get me when the next search goes out.”

      I stepped into the shadows inside and closed the door behind me, swallowing hard to try to rid myself of the still-growing lump trapping all the words I wanted to say from coming out. “The next search isn’t going out until after dinner. You should rest and eat, while you can.”

      It seemed to take a moment for her to register what I was saying, moving slowly until her spine was erect, showing me just how much she needed to eat. She looked rail thin. The hollows beneath her eyes were turning a bruised purple, and her hands were shaking even though she was clearly trying to force them still, clutching at her thighs.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      My lips parted, but I wasn’t sure what she meant. “What do you—?”

      “You’re not sending another party out?” Her tone was accusing, haughty with disdain that made my skin crawl. I’d heard Vivian use that tone on others. Her father. Assholes at school. But never me.

      I steeled myself against the rise of panic in my chest and leveled what I hoped was a calm stare on my friend. “They need rest. Between the doubled patrols, the hunting party, the search parties, and extra security at camp, the quarry, and the pub, we are at the end of our—”

      “No,” she seethed, getting unsteadily to her feet. Her face paling. “You aren’t giving up on her, Allie. You can’t.”

      I held my hand up. “I’m not, Viv. I just need to keep us whole. We can’t find her or protect ourselves if we’re spread too thin.”

      The pale tone of her skin quickly turned green, and I only just made it to her side before she fell to her knees and hugged a small trash bin to her chest, heaving bile into it. I rubbed a hand up her back, bracing her as her body wracked and squeezed, twisting every last drop of whatever she’d managed to consume today out.

      When she was finished, she wiped the back of her hand over her mouth and sat back heavily, uncaring as she knocked hard into the wood of her bed. “Please, Allie,” she begged, a deadness in her eyes. “I need to find her. I can’t...I can’t…”

      Her shoulders shook, and I pulled her in tight, hugging her to me as she began to cry. My own eyes burned too, sharing the pain of my friend, but they burned with fury, as well. My wolf and I not at war for once, but at peace with the promise to destroy whoever did this to us.

      “She’s gone…” Vivian sobbed. “She’s really gone…”

      She sniffled, clutching on to me so tight I thought she might leave bruises, but I didn’t care. “What if she never comes ba—?”

      “Don’t say that,” I interrupted, squeezing her tighter and then unable to help it, I did the thing I promised I wouldn’t. Vivian deserved to know. She had to know or else she was going to go insane. I couldn’t give her details or a name, but I could give her this little piece of hope.

      “We have a lead,” I whispered so low that I wasn’t sure if she heard me until she stiffened, my words registering.

      She pulled back, still shaking, but the tears at least had stopped. “What do you mean? Who? Who is it? Do you know?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t tell you more than that yet.”

      I implored her to understand with a look I hope conveyed everything I couldn’t say. Viv was always the best at understanding what I meant with a single look, but she was also the first one to beat the details out of me when she knew I was hiding something from her.

      “I can promise you that as soon as I know something concrete, you will be the first to know.”

      She opened her mouth, and I could see the fire of a coming argument in her eye and stood, shaking my head once, sharp. “Don’t say anything to anyone. Not yet. This stays between us. I should know more in a day or two and then, if I’m right, we might know exactly where Destiny is.”

      Her eyes went wide at that and some color returned to her cheeks. “Okay,” she said simply, the complete opposite of what I was sure she wanted to say, and it just made me love her even more. When push came to shove, Vivian knew that I would do everything within my power to get her mate back. That there was very little I wouldn’t sacrifice to do it.

      “Okay,” I repeated then gestured to her bed. “Get some rest. I’ll have someone bring you in some venison when it’s ready.”

      “And wake me up when it’s time to leave?” she added, and I could tell by the hard set of her stare that she wouldn’t even dare try to sleep unless I promised her.

      “Yes. I will.”

      She nodded solemnly to herself, and I watched as she pulled herself back up onto her bed and took a long drink out of a bottle of water before lying down. I shut the curtains and grabbed the stinking trash bin from the floor before closing the door behind me and sighing. I set the bin down outside and took a moment to compose myself before heading back across camp.

      I sensed their eyes on me as I passed. From the windows of the cabins. From the footpaths, their footfalls pausing, not daring to come near as I wandered on numb legs through the zigzagging pathways.

      The guilt gnawed at me. I didn’t have to be in my wolf form to know what they were thinking. They blamed me for what was happening. They wondered why I hadn’t found our missing kin yet. Why I wasn’t doing more.

      My fault.

      All of it was my fault.

      How could I have let this happen?

      I startled as someone appeared at my side and broke free of the dark thoughts swirling within at the sight of silvery hair pulled into a loose braid. The lightest of the strands reflecting the sunlight. Hazel hobbled along next to me, a sour look on her face as she bared her teeth at a trio of shifters near the fire ring who all ceased their conversation to stare openly as we passed.

      “Little heathens,” she muttered. “Don’t pay them any mind.”

      She patted my elbow and glanced up at me with her blind eyes. “You’re doing great, child,” she said. “You’ll find them all. I know you will.”

      I smirked coldly at her, wishing I could be as confident in myself as she seemed to be. “Thanks, Grams.”

      “You go rest now. Seth and I are whipping up a nice venison bourguignon. I’ll be sure to put extra wine in it. Everything tastes better with booze in it.”

      A small laugh escaped my lips at that, and she clapped me on the ass, sending me off toward the cabin. “There you go. You’ll be right as rain after some rest and food. Get some nookie, too, while you’re in there. I’m still waiting on those grandbabies.”

      I flushed scarlet, wishing she could see the glare I shot her way before traipsing up the stairs and inside. Jared and Clay were sitting at the kitchen island, the pair of them sending me knowing looks that told me they’d heard everything Grams had just said.

      “Grandbabies, eh?” Jared asked, a brow raised as he peeled a label off of his beer bottle. “How long has she been pushing you for pups?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Awhile.”

      “Fucking terrifying,” Clay grumbled, shuddering as he took a swig of his beer, earning himself a hard elbow from Jared.

      “She’s right, you know,” Jared said, ditching his empty bottle in the sink to come around the counter.

      My brows knotted.

      “About having kids?” I asked, incredulous and a little terrified myself now. I was not ready for that.

      He snorted. “No. About you needing rest. You’ve hardly slept at all in over a week, Allie. And I’m assuming you and Clay are going out to Glenwood again tonight?”

      Clay and I shared a look that told Jared all he needed to know. We’d been out there the last three nights in a row, and we were definitely going to be there again tonight. Sam had only come back to the phone booth again once since three days ago, but right about now Clay’s guy was at the Glenwood bus depot, bugging the place. There was no way we weren’t going to be there.

      The guy set it up so that we could listen in to the bug through an app on Clay’s phone, but it only worked if we were within range of the signal. We wouldn’t have to go quite so close this time. We could stay a few miles away in the Chevelle, lessening the chance of her catching our scent even more.

      At least it would be more comfortable.

      “The booth is being bugged right now,” Clay confirmed in a low voice, ears pricked to make sure no one else was around to hear. “We’ll be parking a few miles out from the depot to listen in.”

      Jared nodded. “Then now is your only chance to get some rest.”

      I tried to picture myself actually closing my eyes. Lying still.

      Couldn’t.

      “I really don’t think I can.”

      “Try,” Clay urged, and Jared nodded his agreement.

      I squinted at Clay, a muscle ticking in my jaw. “You’ve barely slept, either,” I accused him.

      “And you,” I jabbed a finger in Jared’s direction, “are taking the night shift on security at the quarry tonight.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You want me to rest? Then you can both take a fucking nap, too.”

      They shared a look, expressions hardening.

      Clay’s nostrils flared. “Fine,” he gritted out.

      “You’re right,” Jared added.

      Wait...that wasn’t supposed to happen. They were supposed to let me get out of taking a stupid ass nap because they were both too stubborn to take one themselves.

      Jared grinned like a cat, realizing my intention and how they’d just thwarted it. The fucker.

      “I’ll go to Seth’s cabin,” Clay muttered, tipping his head to one side to crack his neck before making for the door.

      “No,” I said on a whim, stepping in his path. “I need you.”

      He cocked his head at me.

      “I need both of you if I’m going to be able to sleep. Stay. Please?”

      His bright blue eyes flicked over my head to Jared before settling back on me. “Okay, baby. If that’s what you need.”

      “It is.”

      The tension in the room grew, but nothing could subdue the high tingling in my blood at the idea of sharing our bed together. The three of us.

      Just knowing they were both there with me. Both safe. All of us, together. It was what I’d been lacking for a long time.

      I poured a glass of water before following Jared upstairs, dragging Clay with me by his arm.

      Jared had just finished hanging the blackout curtains on the windows and turned on the lamp to the low setting while I undressed to get into bed.

      “Aren’t you going to, like…?” Clay rubbed his knuckles over the back of his head, eyeing my naked body like a hungry predator. “Put on some pajamas or something?”

      I cocked my head at him, confused. I never wore clothes to sleep. Why bother when we were all naked most of the time around here, anyway? “Um. No. But you can if you want to.”

      He cleared his throat as I climbed into the middle of the bed and lifted the sheet to cover most of my body, leaving my breasts exposed, maybe kind of sort of on purpose.

      Jared was the first to slide into bed with me, fully clothed to my utter dismay.

      Clay, seeming to agree to some unspoken bullshittery between them, also lay down without bothering to remove his dark wash denim jeans. Without even bothering to get beneath the sheet.

      Really?

      Judging by the lustful emotions in the undertow beneath his waves of discomfort and macho need to claim me as his and only his, I’d say that he didn’t get beneath the sheet because he didn’t trust himself.

      Jared pressed his leg against mine, and his hand came to rest on my stomach as he turned onto his side, making me shudder. I bit down on my lip to control the sudden overwhelming need to be closer to them.

      Maybe Grams was right. I could use some...nookie.

      I ran a hand down Clay’s arm, making the latent muscle tense and bulge as goosebumps rose over the trail where I’d touched him. I tugged gently on his arm, guiding him closer. He obliged, shuffling nearer on the bed so that both of my mates pressed in close to either side of me.

      Nothing beat this.

      Having them both this close settled my soul in a way that nothing else could. I sighed breathily, nuzzling against Clay’s shoulder and twining my fingers with Jared’s beneath the sheet. Their combined scents of cedar, birch, whiskey, and spice washed over me like a drug, dulling the sharpness of the stress I’d been shouldering for weeks. Making everything seem softer. Easier. Until, for just a moment, I was able to forget it all and just be here.

      I pushed Jared’s hand lower on my belly, until his knuckles brushed the sensitive inner corner of my thigh. As I did that, I snaked my hand around Clay’s neck, pulling him around. He turned with only a little hesitation, meeting my drugged gaze with pure blue flame.

      My lips parted, and with one more tug, he bent to my will, bending as he turned to press his lips to mine. A soft moan was smothered between our lips as Jared’s hand brushed my hot core, sending flashes of intense pleasure coursing through my blood.

      A growl reverberated in Clay’s chest, and his and Jared’s testosterone levels spiked, breaking down the wall I’d tried to erect against their feelings.

      Clay pulled back and Jared’s hand slipped from mine, making my thighs press together with the loss of his touch. A pained sound came from the back of my throat as I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and pressed my forehead to Clay’s.

      “Please,” I murmured, searching beneath the sheet for Jared’s hand again. When I found it, I re-twined my finger with his and squeezed.

      “Please,” I repeated more clearly this time in case they didn’t hear. “I need you. I need both of you.”

      “Allie...” Jared trailed off in a hollow whisper that threatened to break me from the inside out. “You know we can’t do that. We tried before and—”

      “It’s been years,” I all but snapped, trying to rein in my inner wolf’s urge to jump down both their throats at the gall of denying her. “Try again.”

      I peered up at Clay, finding him staring off into the dimness of the room, a furrow in his brow. “Clay?” I asked, living on a hopeless prayer that he would take my side on this and together we might sway Jared.

      His gaze hardened, and I knew before he opened his lips to speak what his reply would be. I suppressed the ridiculous urge to cry, and he surprised me by wrapping an arm around the back of my neck and pulling me into his side. He nodded to Jared, who came closer until he was pressed along the line of my back, his arm around me, tucked up between my breasts to hold me tight.

      I shuddered, glancing up at Clay curiously.

      “Can this be enough for now?” he asked with a pain in his eyes that broke my heart. I stopped trying to block out their feelings and gasped at the rawness of it all as it came crashing in.

      Even this—just being this close with me—together was incredibly difficult for them. Guilt twisted my lungs up in a vise, and I bowed my head, unable to look him in the eyes anymore.

      “Don’t feel guilty,” Jared whispered against my bare back, his warm breath skating down my spine in a way that made me shiver. “This is on us. I...I wish we could give you what you want, Allie. I really do.”

      “But we’ll try,” Clay gritted out, making both Jared and me stiffen. “It’ll just take some time.”

      Jared didn’t make any comment to the contrary, and it was as much of an agreement as I would get out of him. Between the two, strangely enough, Jared was the more possessive. The one who was more territorial.

      In the beginning, I would’ve thought it to have been Clay, but that was until I got to know him better. He didn’t think he deserved me. Didn’t think he was good enough. He wanted me to be with someone kinder, more patient, less hot-headed. So, when I told him I did want him and that I wouldn’t take no for an answer, he was just glad to have any part of me he could.

      I could tell, even after almost four years, he still felt the same way.

      Stupid fucker.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      “Us too,” Jared replied while Clay shoved my head down into the crook of his arm and brushed my hair back from my face, sighing.

      “Close your eyes,” Clay demanded. “You’re supposed to be resting, not making us horny as fuck. Don’t make me smother you with a pillow.”

      I let out a short laugh, convincing myself that Clay was right. This was enough. At least for now. But I wouldn’t forget his promise to try for more. It was more than I’d dared hope for in longer than I could remember.
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      “You sure you know how to work that?” I asked for the third time since we parked.

      Clay fiddled with the app on his phone that should allow us to hear inside of the phone booth. We were hoping it would allow us to hear both ends of the conversation, given our very heightened sense of hearing, but the guy who installed it said it was unlikely.

      He jammed a few more buttons and got another error screen. I rolled my eyes and took the phone from him. “Let me see.”

      He relinquished it with a frustrated sigh and leaned back in the passenger seat, glaring at me.

      “If I can’t figure it out, then you—”

      “Done,” I announced, passing the phone back to him with the correct screen within the app open. It showed that the device was recording, and we could even hear the wind and the slight rattle of the phone booth doors.

      “How did you...never mind.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I cozied up in my seat with the blanket I brought, peering out the windshield at what I could see of the starry night sky through the fingers of the tall pines reaching high above.

      We found a side road to park on, tucking the Chevelle in a small drive that looked like it’d been months if not years since anyone had used it. It kept us hidden from any road traffic and boxed in with closely clustered pines and shrubbery.

      I rolled the window down a little, letting a bit of cool night air in to try to clear the quickly fogging windows.

      “Think she’ll go tonight?” I asked after a few minutes listening to the drone of the wind through the app on Clay’s phone.

      His lips pressed together into a tight line to match the ones carved deep into his forehead. “Guess we’ll just have to wait to find out.”

      If the last several nights were any indication, there was likely about a fifty-fifty chance she would show. She didn’t come every night from what we saw, but she also didn’t seem to miss more than a night or two at a time. She missed yesterday, so we hoped that meant she would be here tonight.

      As much as I loved snuggling up in my Chevelle, with her leather seats hugged around my curves and her old car smell settling my nerves, this wasn’t exactly my idea of a chill time with my mate.

      Getting a wicked idea, I licked my lips and slid my hand over the center console, walking my fingers over his muscled thigh toward the fly of his jeans.

      He caught my hand before I could undo the button, cocking his head at me, a question in his stare.

      “She usually doesn’t come until after midnight,” I whispered into the shadows between us, wanting to ease some of the tension from his soul, and maybe some of my own as well. It was only eleven. We had time.

      For a moment, I thought he might reject me again, like he had with Jared earlier before we’d all fallen asleep in the afternoon, but…he released my hand, groaning appreciatively as I let it glide over his growing length through his jeans.

      “We need to stay focused,” he breathed as his button popped and his fly slid down. He wasn’t fighting me though, so I knew I’d already won.

      “Fine,” I said with a sly grin. “Then you keep an eye on that,” I nodded to the phone clenched tightly in his mammoth hand. “And I’ll keep my attention…elsewhere.”

      “Baby,” he groaned, but his words cut short on a growl as I freed his cock from his jeans and stroked its length.

      I hushed him as I leaned over, positioning myself to take him into my mouth. His hand on the phone loosened, falling, and I tsked him, nudging it back up into his view. “Focus,” I teased.

      His head fell back as I closed my lips over his tip, suckling lightly in that spot I knew drove him wild before taking him all the way in.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, and his free hand came to rest on the back of my head, fingers twisting into my hair. He pushed up into my mouth, hips bucking as he found the back of my throat and shuddered.

      He was too big to take all the way in so I slid my hand around his base, stroking up and down slowly at first, but picking up speed as I bobbed my head in time with the thrusts of his hips as he fucked my mouth.

      His pleasure was my own as his ecstasy passed through the mate bond, making my core tighten as his did. I moaned against his cock, jerking when his hand slid out from my hair to reach beneath my crouched form, finding the waistband of my joggers and slipping beneath.

      His fingers flicked aside my panties, finding me already slick as he rubbed the rough pads of his fingers over my clit, making my body come alive with sensation.

      “That’s it, baby,” he whispered, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves quicker. His expert touch driving to the edge of my own release just as surely as our shared pleasure through the bond.

      He thrust into my mouth harder, and I worked to pump the base of his cock with wild abandon until I felt him harden to bursting under my tongue.

      “Allie,” he moaned as he found his release, and I came with him, crying out against the girth of his cock as I came hard on his fingers. His warmth slid down my throat, and he jerked beneath me.

      I licked his crown wickedly, drawing another shuddering groan from his lips as I came up for air. Before I could pull away, his fist found the front of my t-shirt and he yanked me up to his mouth, crushing his lips against mine.

      I breathed in sharply in surprise, letting the brutal press of his lips unwind me.

      “Damn,” he muttered as our lips came apart and he pressed his forehead to mine. “That was…”

      “Hot as fuck?” I supplied, and he smirked as I settled back in my seat and patted the Chevelle’s dash. “I figured it was about time we popped her cherry,” I joked.

      Clay’s eyes narrowed on me. The glow of his inner wolf receding as his heartbeat returned to a more normal rhythm. “You mean you never...not even with Jared?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      He chuckled softly, giving a one shoulder shrug that told me he was more than a little pleased with himself and trying to play it cool. “At least I got a first something,” he joked, but I sensed something more serious lingering beneath the surface level sentiment.

      Jared had been the first one I slept with.

      But, thinking back, I realized there was another first Clay and I had shared. “You were the first one to…” I let him put the pieces together, glancing down at my still throbbing core and biting my lower lip.

      The first time Clay and I had done it, he’d been so insistent on making me come first. He didn’t say as much, but I got the feeling it was because he was worried he wouldn’t last more than a hot minute once he got inside me. Turned out he did just fine. First with his tongue and then with his cock. He’d gotten me twice that night.

      I flushed at the memory. At how awkward we both were at first until we just gave in to our baser instincts and let our bodies do the talking. Then it was as easy as breathing. Just like it had been with Jared.

      A clattering noise in the car made me jerk my attention back to the phone.

      “Is it…?” I said in a breath, afraid to speak too loudly for fear Sam could somehow hear me from her end of the bug, which I gathered was absolutely ridiculous, but I couldn’t help it. Fuck, I’d make a terrible spy.

      Clay hushed me and lifted the phone between us like it might spontaneously combust in his hands.

      Please be her, I thought.

      But also…

      I hope it isn’t her.

      We listened as metal gears groaned with the closing of the payphone door and a receiver was lifted. A rustling sound and the clatter of coins shoved into the metal slot blocked out all other sound except for the chirp of numbers being pressed on the dial pad.

      “Breathe,” I reminded Clay in a quiet whisper, noticing how his face was going a very vivid shade of crimson. He took a breath and some of his regular tan pallor returned.

      I gestured to the phone, offering to take it, but even though his hands were shaking, he shook his head.

      “It’s me.” A voice that was unmistakably Sam’s filled the cab of the Chevelle, shoving out any last hope that it might’ve been someone else and ushering in the reality that she was definitely doing something she wasn’t supposed to. Now we just needed to figure out what the fuck that was.

      Clay and I shared a look as someone on the other end of the call spoke. It was way too quiet for us to hear much more than the garbled drone of a male voice on the other end.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” Sam said, her voice low and shaky, making me all the more confused.

      “I wasn’t able to get away or else I would—”

      A pause.

      “I know. There’s no excuse. I’m sorry.”

      Another pause, this one longer.

      I nudged Clay. “Can you hear anything from the other end?”

      He shook his head once, sharply.

      Fuck.

      “Well, they have a new meat order coming in. They’re picking it up on Friday, and I think I heard Seth say Jared was going to be the one to collect it.”

      Fucking little bitch.

      “I don’t know. I doubt they’ll take the backroads again after what happened. They’ll probably take the main highway and go around through Forest Grove and hike in.”

      “I’m going to kill her…” Clay said in a violent whisper so low that it shook deep in my belly and sent shivers racing up my spine. A vein throbbed in his temple and he was beginning to bend the metal case around his phone.

      I peeled his fingers back and took it from him, feeling sick as we continued to listen to the conversation. Praying that she would say something that could be of use to us. A name. A location. Fucking anything.

      “I don’t really know about that,” Sam said after a moment. “They’re still sending out search parties, but they usually decide the routes right before, not in advance. I could try to—”

      The male voice rang through the receiver in a clipped tone. It was distant, far away, but he must’ve been shouting real loud for us to be able to make out the words find out.

      Something about the tone was familiar, and I immediately racked my brain, trying to place it. Could it be Forrest or Harrison? Still pissed about Ryland and looking for revenge after four fucking years? Seemed unlikely, but I would consider every option.

      “I’ll try,” Sam replied, and then after a second. “I will. I promise.”

      “Something isn’t right,” I muttered at the next pause, gaze flitting to Clay’s stony expression. “She sounds...scared.”

      “You think someone’s forcing her to do this?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, but she doesn’t sound like the Sam I know.”

      He nodded like he agreed, but his cheekbones flared as he clenched his teeth. “Doesn’t matter,” he decided. “I don’t give a fuck if someone’s forcing her. If she were in some sort of trouble, she should have told us. She should have told me.”

      He was right, so I didn’t say anything else, falling back into silence as Sam cleared her throat on the other end of the receiver.

      “Okay,” she said in a sad whisper. “I’ll try to come back tomorrow after I find out more.”

      Clay’s hand lifted to the door handle of the Chevelle, and I snatched his arm, holding him in place. This was not the time to fly off the goddamned handle. If he killed her, he would be sacrificing a beautiful opportunity to play this to our advantage. He was just too pissed off to see that.

      “I love y—” her words were cut short and through the phone we could hear the blaring sound of a dead line wailing on the other end of her call before the solemn click of the receiver silenced it.

      The door of the payphone booth clattered open and shut again, and I hit the side button on Clay’s phone to turn it off, mind racing with possibilities.

      Clay tugged on his arm, trying to wrench it free of my grip. “If we leave now, we can catch up to her,” he seethed. “Looks like Jared’s going to get his wish after all.”

      I shuddered at the reminder of what Jared had wanted to do to get information from Sam but composed myself again. “I have a better idea,” I told him, meeting his gaze with a rock solid resolve.

      He cocked his head at me, and I licked my lips, trying to put together how best to say this so that he would go for it.

      “Allie, spit it out or I’m going after her.”

      “Okay,” I hissed, releasing his arm to sit back in my seat and reorganize the chaos in my skull. “We can use this. She’s definitely guilty, but we still have no idea who it is she’s working with. We don’t know where the shifters who were taken are. And we don’t know when they will strike next other than the fact that they may try to intervene with another meat order.”

      I could see the gears turning behind his eyes now, too, shifting his focus away from blind rage and toward more useful thinking.

      “What are you suggesting then? We just let her get away with this? Let her keep feeding whoever the fuck was on the other end of that call information that could hurt us in the hope that the next time they talk we’ll be able to figure out more?”

      No. He wasn’t seeing the opportunity here.

      “No. I’m suggesting we feed her information that would be useful to us. Like, say, a false lead about when and where the meat order is being picked up.”

      His brow rose. “So that we can actually get it to camp,” he supplied, catching on.

      “Yes, but also so that we can be the ones lying in wait when they walk right into the trap we set for them.”

      “A Trojan horse?”

      “A motherfucking Trojan horse,” I agreed with a wide grin and his brows drew together, eyes lit from within with the spark of his wolf and something like wicked delight.

      “We take them out,” he supplied, chewing his bottom lip as he considered my plan and removing his hand from the door handle of the car, making me sag a little in relief that he wasn’t beyond reasoning. “Make them pay for what they’ve done.”

      “All but one,” I amended. “To find out who is behind these attacks and why.”

      “Sam will—”

      “No.” I interrupted. “We need Sam to think we don’t know she’s against us for as long as possible. So long as she thinks she hasn’t been found out, we can use her.”

      I leveled my gaze on him, thinking that he might challenge me on this, but after a beat of tense silence, his head bobbed in a grudging nod.

      “Fine.”

      “You think you can face her? Pretend shit’s all good?”

      His jaw clenched. “Not like I have a choice.”

      I brushed a hand down the length of his arm reassuringly until he looked at me. His dark hair swept low over his glowing eyes, making them appear even brighter amid the shadows.

      “We’ll have blood for this,” I promised him. “When this is all over, whatever you want to do about Sam, I’ll support you.”

      I didn’t add the other bit I was thinking, not wanting to voice it aloud. If he wanted her dead after we set things straight and brought home the missing pieces of our makeshift family, then I would deliver the killing blow.

      I wouldn’t let him be the one to do it. If there was anything I’d learned from killing Ryland, it was that that shit never left you. I still had trouble dealing with the fact that I was the cause of the death of my sibling...and I’d unconsciously killed her in the fucking womb. Absorbed her into me.

      This would be worse. Sam was his little sister. He’d grown with her as a child. Cared for her. Protected her. Killed for her.

      He couldn’t be the one to do it.

      His lips pressed into a hard line at the unspoken promise in my gaze before he stuffed his phone back into his pocket and faced forward. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.
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      I could hardly believe the plan we put into motion was working. Sam didn’t suspect anything, though she seemed a little put off that Clay was avoiding her. I couldn’t blame him, though. Even I couldn’t stand to be falsely civilized in her presence for more than a minute or two at a time.

      It was a good thing she kept mostly to herself.

      “Are they there yet?” Clay asked, his nostrils flaring as he paused in his pacing of the living room floor. “They should have been there by now.”

      “Give them a few more minutes,” I said, holding my hands up in a placating gesture I knew would do absolutely nothing to soothe him.

      Jared’s phone pinged, and Clay and I both whipped out heads to where he leaned against the counter in the kitchen, staring down at the illuminated screen of his phone.

      “They made it,” he said in an exhale, throwing a shaky hand through his tousled hair.

      I almost shouted out in relief, but settled for a grin that both my guys shared. “We did it.”

      We’d casually spoken about the new order pick-up date and time in front of Sam yesterday, and like a good little snitch, she fed the information to the person on the other end of the phone just after midnight last night. We were even so kind as to include our plans for a route for the return trip.

      Our order was in fact not delayed by a day as we’d allowed her to think. In fact, it’d just been delivered without a hitch to Grove’s End’s hastily cleared out walk-in freezer in town. And that was where it would stay for now. We would make a trip later tonight to grab enough for a few days and smuggle it into our deep freeze in the cabin.

      As far as anyone would know until we could tell them otherwise, the meat came from a last-minute trip to the K-Mart in Hillsborough.

      Jared clapped Clay on the shoulder, and the big oaf nodded to his best friend with a pained smile. “Damn. I thought for a second…”

      He let the sentence trail off, but we both knew what he was thinking because we were thinking it, too. He thought they were caught. That they were taken and our meat order was destroyed again.

      “I told you this would work.” I couldn’t help but rub it in just a little. If I thought Clay had been hesitant to go along with my crazy idea, Jared had been even more combatant about it. He wanted to drag Sam in here by her hair and force her to talk. He didn’t think trying to outwit whoever was behind this was smart. Or safe.

      Which told me that neither of them were going to like what I had to bring up next.

      “Okay,” I said, getting myself back in planning mode. “We finally got some food, so that’s good, but that’s only part one of the plan.”

      I slid my gaze to each of them in turn, and their grins dropped, replaced with a stoic determination to see the rest of the plan through to completion.

      Clay sat heavily in the armchair, and Jared leaned against the wall just behind him, folding his arms over his chest and putting his tan biceps on display.

      I closed the distance between us, easily lifting the couch from its bottom ledge and dragging it closer to where they waited. We needed to speak quietly. It wasn’t just Sam we had to worry about overhearing; until we figured this out, no one else could know what was happening.

      “Part two,” I started, pressing my callused fingers together in front of my face. “We know they’re going to try to head off the jeep on the way back from Portland.”

      “We’ll do it like we talked about,” Jared continued. “Turn the Jeep into a Trojan horse.”

      “Jared drives. You and I coat ourselves in meat scent and hide in the back. When they attack, we’ll be ready.”

      I bit my lower lip.

      “I think we should bring a few others into this,” I blurted before I could change my mind. “The last time they attacked with eight. If they have the same number, maybe more, it’ll be a hard-won fight.”

      “But we’ll have the element of surprise,” Clay reminded me, but I could already feel the change in the air between us. They both knew I was right. Likely had been thinking the same thing as me. I’d risk myself, but I wouldn’t risk them.

      And they’d risk themselves, but they wouldn’t risk me.

      Which meant that if we were serious about doing this, we’d need help, and they would have to know what they were signing up for.

      “If we tell others, we risk Sam finding out she’s been made,” Jared put in, not an argument, just stating a fact. “And if she’s going to find out anyway, then we may as well just get what we need from her.”

      “No,” Clay and I growled at the same time, making Jared narrow his eyes on Clay.

      “I know she’s your sister, man, but if it’s between Allie and her—”

      “You don’t think I get that,” Clay snapped, looking at Jared like he didn’t even recognize him. “That’s not it.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “First off,” I butt in, giving them both a cutting look that said to keep their goddamned voices down. “It’s not worth the risk of losing our ability to be one step ahead. There is a chance that she could find out, but she may not, and if she doesn’t, then we can still use her.”

      Jared’s face pinched, and I could tell he was holding back from saying whatever it was that fought to be set free from his lips. “And second?” he gritted out. “I’m assuming there’s something else I don’t know.”

      He shot me a glare, and I tried not to take it personally. He’d been stuck covering my and Clay’s asses every night here at camp when we left. I knew he was feeling left out of the loop, but his role was equally as important as the role Clay and I played when we went to listen to the bug in the Chevelle.

      I made a mental note to send him with Clay next time. As much as I hated the idea of either or both of them being out there without me, it was only fair.

      “Second,” I said, trying to rein in my wolf as she growled quietly within, put off from the vibe in the room. “She lied to him.”

      “What?” Jared asked, frustrated and confused.

      “Don’t snap at her, man,” Clay shot at Jared, and seeing them in weirdly opposite roles from normal really made my head spin.

      Jared ground his teeth together before repeating himself, more calmly this time. “What do you mean?”

      “Sam lied to whoever was on the other end of the call last night.” Clay was the one who answered, leaning over the front of the armchair with his finger knotted between his knees. “She was asked about the search party routes and said she didn’t know where they would be.”

      I remembered that moment clearly. The both of us so confused in the car when she said that she couldn’t find out without seeming too suspicious. But we both knew that she’d been there at dinner, sitting just two seats down from Charity as she briefed Clay and a few others on this morning’s search party route.

      We’d of course quietly suggested to Charity after dinner that she go the complete opposite way from which she was planning, but Sam had definitely heard.

      I’d even seen her peek up at Charity halfway through, her gaze flitting back and forth over her barely touched macaroni salad as Char gave away her entire search plans.

      “I think it’s because Clay was going to be with her,” I admitted, sending an apologetic glance his way.

      He snorted as though that was highly unlikely, but said nothing to the contrary.

      “You think she doesn’t want Clay getting hurt or taken?”

      I nodded solemnly. “Either that, or she’s having second thoughts about helping whoever’s orchestrating all of this.”

      Jared shoved off from the wall. “Don’t tell me you’re starting to feel bad for that lying piece of trash.”

      Clay bristled but didn’t contradict Jared, and the tension in the room grew.

      I held my hands up. “I don’t know what to think right now, Jare. I’m just saying I think we need to keep Sam in our back pocket. Go ahead as planned and keep her thinking she’s safe.”

      “Fuck,” Jared muttered, shaking his head at nothing in particular as he toed the carpet. “So, who do we bring in, then? Another two or three would even our odds.”

      “Seth,” Clay said straight off. “Maybe Charity. I trust them both more than anyone else here.”

      I agreed with him. Vivian would’ve been another obvious choice had it not been her mate that was taken. She couldn’t know about Sam or she’d kill her. But I was tempted to let her unleash her fury on those responsible for what happened to her mate. It’s what I would want if it were either of mine. Maybe…

      “Maybe no one really has to know anything just yet,” I mused aloud. “Maybe we get a small team together. Seth, Viv, and Charity—”

      “Allie,” Clay interrupted, giving me a look.

      “Hear me out,” I urged him. “We tell them we have a lead on where and when the people responsible for this shit will strike, but we don’t tell them how we know. We don’t tell them about Sam. We swear them to secrecy.”

      Jared sighed heavily, and it looked like he’d aged five years in the last few days. I was sure Clay and I didn’t look much better. “I don’t know about this, Allie.”

      “It’s too risky otherwise,” I pressed.

      “There’s risk involved either way,” Clay grumbled to himself, lifting his head with a decision set in his eyes. “But Allie’s right. I’d rather the kind of risk that might see Sam killed than the kind that might hurt any of us.”

      Jared had nothing to say to that, working his jaw as he mulled over the less than perfect options on either side.

      “Okay, but just Viv, Seth, and Charity. And we bring them to Grove’s End with us and tell them there. Then there’s no way of anyone overhearing.”

      “And Layla,” I amended with a wince. “Someone here needs to know where we’re going and what we’re doing just in case...just in case we don’t come back.”

      Jared’s face darkened at that, but grudgingly, he nodded.

      “And I want to tell Layla about Sam.”

      Clay’s eyes bugged out at me. “You’re kidding, right?”

      I shook my head. “No. Layla is one of the most level-headed people I know. She will know better than to tell Vivian, and once I tell her why it needs to remain a secret, she’ll understand why she can’t tell anyone, and she won’t. I trust her. And we need someone here who knows the whole truth just in case we—”

      “Stop saying that,” Clay demanded, his voice growing in volume and agitation. “We’re coming back, Allie. With all the information we need to take whoever is doing this to us out. End of story.”

      I wouldn’t upset him more by pushing the point, but I needed them to agree to this. I promised no more secrets, and so my intent to tell Layla everything had to be shared even if my first instinct had been to do it without saying a word to them about it so they couldn’t stop me.

      “We need to do this. We need someone here who knows the truth while we’re gone. What if Sam tries something, hmm? What if she cries wolf and the pack goes running into a trap because I’m not there to give them orders otherwise?”

      Jared pursed his lips. “That’s a good point,” he acquiesced. “Maybe...maybe you should stay behind. Then we don’t have to tell Layla anything and camp will have more protection.”

      “Ha!” I scoffed. “You won’t be rid of me that easily. There’s no way in hell I’m letting the two of you go running into an ambush without me at your sides. Period.”

      “I don’t know, Allie,” Clay started, his shoulders tensing. “Maybe Jared’s right—”

      “Period,” I repeated, enunciating every syllable of the word.

      They both quieted at that, and I realized my wolf was dangerously close to the surface, battering at my defenses for a good long run. I hadn’t joined the search parties for a day or two and with everything going on, going for my daily run didn’t really seem like a priority. And now, my wolf was the one paying the price.

      She was chomping at the bit for some freedom.

      “I’m going to go for a run,” I said, changing the subject. “Can you guys handle wrangling Seth, Char, and Viv? I’ll meet you all at Grove’s End later”

      “You aren’t going anywhere alone,” Clay all but hissed, eyes slanting in a way that dared me to disagree with him.

      “I’ll go with her,” Jared offered. “Think you can handle getting everyone together, brother?”

      Clay nodded. “Yeah. I got it.”

      “What about Layla?” Jared asked. “When are you going to tell her?”

      I tried not to think too hard about it before replying in a heavy breath, “Now, I guess. Before my run. No point in waiting.”

      

      I’d like to say that Layla was shocked at my admission about Sam, but the truth was that she didn’t seem surprised at all. She even told me in confidence that she’d heard several others whispering that they thought she might be the one to blame for everything that was happening.

      I guessed Sam might’ve already hung herself before we even had the chance to untie her noose. Oh well, she’d dug her own grave. I just hoped we could get what we needed from her before the rest of the pack swapped out false niceties for their claws and fangs.

      Just like I’d thought, though, Layla completely understood the reason for the secrecy and easily promised not to tell anyone anything. Especially Vivian. At least for now. I’d promised her the truth would be coming out soon whether we wanted it to or not, and I’d take the full force of Vivian’s rage and all of the blame for keeping it from her when the time came.

      Our friendship had weathered many storms since third grade. We could get through this, too. Or, at least, I hoped we would because I couldn’t imagine my life without my two best friends.

      “So you’re going to the pub now?” Layla asked as she walked alongside me down the stairs and to the door. Jared nodded to us from where he stood near the front window, making sure no one drew too near to the cabin while we had our little talk upstairs.

      “Going for a run first, then we’ll head over.”

      She gave my arm a squeeze and tugged me in for a hug that enveloped me in her jasmine scent. I didn’t know what it was about hugging your bestie when your life was falling apart all around you, but the instant her arms closed around me, a ball formed in my throat. My eyes burned, and I had to work extra hard not to let myself cry.

      I was afraid if I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop.

      “Be careful,” she said as she pulled away. “I’ll take care of things here.”

      “I know you will.”

      “Ready?” Jared asked from the doorway and the way half his face was cast in moonlight and the other in the dim shadows of the room made him appear to be two people instead of one. The Jared I fell in love with four years ago, and the one I loved now.

      I wished he’d never had to go through what he did to create that second shadow self, but without it, he wouldn’t be who he was now, and I wouldn’t change a thing about him. Darkness and all.

      My lips tipped up into a grin, and the knot between my mate’s brows softened. “Yeah,” I said. “I am.”
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      Jared and I crashed through the door to Grove’s End sopping wet, our bare feet sliding on the polished hardwood in the entryway. He caught my elbow to steady me as the door closed behind us, muting the rushing sound of the downpour outside.

      “You made it,” Charity called from the bar, a frosty pint in her hand and a grin on her lips that didn’t reach her eyes. “Clay was about to go looking for you.”

      Clay shoved through the swinging doors to the kitchen at the back of the narrow pub with a scowl on his lips. He stalked toward us, scrutinizing gaze passing over first me and then Jared, checking for injury. “Where the fuck have you been?”

      A flush warmed my rain-chilled cheeks, and I cleared my throat as I looked away, afraid what Jared and I had been up to in the rain beneath the moon would be written all over my face.

      “Sorry, man,” Jared said, not bothering with any real explanation. “Just lost track of time.”

      Clay’s scowl only intensified, but he seemed to be willing to let it go for now, we had bigger problems on our plates. I peered around Clay’s hulking form to find Viv sitting two stools down from Charity at the bar, looking into the bottom of an empty shot glass like it might hold all the answers.

      “So, what’s this about exactly?” Seth called from the other side of the bar, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Who let him back there?” I demanded, though without any mirth.

      He shot me a look in reply that told me he knew he was the absolute last person who should be bartending. We’d all be on our asses within the hour if his heavy hands were mixing drinks.

      Seth poured another measure of whiskey, the top shelf shit, into Vivian’s shot glass. She nodded mutely before draining it dry.

      Better get to it before everyone’s too drunk to hear me.

      Even though I was already acutely aware that there wasn’t a single customer in the pub, I did my due diligence checking anyway. I stepped around Clay to peer into the five booths lining the right side of the pub and stood on my tiptoes to see into the kitchen.

      There was still another twenty minutes until we’d officially close for the night, but it seemed the rain had kept all the townsfolk away. Good.

      “I already sent the others home,” Clay told me, and I spun to find him crossing his arms over his chest. “It’s just us here.”

      “‘Kay,” I said, nodding to Jared who was still hovering in the doorway, shaking the rain from his hair and trying to wring the water from the hem of his gray t-shirt. Our clothes had been dry for all of five seconds after we put them on. I was grateful I’d had a dress in the clothing stash near town. Nothing more uncomfortable than heavy ass wet jeans.

      “Lock it,” I told him. “And flip the sign.”

      Jared did as I asked him, and I heard Seth whisper something behind me that sounded like, this should be interesting.

      I pushed my wet hair back from my face and made my way to the bar, lifting the section of counter to get behind it and kick Seth out.

      “Awe, come on,” he complained. “Let me get you a drink, boss.”

      “I’ll get it myself,” I muttered, shoving him out to the other side to take the seat between Charity and Vivian. Clay and Jared found seats at the bar, too, filling what remained of the vacant ones.

      “Beer?” I asked, and both of them shook their heads no.

      “Well, I’m having one.” I sighed and poured myself a pint of the good shit from the local brewery and took a long swig.

      “You found something out, didn’t you?” Charity asked, her turquoise eyes boring into me.

      Vivian perked up at her words, hazed eyes clearing with the promise of hope.

      “Yes and no,” I admitted, earning myself a glare from Clay and Jared. “We have intel about where and when the next attack will be.”

      Vivian’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened to speak, but I silenced her with a raised hand.

      “I can’t give much information right now. I’m sorry. But this is a chance to find out who is behind our missing brothers and sister. This is a chance for retribution, but I need to know that you’ll help us, and that everything we’re planning stays between us.”

      The three of them shared a look before each nodded in turn.

      Vivian was the first to speak. “Okay,” she said tensely, shoving away her shot glass. “I don’t care about the details anyway, I just want her back.” Her eyes went glassy with angry tears as her face hardened, upper lip curling back to reveal low-growing fangs. “I want fucking blood.”

      “And you’ll have it,” I promised her. “But our first priority is to find out who is orchestrating these attacks and where they are.”

      “You know I’m in,” Charity said, licking her lips as though she could already taste the blood of her enemies there.

      Seth nodded quietly to himself, all traces of his jokester persona sloughed off for a moment of brutal reality. “It’s my fault she was taken,” he said. “I’ll do whatever it takes to set that right.”

      “It’s not—”

      “Thank you,” he interrupted. “For letting me try to make it right.”

      I sealed my lips shut and nodded back instead of berating him. If it were me, I know I’d feel just as guilty, no matter if the reasoning behind that emotion was sound or not.

      “All right,” I decided, glancing at Clay and Jared for confirmation. They each gave the all clear to continue, and I settled myself with a breath before leaning over the bar. “It’ll happen tomorrow night, just before the sun sets.”

      

      “Not going to lie,” Seth whispered. “I feel like a total badass. This is some fall of Troy shit.”

      “Yeah and I feel like a damned pin-cushion,” I lobbied back, squirming to get his elbow out of my ribs.

      “Quiet back there,” Jared hissed from the front seat. “We’re almost to the location.”

      The Jeep veered off the main highway, and the tires slowed as we came onto the road that would eventually lead into Forest Grove. In about three minutes, we’d take a turn onto a side road. The side road Sam thought we were taking to drive a ‘meat order’ as close to pack camp as we could.

      If our assumption was correct, they’d want to attack us outside of our territory, which left only a small stretch of side road where that could be possible.

      My heartbeat pounded in my chest, sending the sound of blood rushing in my ears.

      Someone’s stomach growled noisily, and I heard Charity groan to herself. “Did we really have to cover ourselves in the smell of raw meat? I’m fucking starving. It’s making me want to gnaw off my own arm.”

      I suppressed a laugh and gave her a soft kick in the thigh. We’d all had prime rib for dinner from our hidden stash at Grove’s End, but much like my stomach, Charity’s was bottomless and never really got ‘full.’

      “Shut up, Char,” Clay growled, and I could feel his tension and frustration like a fucking spike in my chest. He had it the worst of any of us. Folded into the narrow space on the floor between the front seats and backseats. Meanwhile, Charity, Vivian, Seth and I shared the roomy trunk area.

      Well, it had seemed roomy anyway, until we had to fit four shifters into it.

      Our bodies were little more than a mass of tangled limbs. I was actually starting to worry we wouldn’t be able to spring out of this bitch as easily as I’d originally planned. At least Clay had managed to repair the latch at the back so we could actually open it after it was damaged in the last attack.

      Once they’d managed to flip it back upright, that seemed to be the only thing that was truly busted aside from the windshield. The white Jeep was almost good as new now, though she’d need a paint job to buff out all the scratches and scuff.

      “This is it,” Jared said in a low whisper. “Get ready.”

      A fire burned in my blood, the lit match striking the gasoline in my veins. Fuck.

      Viv let out a short whine as a popping sound filled the trunk area. She was working hard to keep herself from shifting, but her wolf was winning out.

      “Not yet,” I hissed, searching for her hand around Charity’s back. I found it and squeezed her clammy palm tight. “Wait for it.”

      She squeezed back, nearly breaking bone, but I didn’t care. We needed to keep hidden until they attacked. If we were found out, they could flee. I’d still fucking catch at least one of them, but call me greedy, I wanted them all.

      Please work, I sent a silent plea to the heavens. To the stars who might hear me as they became visible in the rapidly darkening pink and orange sky. Please. Don’t let anyone be hurt.

      I closed my eyes, listening carefully over the sound of the tires slowly chewing pavement, surprised when I heard a car approaching from the opposite direction and passing us by. It was rare to see another vehicle on this road, there being no housing in the area for miles. It was why I’d chosen it for a decoy. Less chance of human collateral in the fight.

      Once I couldn’t hear the other car anymore, my hackles rose and my wolf awakened with a growl that shook behind my ribcage. She could sense them.

      “They’re here,” I mouthed to Charity, and she nodded that she understood, setting her jaw.

      Seth went still where he was crouched next to me, and I knew that he sensed them too, now.

      Why weren’t they attacking?

      Vivian’s bruising grip on my hand turned crushing, and I bit down on my tongue to stifle a cry of pain, needing her to keep herself under control more than I needed her to let go.

      Come on you fuckers, I thought. Take the bait.

      Take it!

      Scraping paws over dirt. A growl.

      Yes.

      A force as strong as a fucking wrecking ball barreled into the side of the Jeep, denting in the metal. Drilling into Seth’s side as the Jeep spun out of control.

      I said nothing as I released the latch, stomach in my throat as we swerved off the road and came to a shattering stop against a tree. The windows rained broken glass over us a second before the latch clicked free and we sprang out.

      I smashed into Seth as I shifted, letting my inner wolf free in the cramped tree-clogged space at the rear of the Jeep. He skidded to the side, dazed as a startled foreign wolf bared his teeth, coming for him with bloodlust in his eyes.

      Shit. I moved to intervene, but Clay was faster, his massive dark wolf checking the attacker and sending him sailing into the white skin of a birch tree, staining it red.

      You good? I sent to Seth through the pack bond, not pausing to check for myself as I got into position in front of him, covering his flank from any other attack.

      Good, he replied, and I charged left of him, moving around the other side of the Jeep where the feral snarls and cries of shifters in battle bombarded my ears. The scent of fresh blood wetting my jowls.

      Jared streaked past only a second before Clay and Seth joined ranks with me, rounding the sacrificial Jeep to the bloodbath on the other side.

      Two shifters lay motionless around Vivian and Charity’s feet while five more attacked viciously. One got a hold on the back of Vivian’s neck and an ear splitting cry of pain assaulted my ears before my wolf all but blacked out with rage.

      I tore the beast from her back with a lock on its neck in retaliation. It was easy to overpower him, and I didn’t stop as blood gushed into my mouth or as his cries rang loud in my ears. I cut off the sound with a sharp jerk of my head, snapping his spine and leaving him to grow lifeless on the forest floor.

      Something slammed into my side, and I grunted in pain before rearing up on my hind legs to attack.

      The wolf’s ears lowered in submission only a moment before my strike fell, but I couldn’t stop myself. There would be no mercy. Not from me and definitely not from my wolf.

      My jaws clamped around his shoulder, taking him down with ease until I had him pinned beneath me. Still, he didn’t move to fight. He lay there prone beneath my paws and teeth, snout pressed to the dirt, a sickly whine humming between his lips.

      I growled at him, putting my face in his, my need for blood temporarily nullified by the sight of the pathetic creature beneath me.

      They’re getting away! Jared called, and I snapped my head up, seeing what they saw. Three more corpses lay on the ground now, making a total of five. The remaining two were fleeing and Vivian was hot on their heels, her sandy fur matted with the blood of her enemies. An all-consuming rage gleaming in her eyes.

      Stop! I demanded. We stick together, Viv. I’ve already got one here. Let them go.

      I can’t.

      Vivian!

      Clay bolted after her, I’ll bring her back, he promised, and I had to believe they’d be fine. That Clay would catch the fleeing wolves and help Vivian end them before they got too far away.

      My other mate approached, a slight limp in his right leg. I’ll take him, he offered, and I grudgingly relented my hold on the shifter still blowing dirt with his incessant whining.

      Everyone whole? Charity asked, and I lifted my head to her, checking her over. She seemed all right save for a gash in her collar that was already quickly healing.

      I tested my legs, afraid that the hit to my flank might’ve broken some shit, but it seemed I was only badly bruised.

      Yeah. All good.

      I allowed a momentary flash of pride at what we’d managed to accomplish here today. We’d been outnumbered and had come out whole anyway. I credited the element of surprise, but not above the skill of my packmates.

      For what I’d asked them to sacrifice here today, there were no words. In the battles we’ve had to face in the years past, there had been death, but never before now had I asked them to fight for me, for our pack. To shed blood in the name of our family.

      And not one of them looked as though they regretted it, though I sensed it may haunt them for a time, regardless.

      We waited for Clay and Vivian to return before doing anything. The rest of us waiting in patient silence as we collected ourselves. Let our bodies settle and heal.

      It didn’t take long. Within a few minutes, they returned. Both of them looking a little worse for wear, but mostly unharmed. Vivian loped over to me with her ears pressed down against her head while Clay followed only a few steps behind. A darkness rolling off him in waves.

      Sorry, Viv sent through the pack bond. I couldn’t...I couldn’t seem to stop myself.

      I shook my canine head. It’s all right.

      It wasn’t, really, but what was done was done and they were both all right. Next time, and I fucking prayed there wouldn’t be a next time, I’d need to command her to stay with the group.

      Have you questioned him yet? Clay asked, leaning down over the still-keening wolf pressed to the dirt beneath Jared’s white paws.

      I was waiting until you got back.

      Let him up, I instructed Jared, and everyone formed a ring around the shifter as Jared lifted his paw.

      The shifter didn’t even try to get up. He kept his head pressed flushed to the earth, sides heaving with even more alarm now that he was released.

      I shifted back, grunting as the transformation made something in my hip pop where a bone must have been slightly knocked out of the joint.

      “Fuck,” I groaned, earning myself a worried look from Clay which I waved off. “I’m good,” I assured him before turning my attention back to the shifter on the ground.

      “Shift,” I ordered him. “We need to have a little chat.”

      The wolf let out one last sniveling whine before shifting, turning into a tan boy with short black hair who couldn’t have been older than fifteen or sixteen. His dark brown eyes peered up at me from where he lay, slightly covering his face as though anticipating an attack.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I decided, pity spurring the words from my lips. “Not if you tell me what I want to know.”

      He nodded, lowering his hands from his face with twitching slowness.

      “I-I can’t,” he stammered. “He’ll kill me.”

      Clay growled, and I bared my teeth at the boy. Pitiful fucker or not, I would have the answers I needed to protect my pack. No matter the cost. A hollowness formed in my gut, and I winced at the thought of hurting the boy, but steeled myself against the feeling.

      This is what it means to be alpha.

      “If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’ll kill you,” I promised him, shocked at the sincerity in my voice.

      His red-rimmed eyes welled up and honestly I had to wonder who the hell sent this child on an attack errand. There was no fucking way I’d have sent someone like him. He clearly wasn’t ready.

      “P-Please, I just—”

      “Start talking. I want to know who sent you. I want to know where they are. What they’re planning. How large their pack is. And where the hell he’s keeping the shifters he captured.”

      His brown eyes widened.

      “Now.”

      Vivian punctuated my demand with a fierce snarl that sent the boy to shaking again.

      “Okay!” he shrieked. “Okay, I’ll tell you.”

      I crouched down closer to his level, putting the full weight of my stare on him.

      “H-his name is Devin.”

      It took me a moment to register what the kid said, my mind refusing to translate the syllables of his name into anything meaningful.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Clay charged the kid, knocking him from his side to his back and pressing his paws down into his shoulders. His claws drawing blood as he snarled in the boy’s face, hot saliva dripping from his jowls. His bright blue eyes crazed with fury.

      “Clay!” I barked, drawing his attention just long enough for him to get ahold of himself and step off the sobbing teenager and stalk away into the trees. Not far enough that he couldn’t hear, but far enough that he could hopefully stop himself from killing the kid. He began to pace between the trees.

      “I want to make sure I’m understanding you,” I said, swallowing down my knee-jerk reaction to scream. “Your pack alpha is Devin Wright?”

      He lowered his gaze from mine, wiping at the snot beneath his nose. “Yes.”

      Yes.

      Fucking yes.

      Devin Wright.

      My high school boyfriend. The one who slapped me around and called me a whore. The very same sadistic psychopath who kidnapped me and shackled me in a fucking cave because he was convinced I was his one true mate. The same Devin Wright that sunk his canines into my shoulder and sealed my fate.

      Absently, my finger trailed over the scars on my shoulder. The jagged edges of them from where his fangs tore open my flesh beneath the full moon.

      I swallowed back bile, my stomach simultaneously filling with dread and burning with a rage so hot I feared it would consume me. My wolf battered at my defenses, feral with rage of her own. Her focus narrowing until inside, all we could see was his face...and how we would absolutely mutilate it.

      “Keep talking,” I said, my voice a distant monotone.

      “O-our pack is the largest in the whole state. He took over five other packs in the last year alone by challenging their alphas.”

      How had we not fucking heard of this? And how had he even managed that? He must’ve had something up his sleeve. Some secret weapon. Otherwise succeeding in the takeover of five different packs in one year would be downright impossible.

      I shared a look with Jared in his wolf form, whose amber eyes looked more like fire in this moment than they ever had.

      “How many?” I demanded.

      “I...I don’t know exactly. Maybe seventy.”

      I couldn’t conceal my gasp of alarm at the insanity of that number. I’d never even heard of a pack so large. We had close to fifty and were considered the largest pack in the western United States.

      “What does he want?”

      Vivian snarled impatiently, and I knew she was getting antsy not knowing where Destiny was. I shot her a look that I hoped conveyed that was what I was going to ask next and she needed to chill for a sec.

      “How should I know?” the boy asked in a shrill voice. “I just j-joined when he took over my p-pack a few weeks ago.”

      I glared at him.

      “I don’t know,” he insisted, and the scent of his fear wrinkled my nose even in my human form. All sour and sweet. “But I know that y-you...that your pack is his endgame. He’s been g-getting us all ready for this s-since my pack joined.”

      I nodded, surmising that he was telling the truth. If he knew more, I had no doubt he’d say it. “Okay,” I gritted out, my teeth near cracking at the tension in my jaw. “Fine. Where is he keeping the shifters he captured?”

      He curled in on himself, lowering his head as though waiting for the blade to drop.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “You tell me where they are or I’ll—”

      “I don’t know!” he cried, panting, his entire body trembling. “I s-s-swear I don’t. Th-This was my first run with the attack crew. We were supposed to t-take that one,” he glanced briefly at Jared, his Adam’s apple bobbing, “straight to the alpha. He said he wanted to handle him himself.”

      My wolf almost leapt out from my throat and swallowed the kid whole, but I managed to rein her in at the last second, my own body trembling with the effort of keeping her caged.

      Just wait, I urged myself. Urged my wolf. We’ll have our revenge. We just need to wait.

      “The others he c-captured aren’t at pack camp. He keeps them s-somewhere else. Nobody knows where except his inner circle.”

      Sam. Would Sam know?

      Vivian shifted in a lupine cry of anguish that morphed into a very human shriek in the span of one shared breath.

      “He’s lying!” she hissed, stepping forward with her hands extended, her fingers tipped with deadly sharp claws that didn’t look at all like they were receding.

      “Viv!” I warned, and she hesitated, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Guilt lashed through me like the biting edge of a whip at the sight of her ribcage, clearly visible through her pale skin.

      I turned my attention back to the boy. “If you’re lying—”

      “I’m not,” he choked out through sobs. “I p-promise. I would tell you if I knew. I would.”

      Vivian’s glowing eyes met mine, frantically searching my gaze as though I might have a better answer for her than this boy did.

      “Where is his camp?”

      “We move every c-couple of days. We’re on the eastern s-side of Mt. Hood right now.”

      Far, but not that far. Jared told me that Mt. Hood was home to more than three small packs a long time ago, but after a battle between them leaving only one the victor, none wanted to remain there anymore. They abandoned their camp and moved south. Mt. Hood was no-man’s-land now.

      “Devin wants something,” I muttered, trying to think through the red haze of my rage tainting my every thought. Think, Allie.

      “And he’s not going to stop until he gets whatever it is.”

      I bit my lower lip so hard I tasted blood, and the tang of it combined with the sharp bite of pain brought me the clarity I needed to make the call.

      “Tell your alpha I want to meet.”

      “Allie, what the fuck are you doing?” Clay’s growl came from the trees as he charged back to where the rest of us stood, his face a shade of red that might’ve scared me once upon a time.

      I clenched my fists and stood my ground. “I’ll meet him at the eastern border of my territory. There’s a lacrosse field there at the college in Beaverton. Saturday at noon. I’ll be waiting at the northern entrance under the bleachers. He knows the spot.”

      Bile rose in my throat at the memory of his hands on my body. How I’d craved his touch. How I’d let him in. How I let him drag me beneath the bleachers when I should have been watching my best friend’s lacrosse championship game.

      The boy looked like he was either going to shit himself or pass out in relief. “Y-you’re letting me go?”

      “Run. Before I change my mind.”

      He pressed himself up from the ground on shaky legs, cautiously glancing at the giant wolves and furious humans who all looked like they’d rather take a bite out of him than let him leave.

      “This is a mistake,” Clay hissed under his breath as Jared shifted back to his human form, a vacant look in his eyes.

      “Go!” I all but screamed at the boy and he tripped in his haste to flee, scrambling to get back to his feet and shift back into his wolf form.

      “We should have killed him,” Jared said plainly. His face pale. “Clay wanted to and I stopped him. If we’d killed him—”

      Clay hauled off and slammed his fist into the nearest tree, sending wood splinters scattering into the air with the force of the blow. A bloody smear was left in the mangled trunk, but he didn’t even seem to feel the injury as he tore the lowest branches clean off the thing and threw them to shatter against other trees.

      His emotions wreaked havoc on my already chaotic thoughts and my tenuous hold on my control. I clenched my body tighter, willing my wolf to give me the inner peace I needed right now. The level headedness of an alpha. A leader.

      “Clay,” I called in a low voice, waiting as he unleashed his rage on the forest around us while Charity and Seth dutifully remained in their wolf forms, keeping their ears pricked to any sign of approach and Viv and Jared stood mutely by. Angry and numb.

      “Clay,” I tried again, and he whirled on me, face a mask of pain.

      “What?” he demanded in a voice not quite fully human.

      “You were ordered to let him leave pack territory by Ryland. That was his punishment. If you had disobeyed—”

      “And what about after?” he demanded, stepping up to me until he was so close I could smell his sweat. Hear the hammering pulse of his heartbeat. He put his face in mine. “After you became our alpha and I stopped keeping tabs on him, hmmm? I should have gone after him. I should have ended him.”

      “I wouldn’t have let you.”

      His upper lip twitched as he rolled his shoulders back, challenging me. Clay would never hurt me, I knew that, and yet for a fleeting second I wondered if he might really lose his control this time.

      Guilt crushed me as his hands gripped my arms and yanked me to his chest, pressing me against the dirt and sweat, tucking my head beneath his chin. “This is my fault,” he said in an exhale, his body twitching as the muscles attempted to relax with the adrenaline still flowing through them.

      I pushed him away. “No, it’s not.”

      I sent a pointed look at Jared, urging him to meet my gaze. “It isn’t either of your faults. It’s mine.”

      Jared opened his mouth like he might disagree, but I shook my head. “It doesn’t fucking matter now, does it? I’m assuming he wants some kind of revenge against us for forcing him out of Forest Grove. For me denying him.”

      “Then you can’t go there,” Vivian said. “You can’t meet him. It might be exactly what he wants.”

      I knew it must have pained her greatly to admit that, especially since meeting with him might’ve been the only way for us to find Destiny and the others. But there was one other possibility…

      “I’m not,” I told her, making all the others turn spurious looks my way. “Haven’t you ever seen a movie? Read a book?”

      “What are you saying?” Jared asked, his brows lowering.

      “We’re going to plant a phone there. And at noon on Saturday, we’re going to call it.”

      Surprise flashed across Clay’s eyes, and he cocked his head at me like he never knew I could be so crafty. Dick.

      “Guess there is a use for all those books you read besides getting you all hot and—”

      “Ew,” Vivian interrupted, looking like she might vomit.

      “Everyone cool with this plan?”

      They all nodded, Seth and Charity included with slight inclines of their lupine heads.

      “Good. There’s just one more thing.”

      I sent an apologetic look Clay’s way, but this was it. It couldn’t be avoided any longer. They needed to know. And as soon as we got back, we needed to find out what Sam knew.

      If she knew where Destiny and the others were being kept this whole fucking time, I would feed her to Vivian.

      “What?” Vivian asked, and I could tell she was internally bracing for what I’d say next.

      “It’s Sam. She’s been lying to all of us.”
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      I sensed something was wrong before we could even cross back over into our territory, and by the time we got to second ring patrol, I was certain of it.

      The patrol wasn’t out. The scents of Archer, Jacob, and Danny were there, but they were faint. They hadn’t run this section of the ring in a while. Maybe an hour. Could be more.

      Something’s wrong, Clay said through the pack bond, causing the others to slow, catching on to what my and Clay’s noses already had.

      Where’s the patrol? Jared asked, as though one of us might have an answer. We didn’t.

      Hurry, I growled through the bond. We have to get back now.

      Clay and I led our small group back to camp. Me just ahead of Clay, and Clay just ahead of Vivian and Jared with the others behind them. It was a study in fucking patience to keep myself from taking off ahead of them all. I could. My legs were ready, willing to push me faster, and I had to tamper them down. Unable to leave anyone behind or without sufficient backup.

      I hear them, Clay spoke in my mind and I realized I could hear them, too. As we blew past the first ring and onto the edges of camp, I could hear the sounds of people talking. There was no screaming. No growls or burning buildings. But in my gut, I could feel that something wasn’t right. There was a heaviness in the atmosphere, and it pressed down on me, filling me with dread and making my pulse flutter and spurt.

      As we cleared the trees and burst back into camp, my hackles high and body on full alert, we found Layla standing amid a half-naked group of shifters near a slow burning fire in the pit.

      As soon as her eyes locked on to me, she shoved through the others in her path to get to us. I shifted back, shivering despite the warmth in the early evening air at the loss of my fur.

      Her eyes roved over my dirt and blood streaked skin for an instant before lifting back to my face as the others entered camp and shifted back, too, all of them coming to flank me.

      “I’m so sorry,” Layla said, her chin quivering in a way that made my heart leap into my throat.

      “What happened?” Jared demanded while Clay’s piercing gaze roamed over the rest of camp, searching for attackers. For something, anything amiss.

      “They just didn’t come back,” she said in a watery voice, holding back tears with a faraway look in her eyes.

      Vivian shouldered past me and grabbed onto Layla’s shoulders, giving her a little shake to get her to snap out of it. “Who?” she demanded. “Who didn’t come back?”

      “The search party,” she said, finding her strength and shucking off Vivian’s hands as she lifted her chin and pushed her long dark hair back from her face. “They were supposed to be back an hour ago, but they haven’t returned. I sent a small scout party as far as the third ring, but they just got back.”

      One of what I presumed was the small scout party of four stepped up behind Allie. A guy named Dillon. “There was no sign of them,” he confirmed. But near the outer edge of the third ring near Glenwood we, uh, we think we picked up the scent of some foreign shifters.”

      “Fuck,” Clay groaned, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Who was it?”

      Dillon filled us in on the names. There had been six of them.

      We were down another six shifters.

      My stomach turned sour, and I hunched as it twisted, seeing stars.

      “Someone bring me Sam,” I hissed before spinning on my heel and taking off toward our cabin.

      Distantly, I registered them calling after me, but I needed to get away. I needed…

      Oh shit.

      I forced myself not to hunch any more as I took the stairs two at a time and blew through the front door, making for the main floor bathroom at a near-sprint. The instant I crossed the threshold, I kicked the door closed and fell to my knees, spewing bile into the toilet until there was nothing left.

      Until the hot tears staining my eyes from retching turned to fat droplets of pure fury, fear, and frustration.

      Devin motherfucking Wright.

      This was my fault after all.

      All of it was.

      I should’ve known. I’d had too many years of peace. Too many years of good things. Now it wouldn’t be only me who paid for my happiness, it would be my pack, too. Just like Mom. Just like Dad. Just like Vivian and Layla. Clay and Jared. No one close to me was safe from the havoc my life wreaked on others.

      The door creaked as it opened, and I glanced up from the porcelain goddess to see Jared quietly pushing himself inside.

      “You don’t want to see this,” I groaned, heat crawling up my neck as I closed the toilet lid and flushed, sagging against the vanity. “I just need a minute.”

      He sat next to me, closing the door behind him and pulling me into his arms. My chest tightened at the immediate sense of comfort and fresh tears spilled onto my cheeks. “I’ve got you,” he said in a low whisper, tugging a towel down from the rod to wrap around my naked, shuddering body.

      I clutched on to him, allowing myself just a moment to feel all the pent up emotions roiling within. I’d hardly slept in weeks. And even though I was forcing down food on the regular and I knew my wolf was strong and swift, I felt empty inside. Hollow and frail. Like a strong breeze might blow me away.

      “What do we do?” I croaked, trying unsuccessfully to stop the deluge of tears as I allowed the warmth of his body to seep into my icy bones.

      “We do what we always do,” Jared said in a soft, reassuring voice, squeezing me tighter. “We figure it out. One step at a time. Clay’s already gone to town—”

      I stiffened.

      “With a large amount of backup,” he added and some of the new tension eased. “To pick up a burner phone. It’s supposed to rain overnight tonight and that’ll make it hard for anyone to find or track them in case Devin gets cocky enough to attack us on our own turf. He’ll go with a crew to plant the phone beneath the bleachers like you said and come straight back.”

      There were still two days until Saturday. Forty-eight hours. Why did it feel more like a decade to have to wait.

      As the fluttering behind my ribcage quieted, I was finally able to take a full breath and rid the dark edges from my vision and the dizziness from my head.

      “You’re doing so amazing, you know that?” Jared said, surprising me.

      No I fucking wasn’t.

      I’d gotten, what? Ten wolf shifters captured. I’d killed an innocent witch. I’d gotten Sal’s butcher shop burned to the ground and Jared’s Jeep smashed almost beyond repair now.

      Which reminded me, we still needed to get that towed back to the garage. Ugh.

      “I don’t mean what you’re doing or what’s happened,” he said, pressing a soft kiss to the knot between my brows. “I mean in here.”

      He tapped my forehead.

      “You haven’t had any real panic attacks. I can feel your anxiety every day, but you keep pushing through. You keep putting on a brave face. You’ve come so far. I’m proud of you.”

      Well, that’s just fucking rude. Now I want to cry again.

      “Why’d you have to go and say that?” I croaked.

      “Love you, too.”

      I nuzzled back into him for a moment before remembering my last order to them before I gave in to my anxiety. Shit. We really didn’t have time for this. I straightened, coming out of Jared’s arms and letting the towel fall to pool around my waist.

      “Where’s Sam? We need to find out what she knows. She might be able to tell us where Devin is keeping the others. We could get them back. We could—”

      Jared’s amber eyes darkened, and he bowed his head, his hair shadowing his expression from view.

      “Jare?”

      “She’s gone, Allie. She must’ve figured it out. I don’t know how, but…”

      “No.” I stood up, my knees weak but waking with a new flood of adrenaline. “No, she can’t be gone. She was our best chance of finding them. Where did she go? When? What direction?”

      I wrenched open the door and stalked down the hall. “We can still catch her. We have to catch her.”

      “She’s gone,” Jared called behind me, rushing to catch up, his footfalls echoing in the empty cabin. “Allie, wait.”

      His hand closed around my elbow, jerking me to a stop. “Layla was keeping an eye on her shared cabin all day, but she managed to slip out the window during the commotion when they realized the search party hadn’t come back.”

      A chill rattled down my spine. If that was true, then she’d been gone for hours already. We’d never catch up to her.

      “She’s gone back to him, isn’t she?” I asked, though it was obvious that was exactly what she’d done.

      And I was the idiot who let it happen.

      I tipped my head back in a quiet roar of frustration, kicking the nearest object to me to get out the pent up rage that felt near bursting inside of me. “Dammit!” I shouted as the hall table smashed against the opposite wall, sending wooden legs and a glass bowl shattering in every direction.

      “I should have listened to you. We should have chained her up and questioned her as soon as we found out what she was doing.”

      Jared’s lips pressed into a thin line. He wasn’t disagreeing with me. Why should he? It was the truth. I let this happen.

      “I’m going to kill her,” I growled. “I’m going to find her, and I’m going to fucking destroy her. Right after I tear Devin’s goddamned head off.”

      “I know,” Jared said calmly. “I know you will. And we’ll help you do it.”

      

      Less than fifteen minutes stood between now and noon. The last two days had been the hardest so far. Vivian was beside herself with worry and stress. The other pack members were on high alert. We only patrolled the first ring now, keeping the remaining wolves we had as close as we could.

      We moved the meat from the pub and closed it temporarily.

      The quarry had also been shut down and a human security service that cost us so much money I didn’t even want to look at our account balance was watching over both venues.

      Not even Devin was stupid enough to risk exposure to mortals and bring the wrath of the Arcane Council down on him.

      It was the only option that kept everyone as safe as possible, even if it would take months for us to recover financially. That was a worry for another time, though.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Layla said, lifting her head with a furrowed brow. “He had to have been planning this for a long time, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Attacking our food supply, our income, and reducing our numbers…” Even I had to admit it. “It was well thought out.”

      “Don’t forget using my kid sister as a fucking spy to get all the info he needed to do it,” Clay grunted, crossing his bulging arms over his bare chest where he leaned against the fridge.

      “That too.”

      “What are you getting at?” Vivian asked, her jaw working as she ground her teeth in a way that made my skin crawl.

      Layla pursed her lips. “I don’t know. This can’t just be about payback, right? It has to be something more.”

      I nodded to the slim black flip phone at the heart of the kitchen island. “That’s what we’re going to find out. He has to want something otherwise he would be killing the shifters he took, and Viv would know if Destiny was…”

      I couldn’t bring myself to say it, but Viv nodded anyway. “She’s not dead,” she confirmed. “I would know. I would feel it.”

      That didn’t mean she was all right. Not in the least, but I wasn’t about to say that.

      “I think I might have an idea what he’s after,” Jared said, staring at the phone like he might rather smash the thing to dust than let me make the call.

      “What?” Layla asked and Jared’s eyes darted first to her and then to Clay, whose upper lip twitched into a snarl. Eventually, his glowing amber eyes slid to me, and I saw and felt so much hatred within him that my pulse quickened.

      “You,” he said simply, as though it were the obvious answer, but also the most disgusting one he could imagine. “Do you remember what he said to me at Jacqueline’s bookshop the day I asked you to come home with me?”

      I thought back to that day. When Devin had come to confront me at work and Jared had made him leave and convinced me to stay with him.

      “You’re mine,” I repeated the words Devin said to me that day, shivering and sick at the memory.

      “And he believed that,” Jared continued. “It’s why he kidnapped you. Why he turned you. He thought that when you shifted, you would mate with him and be bound to him forever.”

      “But I didn’t. I mated with you, and with Clay.”

      And the rage and utter betrayal I’d seen in Devin’s eyes that night told me that nothing had ever hurt him more than bearing witness to that.

      “So you think this is all some ploy to get to Allie?” Vivian asked, her face turning a sickly shade of green.

      Jared shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the only thing that makes sense. At least, a fucked up kind of sense. The guy’s a psychopath.”

      “And not the fun kind,” Layla muttered, drawing curious looks from the others. She and I shared a look and I remembered that she had been borrowing books from my library.

      “No,” I agreed with her. “Definitely not the fun kind.”

      Devin was no Viper or Saint. He was an actual monster. The kind that didn’t deserve to be understood or forgiven. The kind that needed to be killed. End of story.

      Clay snorted his agreement and tapped the clock on the stove. “It’s time. Let’s see what this fucker has to say.”

      I snatched up the phone and went to the only contact in the list—the other burner cell—and hit call, afraid I’d lose my nerve if I hesitated even for a second. Devin needed to know that I meant fucking business, and I wouldn’t bend to whatever it was he wanted. If it was a war he wanted, then I might just give it to him.

      I put it on speakerphone as it began to ring and let it clatter back onto the counter, leaning over and winding my hands together to keep from shattering the marble countertop with my grip.

      The call connected and there was a brief pause when I thought he might’ve hung up, but then a familiar voice filtered through the speaker, lifting the hairs on my arms and filling my stomach with acid.

      “Smart girl,” Devin said. “Though I expected no less.”

      He sounded almost the same as I remembered. That same smooth voice that haunted my nightmares for almost a year after what he put me through, now colored by age. It had a deepness to it that hadn’t been there before. A gruffness that suited him far better than his smooth tongue ever had.

      “You’re a dead man,” I spat, unable to form anything more articulate just yet. I needed him to know what I intended to do to him.

      “Now that just hurts my feelings, and we both know you wouldn’t dare launch an attack against me. Not while I have so many of your pack under my thumb.”

      “Get to the point, asshole. What the fuck do you want?” Vivian shouted, and I sent her a look. They all promised to be quiet.

      “Vivian, is that you? Destiny’s been asking for you, you know—”

      Vivian’s eyes went saucer wide, and she launched for the phone, her wolf bursting out from within. “You fucking bastard!”

      I managed to snatch it before she could, and she sailed over the smooth counter and landed in a heap on the floor, scrambling to her feet with claws instead of fingernails.

      “Get her outside,” I ordered, and Layla dutifully herded Viv out, muscling her in a way I didn’t know Layla was even capable of.

      Laughter echoed from the line and the amount of venom in my blood was making my vision darken. He was laughing at her. At us.

      The only thing that allowed me to remain even remotely calm was thinking in detail about everything I was going to do to him once I got my hands on him.

      After a moment, his laughter quieted. “No? Not funny? Well shit, hope I didn’t offend…”

      “Where are they?” I asked. “What have you done with them?”

      “They’re alive,” he replied. “For now. So long as you do as I ask, they will remain that way.”

      Clay bristled, his body tensing in a way that told me his wolf was also on the verge of breaking free.

      “And what is it that you want?”

      A pause.

      “You.”

      “Motherfucker,” Jared cursed under his breath, shoving away from the countertop to walk into the living room, arms braced behind his head. Every muscle taut as a bowstring.

      “You belong to me, Allie. You always have. You always will. One day, you’ll see it, too. I promise you that.”

      My own stomach turned at his admission, but I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised. And honestly? This might work to our advantage. He wanted me? The twin soul wolf.

      As far as any of us knew, I was the strongest shifter to have ever lived thanks to having ingested my would-be twin sister in my mother’s womb.

      If he wanted me, he would get me.

      I’d end him.

      “When and where?” I asked, drawing furious and shocked looks from my mates.

      “Now, now, my pet. Don’t be hasty. I know you miss me but there’s no rush.”

      “I want this over with,” I told him, trying to ignore the way Clay and Jared were staring daggers at me. But beneath their trepidation I felt their curiosity. They were wondering what my ulterior motives were with this.

      I loved them for realizing I wasn’t stupid enough to just walk into a trap.

      “Me for the shifters you took and full immunity from future attacks against my pack. Do we have a deal?”

      The crackle of a fire somewhere near him on the other end of the line popped and hissed before he replied, his voice taking on the dangerous tone I remembered from the times he hurt me.

      “You think I’d play right into your hand?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Allie. I know you too well.”

      My tongue slid across my teeth, passing over where my canines were slipping out from my gums, elongating.

      “If you challenge me openly, I will kill them all,” he promised me, and I dropped my head, clenching my teeth together in frustration. That had been exactly what I planned to do.

      It was an easy fix. I knew I was stronger than him. I would win, and he would die. And this fucking madness would end.

      “How do you propose this works then?” I ground out, imagining plucking his stupid green eyes out of his skull with nothing but my bare hands.

      “You’ll see, my love. I have plans. Big plans. You’ll have to be...neutralized. Can’t have my wife trying to kill me at every turn, now can I? First, though, there’s something I need you to do for me. A gesture of good faith so that I know you’re serious about your offer to leave your pack and take your place with me, where you belong.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, fully unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice any longer. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a small thing, really. You see, I can’t very well have you while you’re still… mated to those mutts. Reject them.”

      My heart gave a panicked start at the very idea of that without meaning to, I let out a hiss that turned into a very growly “Fuck you.”

      That wasn’t even a consideration. If I rejected the bond, it would destroy me. And it would relegate them to spending their entire lives alone. A wolf only mated once. The only thing that could permanently and fully sever a mate bond was death. Only then could a shifter find another mate.

      As long as I lived, if I rejected Clay and Jared, they would never find other mates. And nor would I.

      “Tsk tsk,” Devin said with a gleeful ring to his voice. “I thought you were serious about saving the lives of the shifters I’ve borrowed from your pack, Allie? Shall I send you a token of the seriousness of my intentions? A hand perhaps? Or a head? Perhaps Destiny’s?”

      “You monster.”

      “You have one week. In the meantime, I give you my word that they will not be harmed. But if you haven’t done what I’ve asked you to by then…”

      “I’ll call you at this number with further instructions in a few days.”

      Dark clouds swirled through my thoughts, ridding myself of the ability to respond. My wolf growled within, backed into a corner from which she couldn’t see a way out.

      One week, I whispered within. A lot can happen in one week. We can find him. We can kill him. It won’t come to that.

      “Oh, and Allie? I’ll expect you to answer the phone when I call. If you don’t, I’ll have to punish one of your pack, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want that.”

      “Is that all?” I gritted out.

      “For now.”

      I clicked the phone shut and pulled back my shaking hands before I could knock it from the counter and risk breaking it.

      “He’s a dead man walking,” Clay swore, his face red. A vein in his temple jumping with his quick pulse.

      Jared’s eyes locked on mine. “We have to find them,” he said. “We have to find them and bring them home before he…” He didn’t finish, his throat bobbing while his brows lowered, shadowing his eyes from view.

      I shook my head. “I would never do what he just asked me to do,” I told them both, a pit yawning open in my stomach. But even as I said it, I realized it might not be the truth.

      If it was a choice between rejecting my mates and saving people from being killed? From saving my entire pack from Devin’s wrath? It would be the most selfish thing I’d ever done to refuse the request.

      Jared came to wrap his arms around my shoulders and press a hard kiss to my temple. “We know.”

      Over his shoulder, I could see Clay watching me. In his icy eyes I could see that he wasn’t fooled. More than that, I felt the challenge in his stare. Just fucking try it, he seemed to be saying. I’ll never let you go.
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      Finding our missing kin proved to be easier said than done. Not that I expected any less. We couldn’t spread ourselves too thin in case Devin launched another assault or tried to capture any more of our pack. Which meant that we only patrolled the first ring now. The quarry and pub remained shuttered and guarded by hired mortal help. And when we did send out scouting parties, it was in varying directions, at varying times, and only in large numbers.

      Not so large that we would be leaving pack camp inadequately protected. But not so small that they would be easily overcome if set upon by Devin’s pack.

      In the two days since Devin had declared his terms to me, we’d scouted as far as we dared to go and had turned up empty handed every time.

      We’d even approached Dante’s pack requesting aid. As I expected there too, we were denied. Dante and his pack bordered our lands to the west and preferred to remain comfortable and safe behind the thick walls surrounding their camp. It was a lost cause, but it was worth trying. Anything was worth trying at this point.

      We had five more days until Devin would expect me to do something so horrible I couldn’t even imagine it. Though my mind came up with all sorts of painful scenarios on its own, while sleeping and awake. Even though I did very little of the former.

      “We need to tell them,” Jared said, rubbing long circles in my back. “If you don’t want to, then Clay and I can do it for you.”

      I shook my head, causing my hair to fall from where it was tucked behind my ear and form a curtain between us. “No. I have to be the one to do it. I should’ve been honest with them about everything from the start. Maybe if we had been, this wouldn’t be—”

      “Don’t think like that. This is where we’re at now. We have to deal with it. It doesn’t matter what might’ve happened if things were different.”

      But it did matter to me. And I got the gut twisting feeling that it might matter to the pack, too.

      They’d all followed orders just fine this whole time. They’d joined the scouting parties led by Charity, Jared, Clay, or myself. They’d asked little questions. But they deserved answers.

      Jared pushed my hair back, draping over my shoulder so he could see my face again. I did my best to school it into something less worried. Failed.

      “Are they all gathered?”

      “They are,” Jared confirmed. “But we don’t have to go out yet.”

      Glasses clinked behind me and I jumped out of my skin, whirling on the couch to find Clay in the kitchen setting three glasses down on the counter. How in the hell he managed to not only get inside, but get into the kitchen and open a cupboard right behind us was beyond me. But I’d long since stopped questioning how he was so unnaturally light on his size thirteen feet.

      “How about a whiskey first?” he offered.

      I blew out a breath, and he smirked at me, knowing he got my heart hammering double time and had spooked me out of my dark thoughts.

      “A double I think,” I agreed. “Please.”

      He poured three and carried the small glasses in his mammoth hands to the living room, passing them out one to each of us.

      “To…” he trailed off, lifting his glass.

      Knowing there was absofuckinglutely nothing to be celebrating right now, I muttered a quick “To surviving through the night,” and tossed my whiskey back, grimacing as it carved a searing path down my esophagus and pooled warmly in my belly.

      Jared and Clay shared a look before following suit, all of us discarding our glasses on the low coffee table behind Clay.

      “No one is going to blame you,” Jared assured me as I stood up, giving me one last pat on the back.

      “And if they do, I’ll set ’em straight,” Clay added, tipping his head to one side to crack his neck.

      I rolled my eyes at him and stepped past the pair of them to the firing squad waiting outside.

      Viv and Layla hushed the congregation of shifters surrounding the fire ring as I stepped out into the brisk night air. All I could see as I approached them was the ones not here.

      Vivian, without Destiny.

      Seth, without his usual partners in crime—Trey and Todd.

      Sara without Luke.

      And so many others looking bereft and forlorn at the party of shifters that was lost only two days ago. Some of which I didn’t even recall their full names. If—no, when—I got them all back, I was going to make an effort to get to know each and every one of them.

      “Um,” I started, the fire and crickets the only sounds besides the bleating of my heart pounding in my head.

      Viv gave me an encouraging look and she and Layla along with my mates came to stand at my sides, lending me their strength.

      “You all know how absolutely terrible I am at this sort of shit, but you deserve to know everything that we do, and I’m...I’m sorry I didn’t explain it all sooner.”

      My instinct to find a spot on the ground and stare at it was overruled by my need to make them understand. I needed to look them in the eyes when I told them everything. They deserved that much.

      My gaze roamed over the crowd, finding mated pairs and other couples. Brothers and sisters. Parents. Grandparents. And for a second, I was so utterly grateful that our pack hadn’t seen any young in more than fifteen years. I’d hate to put a child through what I feared we as a pack were about to endure.

      “Our missing brothers and sisters have been taken from us by someone some of you may remember. He was once a member of this pack, but he was cast out and banished for breaking one of our most sacred laws.”

      A few whispers broke out, and I wondered if they already knew. Many likely did. Vivian mostly kept to herself and Layla was good at keeping secrets, but a few others in the know weren’t the best at keeping things to themselves.

      Looking at you, Seth.

      He pursed his lips as my gaze swept over him.

      “His name is Devin Wright. He is the one who triggered my transformation. Ryland ordered that he be banished from Forest Grove for that crime.”

      “He’s come back?” a male voice called, and I nodded.

      “Yes. And he is the alpha of his own pack now. If what we’ve been told is true, it’s...it’s the largest pack in the country.”

      “Bigger than ours?” a girl maybe about seventeen asked, her nose wrinkling and face screwing up as though I might have bad intel.

      “Yes.”

      Especially now that we’ve lost ten shifters, I thought but didn’t say aloud.

      “By about thirty shifters,” I added, wanting to be as transparent as I could. They needed to know what we were up against here.

      A few gasps sounded from the group and whatever I’d been about to say next vanished with the need to reassure them that I would do whatever I needed to protect them.

      “We can’t go up against that,” someone cried.

      “I heard two packs to the south got taken over. I wonder if it was him.” Another mused to his friend.

      “So then he wants revenge because Ryland banished him?”

      “We could never win. Not without all the shifters he took.”

      “Are they even alive? How do we know he hasn’t killed them already?”

      “How are we going to get them back?’

      The fluttering began behind my breastbone at the panic coming from all those looking to me for the answers.

      “Hey!” Clay barked, surprising me and shocking all the others back to silence. “Let her fucking finish.”

      “Clay,” I hissed, but he just crossed his arms over his chest and stared down each and every one of them.

      “We know they’re still alive,” I assured them. “There’s something he wants, and until he gets it, he won’t risk the only bargaining chips he has.”

      “What does he want?” Tyler asked, his thick brows knotting together. “Can’t we just give it to him?”

      “It’s not that simple,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry as hell. “But I can promise you I’m going to do everything within my power to get our missing kin back and to keep everyone safe. This won’t come to a battle. I won’t ask anyone to fight.”

      “Allie,” Clay growled, and I shot him a look.

      “You said you wanted to be honest with them,” Jared added. “Go on, tell them what he wants.”

      My stomach turned, and I swallowed back nervous bile, unable to speak.

      “Devin wants your alpha,” Clay said, and I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, drawing blood. Angry that they were undermining me. Angry at myself for not being able to be 100% honest with my pack.

      “He wants Allie,” Jared continued. “Some of you don’t know the whole story, but let me fill you in real quick. This guy is a monster. He kidnapped her.”

      He jabbed two fingers in my direction, and I winced, my inner wolf waking as though personally attacked.

      “He chained her up in a cave and poisoned her. Abused her. And then to top it all off, he attacked her. Bit her.”

      “And then Ryland let the fucker go,” Clay finished for him. “Devin thinks Allie belongs to him.”

      “Stop,” I muttered.

      “He’s told her to reject us,” Jared admitted to our pack and a barrage of whispers followed. “And if she doesn’t do what he’s asked, he’s told her he’ll hurt the shifters he’s keeping hostage.”

      “Stop,” I repeated, heat rushing through my veins.

      “And once she’s rejected us, he wants her to submit to him. Leave this pack. For good. Have her all to himself. To torture. To rape. To make her bow.”

      “I said stop,” I all but screamed, panting, my bones near snapping from the pressure of my wolf.

      Jared reached out for me, but I flinched away, too angry to be calmed. “I won’t let him hurt us,” I promised them in a voice so fierce I had to question whether it came from my own lips. “I’ll do whatever I have to. It’s my job as your alpha.”

      Silence followed. Faces fell. Tensions rose.

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmured. “I brought this on us, and I swear to you that I will fix it.”

      Shuffling steps drew my attention, and I glanced up to find Hazel gently shouldering through the throng. She walked straight for me, hands outstretched until she found me and tugged my shaking fists into her wrinkled palms.

      “We’ll fix it,” she said, her milky gaze sad and searching as she read me through the soft touch of her fingers. “You are our alpha, girl. If you think we’ll allow you to sacrifice yourself to save any one of us, you are sorely mistaken.”

      She lifted my hands to her lips and kissed the back of my palm. “I’d sooner die than see you harmed, granddaughter. And I don’t think I’m the only one.”

      My throat burned, and Hazel held my hands tighter in hers when they began to shake.

      “She’s right,” a familiar voice called, and I peered up to find Archer standing next to Callum. “You took us in when no other pack wanted us. You gave us a home. A purpose.”

      “It doesn’t matter if we’re outnumbered,” Callum agreed and a female mated pair who joined our pack last year moved to stand next to the two mated males, nodding their agreement.

      “We’ll fight with you if it comes to that. The last year we’ve been here has been the best of our lives,” the one named Lily said, squeezing the hand of her mate.

      “We won’t let that bastard hurt you,” Seth agreed. “And if you think we would, then you’re an even bigger idiot than I thought.”

      “Nice, asshole,” Layla said, giving him a playful shove.

      Whispers of agreement spread through the pack like wildfire, until the whispers turned to louder shouts of affirmation. Until my heart was so full I feared it might burst in my chest. Until it hurt unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

      It was a bittersweet sort of anguish.

      I loved each and every one of them for being willing to fight and maybe die trying to defend me and this pack, but…

      It only cemented my decision to do everything in my power to save them. These were good people. The best of shifter-kind. My family. And I would not allow them to be hurt.

      Not while there was something I could do about it.

      Grams released my hands just as the tears spilled over, carving hot trails down my cool cheeks. “Don’t do anything foolish,” she whispered, the roar of the others behind her all but drowning her out.

      “I won’t.”

      She tutted. “Don’t lie to me, girl.”

      “Hazel…”

      “If you go getting yourself hurt I promise to haunt you for the rest of your miserable life. And not the fun kind of haunting. I’ll go full poltergeist on your ass. Got it?”

      An unwilling smile stole its way onto my lips as I shook my head at her. “Got it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      We watched the fire burn down from the steps on the front porch of the cabin. I was still reeling from the meeting several hours before, and a few too many whiskeys had eradicated any desire to get up, move, or do much of anything but sit here and watch the flames try and fail to lick the clouds.

      “Cookie?”

      My brows crinkled, and I lifted my heavy head from the fist propped up on my knee to find Hazel exiting the cabin behind me, a plate of cookies in between her hands.

      That explained why my stomach had been rumbling for the last hour.

      “Why are you making cookies at midnight?” I asked but didn’t hesitate for even a second to snatch a few still-warm chocolate chip ones from the plate before the guys descended on them.

      Clay stole what looked like five with one scoop of his hand, leaving Jared only one remaining on the plate.

      I thought they’d both been asleep, honestly. They’d been quiet for so long. Clay sprawled over the rough wood of the porch with his head in my lap. And Jared was sitting on the dirt, two steps below mine, his head resting heavily against my thigh.

      It was official, I was certain Hazel’s cookies could even wake the dead.

      I stuffed one in my mouth, moaning at the melty chocolate goodness.

      “There, see? Nothing a good cookie can’t fix.”

      Something cold nudged my shoulder and I spun to see Hazel pressing a cold glass of water to my skin. “Drink this. You’ll thank me tomorrow.”

      I huffed, but gratefully accepted the glass, draining in in two long swallows. Wincing as the chill of it stung my teeth.

      “Thanks, Grams.”

      She ruffled my hair and turned to go back inside.

      “Don’t clean up,” I insisted. “Let us do it in the morning.”

      “Oh, it’s already clean dear. I’m just going to get another plate of cookies. Seems I underestimated how hungry you beasties would be this late.”

      Despite myself, I grinned as I watched her feel her way back to the door and vanish back into the cookie scented cabin.

      “Come on, Clay,” Jared said, leaning over my lap to where Clay had himself propped on an elbow, demolishing his cookies. “I only got one.”

      “Your own damned fault you weren’t fast enough.”

      “Dude.”

      “Here,” I offered, sadly looking at my only remaining cookie before passing it to Jared. He didn’t take it, though.

      Clay snatched it away from him and not so gently stuffed it into my mouth.

      “Hey,” I muttered around the mouthful, glaring at him.

      “That’s your cookie,” he growled, casting a venomous glare in Jared’s direction. “Here, you fucking tortoise.”

      He tossed Jared one of his cookies.

      “Don’t say I never gave you anything.”

      “You spit on it, didn’t you?” Jared asked, his face pinching as he turned the cookie over in his hands.

      Sometimes I forgot that they were just a bunch of overgrown twenty-somethings that had been best friends their whole lives. A lightness stole some of the weight from my shoulders, and a small giggle escaped my lips that had absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with the empty bottle of whiskey at our feet.

      Nope. Nothing at all.

      Not two seconds after Clay set his head back down in my lap and I let my fingers delve into his soft dark hair, something shifted.

      The screen door creaked open, and I felt the pause not just in her step, but also in Clay’s stiffening shoulders against my thighs.

      A cool night breeze brought with it a familiar scent that I hadn’t been quick enough to catch first. Probably because I didn’t know it as well as they did.

      “Sam,” Hazel said on a breath, and the plate of cookies shattering behind us spurred us all into action.

      Clay leapt up from the porch, his inner wolf immediately taking over.

      He shifted before I could blink and was chewing dirt as he sped off into the trees in the direction of her scent.

      “Clay!” Hazel called. “Don’t kill her!”

      I snapped out of my daze and grabbed Jared’s elbow as I stood. “It could be a trap,” I blurted, my pulse thundering in my ears as my wolf awoke with a vicious need for bloodshed fueled by the lick of whiskey in my veins.

      We raced after him, and I mourned the loss of yet another favorite pair of jean shorts as they flayed to ribbons in my haste to shift.

      My wolf nearly ran headlong into a tree, disoriented from the taint of alcohol still lingering in our bloodstream.

      Fuck.

      I’ll never drink again, I promised myself.

      “Allie!” Vivian shouted, panicked from somewhere behind me. I knew she’d follow. So would anyone else still awake, or anyone woken by the commotion.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I needed to get to her before Clay did.

      If it was a trap, he’d need backup.

      If it wasn’t, someone would need to stop him from tearing his sister’s throat out. Not that she didn’t deserve it, but if she were really back, then we might need her. Any information she dumped from her poisonous mouth when I let Vivian beat it out of her was better than the big fat fucking nothing that we had now.

      Clay, I shouted down the length of the bond, spurring my sloppy run into a full on sprint. It could be a trap. Wait!

      No reply.

      I said wait, I growled within, injecting the words with an alpha’s venom to which I heard Clay howl ahead, forced to slow by my will alone. It wouldn’t stop him entirely, I needed to be closer for that. Needed eye contact. But it would make it a hell of a lot harder for him to run.

      Stall him, Jared spoke in my mind. The others and I are just behind you.

      Got it.

      Mentally thanking Hazel for the cookies and water to sop up some of the booze in my gut, my vision began to clear. My wolf burning off the last dregs of it with her heat and power. Once our head was clearer, we could run full tilt.

      A dash of shadow ahead told me we were right on top of him now. And ahead, I could hear the plaintive cry of an injured wolf. Sam’s scent permeated the air now. Tainted every heavy breath I drew.

      A savage snarl proceeded the pitched cry of an animal as Clay attacked his sister.

      I got there just in time before he got his jaws around her slender neck and knocked him off, finding Charity and Syd flanking Sam’s wolf.

      Calm the fuck down, I hissed. We need her.

      Vivian was the next to arrive, all fangs and claws and fury.

      You fucking cunt! She screamed through the pack bond, launching at Sam.

      I stepped into her path, blocking her and earning myself a stare of cutting betrayal.

      She may know something, I reminded Vivian, my own desire to tear Sam’s throat out almost winning out over rational thought.

      A few years ago, my wolf would’ve had her way no matter what I wanted, but not now. I respected and validated her need for pain and punishment. For retribution. And she respected my need to retain my authority and to do whatever I needed to serve my pack in the best, smartest way. Even if she didn’t always agree.

      I faced Sam as Jared and the others crowded in around, ears pricked for signs of attack. We were still within the first ring, so if I had to wager, I’d say we were safe here.

      Clay growled ferociously at his sister, his emotions a chaotic mess of anguish and fury that was starting to taint my own thoughts enough that needed to actively block him out.

      Please, Sam pleaded and I was disgusted at the reminder that I never officially cut her out of this pack.

      It was then that I noticed all the blood. The scent of it alerting me before the sight of it in the dark.

      Blood coated every inch of her dark fur, making it glimmer in a red hue under the light of the moon. Her rear quarter looked awkward, too. And her left leg was twisted at an odd angle, showing bone through the skin.

      Her face, too.

      A long gash ran six inches from her temple down to split her lips wide open on the right side.

      She was utterly grotesque with injury, and despite all my loathing, something in my stomach grew cold with pity at the sight.

      Clay was noticing it now, too, bending low to sniff at her back.

      With a long, broken howl that tore open the wound on her lips afresh, she shifted back into her human form, bones rebreaking and wounds bleeding anew.

      It was easier to see the injuries against her pale flesh and my canine stomach heaved at the severity of it all.

      Broken ribs for sure.

      One eye running completely red from burst blood vessels.

      A foot facing the wrong way.

      What are you doing? I demanded through the bond, not even realizing at first that she couldn’t hear me anymore as she screamed her pain.

      She’d have healed better and faster in her wolf form. The bones would’ve had to be rebroken but...shifting was the stupidest idea in her state. She could die from the blood loss alone.

      Her scream choked off into a sob, and she bent forward, wincing at the broken ribs and letting her long black hair fall to cover her face. “All my fault,” she said in a distant, watery voice. “All my fault. All my fault.”

      I shifted, careful to keep my distance as I knelt naked onto the earth. “What happened?”

      “So sorry,” she muttered, beginning to rock back and forth despite the discomfort that must have brought her. “All my fault. All my...all my fault. Shouldn’t have done it. Lies! He lied to me.”

      She snapped her head up and I saw madness in her eyes as she fixed them on me. “He lied! He lied, he lied, he lied!”

      My upper lip curled and Jared appeared at my right shoulder, shifted back to his human form.

      “She’s fucking delirious,” I spat, hating that I felt sorry for her after what she’d done. “Let’s get her back to the cabin. If she bleeds out, she’s no good to us.”
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      Despite how weak she appeared, it took four of us holding her down to re-break and set each of her bones. She could do nor say anything useful in her state and as soon as we had her bones set, wrapped, and splinted, she passed out.

      Much as I would have liked to slap her awake, I knew she needed to mend not just her bones, but her mind before she could help us.

      “I really don’t know why we bothered setting her bones,” Jared grumbled, leaning cross-armed against the wall by the sofa where Sam slept fitfully, covered in a layer of her own sweat and blood. Ruining my goddamned couch.

      “Jared,” Hazel tutted, swatting his arm and missing save for the tips of her fingers.

      He lifted a brow at Hazel. She’d been the one to order us about when we carried a delirious Sam back to the cabin. Before we knew it, she had us mending Sam’s bones, and I didn’t fight her on it.

      We needed to get her talking, and in the amount of pain she was in, that was unlikely.

      Fixing her up a bit was a means to an end and did not for one second mean I wouldn’t rebreak each and every bone I mended to get the information I needed if she didn’t give it to us.

      “She’s fucked up,” Vivian said, watching Sam like she might like to snap her bones all over again, too. “You suppose Devin did that to her?”

      My nose wrinkled as memories of that vile bastard crowded my thoughts. The slap of his knuckles against the bones of my cheek. The feel of his hands around my throat.

      I had little doubt it was him. The question was...why?

      Was she not his spy. Had she not said over the phone that she loved him? Clearly he didn’t share that sentiment with her.

      But then again...he always did have a warped idea of what love was.

      Sam stirred and Clay lifted his head to watch her from where he was hunched over, head bent and fingers splayed on the kitchen island.

      “She’s waking up,” Layla said in a breath.

      Sam muttered something, and I strained to hear it, carefully stepping closer to better hear.

      “Water,” she croaked, her eyes slitting open.

      Layla and I shared a look, but I nodded, giving her permission to go fill a glass from the sink for her.

      Layla handed her the glass a moment later and Sam spilled most of it over her chest and the couch trying to drink it with shaking hands and weak limbs.

      Clay was the only one who stayed fixed where he stood in the kitchen vehicle the rest of us crowded closer as she peeled her eyelids back, seeming to see all of us around her for the first time. Her pulse began to pound, and my inner wolf began to pace within.

      I was about to speak when Hazel came around the head of the couch and Sam locked her blue eyes on her grandmother’s milky ones. Growing pale at Grams’ hard expression.

      “I’m disappointed in you, Samantha.”

      I don’t think any of us could say a single thing that would hurt her more than Hazel saying those five words. She looked like she’d been bitch slapped and had her heart carved out all at the same time. Shock and anguish showing in her eyes.

      “Our sins have a way of catching up to us...but I’ll not see you die today.”

      Hazel reached down to pat Sam’s sweaty shoulder, but she flinched away from her grandmother’s touch. “Not if I can help it.”

      She lifted her head, and her loose silver-streaked hair fell back away from her face. “Do with her what you must, but I ask that you spare her life as a favor to me.”

      Sam began to sob. “Thank yo—”

      “Hush up,” Hazel snapped.

      My fists clenched, and even though I knew she couldn’t see me, I had a hard ass time looking Hazel in the eyes. Instead, I fixed my wrathful stare on a trembling Sam. “I can’t promise you that,” I admitted. “But if she gives us what we need…”

      Sam bowed her head until her chin was pressed against her chest. I’d never seen her so broken. She was a firecracker, just like her brother. This was...embarrassing.

      “The pack will want retribution,” I told Sam as Hazel stepped away from her granddaughter to brush past me.

      “If you decide her fate will be to meet the stars, then I would say goodbye first,” Hazel said, showing no emotion at all on her aged face.

      “You have my word.”

      Hazel lifted a hand to give my shoulder a squeeze, and my stomach dropped to my toes at the realization that one granddaughter was at the mercy of another. I vowed to try not to kill her, if only for Hazel as she found her way outside into the pre-dawn air.

      “Start fucking talking,” Vivian snarled, and Layla snatched her wrist before she could dart forward.

      “No one touches her unless I say so,” I gritted out, meeting the stares of each of my mates and each of my best friends before letting the full weight of it fall on my would-be sister-in-law.

      She squirmed on the stained cushions until her head was propped against the armrest, her face betraying how much pain she was still in.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I lied. “But I will if—”

      “I was supposed to say I was attacked,” she blurted before I could finish, her bloodshot eyes going wide as though she herself was shocked at her own admission.

      Her eyes welled anew, and her face pinched. “He told me that I should say I was attacked by his pack and return to you. To be his little pawn. His spy.”

      I settled into the armchair usually reserved for Clay, dragging it round so it faced her head on. Leaning over my knees, I knotted my fingers together and waited for her to go on. I didn’t necessarily believe a single word she said, but if I had to bring Hazel back here to read her, then I would.

      “I can’t…” she trailed off on a choking sob. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “Do what?” Vivian demanded. “Betray your pack? Betray your own fucking family?”

      “He never loved me,” Sam said in a distant voice. “I know that now. You don’t...you don’t hurt people you love. Not like this…”

      Her weary eyes swept over her battered body, and I knew for sure. It was Devin who’d done it. If she were telling the truth, he’d done it just to make us think that her story of having been attacked was believable. And he was so confident in Sam’s feelings for him that he thought she would still love him—still do his bidding—even after he’d beaten her.

      Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had. It surprised me more that she saw his true colors.

      “I-I overheard him before...before he…”

      She swallowed hard, glancing at her brother, whose jaw flexed and eyes burned with hot blue flame.

      “Overheard what?” I demanded, urging her to get to the fucking point. We needed to know everything she knew. But most of all, I wanted to know if she had any idea where our missing wolves were.

      Her lip pulled at the new scar running down her face. It didn’t look like it was going to heal properly at all. It must have been inflicted by Devin’s fangs, otherwise it would heal. She was going to be marred like that for the rest of her life.

      As though she could sense where my thoughts had gone, she lifted a hand to touch the pink skin above her mouth and frowned. “He said he’d spare my brother,” she replied in barely a whisper. “He promised me. But I heard him. He means to kill him and Jared. He thinks once he does…”

      Her upper lip curled, and venom seeped back into her eyes as she lifted them back to mine.

      “He thinks once they’re out of the way that he’ll be able to form the mate bond with me,” I finished for her, and she nodded.

      “You dumb bitch,” Jared growled, and Clay slammed a fist down on the counter. I’d be surprised if he didn’t at least crack it.

      “Enough of this,” he barked. “Tell us where he’s keeping them Sam, or so help me…”

      She flinched away from her brother’s words.

      “All right,” she murmured, that one word rendering us all deadly silent. Each of us afraid to break the spell of this moment.

      It was almost too good to be true. My throat grew thick with emotion.

      “Where?” I managed after a second, and Vivian closed the distance to Sam in the blink of an eye, throwing herself onto her knees at the side of the couch and snatching Sam by her shoulders. She shook her violently, her eyes wild.

      “Where?” she shouted. “Where are they?”

      Sam, startled, tried to wriggle out of Vivian’s hold.

      I pulled Viv back, making her fall heavily onto her backside against the rug.

      Sam swallowed. “Follow White River south,” she told us, and if it were possible, she went even paler than she already was. “Follow it down to where it meets with Iron Creek. That’s where you’ll find them. There’s an abandoned mill there. That’s where he has them.”

      Of course. He used the rivers to hide their trail.

      Stupid.

      Why hadn’t we thought of that?

      Jared shoved off from the wall, drawing Sam’s attention to him. “How do we know she isn’t lying?”

      “I’m not,” she promised, and though I felt she was being sincere, it was impossible to be certain.

      “Layla,” I called, and she nodded, knowing already what I wanted and heading for the door.

      Hazel couldn’t give us a definitive yes or no as to whether or not she was lying. But she could help us to be more certain of her intentions here.

      As though she were just as guilty as we all assumed she was, Sam closed her eyes and shuddered as Layla left.

      “If you’re lying to us,” I warned her. “I won’t be able to save you from this pack.”

      We waited out the five minutes until Hazel returned listening only to the sound of Vivian pacing the floor. None of us daring to hope we might finally have gotten a win.

      Hazel hobbled through the door with Layla on her heels, and Vivian immediately took Grams by the hand and led her Sam’s side. I didn’t miss how Grams flinched at the contact with Vivian. I wouldn’t want to feel that hurricane of emotion, either.

      She tugged out of Vivian’s grasp as her shins knocked against the couch, and she reached down, waiting for Sam to give her her hand as opposed to taking it.

      Like she was giving her granddaughter a choice to do the right thing.

      It took a second, but Sam did lift her hand, tentatively slipping it into Hazel’s with a grimace.

      The old woman closed her other hand over Sam’s for barely an instant before dropping it as though scalded.

      She cocked her head at her granddaughter, shock registering on her face.

      “What is it?” I demanded impatiently. Glaring between grandmother and granddaughter.

      “I can’t be certain,” Hazel told me, wringing her hands as though she could wash them of whatever she felt at Sam’s touch. “But I believe she’s telling the truth. She fears Devin. And with good reason. But there’s resolve there, too. Her desire to protect her kin is stronger than her fear of denying him.”

      A derisive snort came from the kitchen, and I turned to find Clay shaking his head, running his tongue over elongated teeth. He wasn’t fucking buying it. But even if he wouldn’t show it to the others, I could feel his deep seated hope that his sister wasn’t entirely lost to that monster. That he wished he could believe her.

      Hazel made as though to console Sam before snatching her hand back to her chest with a sad look in her eyes that made me wonder what it was she saw. I could guess, though. Having been under Devin’s thumb once myself.

      “What are we waiting for then?” Vivian declared, her voice growing in pitch. “We have to go and free them. We have to bring them home.”

      I cast my best friend what I hoped was a reassuring stare. “Yes,” I agreed. “But we have to be smart about it.”

      I turned my attention back to Sam. “If you want to prove your loyalty remains here with this pack—with your family—then there’s something I need you to do.”

      Her brows wrinkled.

      “I need you to go back to him.”

      She gasped. “I can’t,” she pleaded, a note of panic returning to her voice. “He’ll kill me.”

      “He might,” I agreed.

      “Why send her back?” Hazel asked in a flat monotone, not betraying how she felt on the matter. “If I’m wrong about her intentions, then…”

      Then she could destroy us.

      It was a risk.

      But I trusted Hazel’s judgement. Could sense Sam’s remorse.

      “It’s a bad idea,” Jared argued.

      I held up a hand.

      “You will tell Devin that I’ve done as he asked. That I’ve severed the bond with Clay and Jared and you personally witnessed my rejection of them. And that I plan to give myself up as he requested.”

      “I don’t get it,” Vivian snapped. “What’s the play here?”

      “We’ll discuss it once she’s gone.”

      “Please don’t ask me to do this,” Sam pleaded. “I’ll do anything else you want.”

      “This is what this pack needs from you.”

      Her lower lip trembled.

      “You’ll leave as soon as you’re able to walk on your own.”

      “What are you doing, Allie?” Clay demanded, his jaw working again.

      Trust me, I tried to tell him without saying the words aloud and his lips parted, but no other argument fell out.

      “If you betray us again,” I warned Sam. “Devin won’t be the one you need to fear...and that beating he gave you will look like a fucking mercy. Do you understand?”
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      “She’s right, you know,” Hazel said during the meeting barely six hours after I made my choice to send Sam back to Devin. “He might kill her the moment she returns.”

      “He might,” I agreed. “But if she survives, you’ll get what you asked for. I’ll pardon her from her crimes. She’ll be excommunicated from this pack, but not killed.”

      Hazel fell silent, gazing blindly toward the north east, where Sam limped into the trees only thirty minutes before. My mind still reeled from everything she told us, and everything she didn’t. I got the sense there was more. That there was something she was desperate for us to know but couldn’t say.

      Maybe Devin had commanded she keep something else a secret when she was still part of his pack? Would the effects of his alpha dominance persist even after she joined our pack?

      Fuck. Why did I still feel like there was something more to this than I was seeing? Damn my fucking over-paranoid brain.

      “Let’s get to the point,” Jared cut in. “What’s the plan, Allie? I know you wouldn’t have let her go back to him unless you had one.”

      Nodding, I cringed inwardly, hoping they didn’t think this was the stupidest idea in shifter history. Normally, I’d have brought them in on a decision of this magnitude, but there was no way to have that discussion with Sam present, and honestly? I was afraid they’d try and stop me.

      “Whatever it is,” Clay said in a low, dangerous voice, his eyes flicking to me and away. “I already don’t fucking like it.”

      “How about a little faith?” I said, trying not to be stung by his words.

      Layla jabbed Clay with an elbow. “Don’t be an asshole.”

      Clay grumbled something unintelligible, laced with curses, but I paid him no mind.

      “Okay,” I said on a breath. “Once Sam has returned and told Devin that I’ve done as he’s asked, I’m going to call him to set up a meet.”

      “The fuck you are,” Jared hissed.

      I sent him a glare, urging him to wait for the rest.

      “He’ll be so preoccupied with readying for the meeting that he might not notice the shifters he has stationed at the mill with the captured wolves haven’t been checking in.”

      We’d wrung every morsel of information out of Sam last night before allowing her a couple hours of fitful sleep to heal enough to be able to leave. She wasn’t a fountain of information, but she was able to tell us that he kept somewhere between six and ten shifters on guard at the mill depending on whether he needed them elsewhere.

      To her knowledge, they were all still alive, but weak. He fed them enough to keep them alive, but that was it.

      It was a good thing we had a shit ton of beef just waiting to be eaten. We already had about fifteen pounds of it thawing.

      “We need this distraction for this to work. If he figures out we’re going to free them, he could intercept the rescue attempt and we’ll lose even more shifters.”

      “Right,” Jared said, and I could tell he was holding back from saying something much less calm. “But this whole plan hinges on Sam not betraying us again. If she does—”

      “I don’t think she will,” I interrupted. “And my gut has never been wrong before.”

      They all knew it was more or less true.

      “And this meeting?” Clay cut in. “Who’s to say he won’t bring his entire pack and slaughter us all?”

      “I’m counting on it,” I bit back, making everyone shut up. “We’ll send a team to free the shifters from the mill. Five or six.”

      “I’m going,” Vivian said. “I want to lead it.”

      “Fine,” I replied. “But you’ll go with Seth and Charity as well.”

      She nodded.

      “You’ll travel with supplies to get them fed and mend any who are injured after you take out the guards.”

      “Okay,” Viv said, catching on.

      “As soon as you have them strengthened and ready to go, you’ll join us.”

      “Our numbers still won’t be enough to defeat him,” Clay roared, not seeing what was right in front of him.

      “We don’t have to defeat them all,” I corrected him. “With our pack freed, he won’t have his bargaining chip anymore.”

      Layla gasped. “You’re going to challenge him.”

      “You’re damn right I am,” I replied with a grin. “And I’m going to end that motherfucker once and for all.”

      

      Everything was set into motion quickly after that. Viv, Seth, and Charity gathered three others to join them on the raid to free our kin.

      I briefed the rest of the pack on the plan, promising that if this went down how I hoped it would, not a single soul would be harmed. I needed them all with me as a show of strength, to keep Devin’s attention on us and not behind him where we planned to drive in the knife.

      Let him think I planned to attack him with my inferior numbers. Let him relish in the thought of having his chance to rid me of my mates.

      And then pull the carpet out from under him with a challenge he couldn’t refuse.

      It had to work.

      There was no other plan.

      This was it.

      For now at least, it seemed Sam had kept her word. I made the call to Devin early this morning, and when I told him I wanted to meet, he was overeager to agree.

      He even promised me that if I had truly rejected them as I said, that he would consider releasing his captors. We just needed to work out the ‘terms’ first.

      Ha! The only term I would accept would be his psychotic head on a fucking pike.

      The bastard had no idea what he was in for. My wolf was ready. I was ready.

      As a little extra added bonus we thought we’d like to see him kneel before we killed him. Just to rub a little salt in the wound, you know?

      If we made Ryland kneel to us, we were certain we could utterly break the pathetic shifter that was Devin Wright.

      “Everything is set,” Clay said. “But I don’t like leaving camp abandoned.”

      I didn’t, either, but we couldn’t afford to split up with our numbers already so small. “And Hazel?”

      “Stubborn old bat is insisting she come with us.”

      “She’ll be safer at the old cabin. It’s warded.”

      “Try telling her that.”

      A slap on my arm had me tripping forward on the dirt lawn in front of our cabin. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told my grandson,” Hazel chided. “I’m coming with you whether you like it or not.”

      “Grams…”

      “You say it won’t come to a fight,” she argued. “So then what’s the problem, hmm?”

      “Why do you have to be so damned difficult?” Clay groaned, scrubbing a palm over his face.

      I lifted a brow at him. “Now I know where you get it from,” I said, tossing a wink. “Not that I ever had any doubt.”

      Hazel smirked and left. “Send someone to fetch me when it’s time to leave,” she called back. “I’ll just go check on my garden first.”

      I shook my head, chuckling quietly to myself.

      “You seem…” Clay trailed off, cocking his head at me. “...different today. Happier.”

      I bit my lower lip. “Hopeful is more like it,” I corrected him. “I think this is going to work. By the end of today, this all might finally be over.”

      Clay’s lips pressed into a hard line that told me he didn’t think it would be so easy, but he nodded. “And what will you do if you succeed?” he asked. “If you take him out, you become rightful alpha of his pack.”

      My mood soured.

      “I’ll do what I did when I took over this pack,” I decided. “I won’t force anyone to stay.”

      Clay didn’t seem particularly supportive of the idea, but he didn’t argue the point. We needed to get through steps one through five before we started worrying about step ten.

      Jared came out from the cabin a moment later in a pair of low hanging cargo shorts, his chest and hair glistening with water from the shower. He looked up as he approached. “Hey. Everything good?”

      “You’ve been gone for fifteen minutes,” I reminded him. “Not much has changed.”

      He lifted a brow at me. “Around here? A lot can happen in fifteen minutes.”

      “Well, Hazel’s coming now,” I relented. “So there’s that.”

      “Stubborn old bat,” Jared grumbled, and Clay and I nodded our agreement.

      Just then, I sensed Viv approaching and found her, Seth, Charity, Archer and two other shifters weaving through the trails of pack camp toward us. Viv looked better than I’d seen her in weeks. She’d force fed herself all three meals the day before and accepted some extra strength sleeping pills from Charity to help her get the rest she desperately needed.

      It would’ve been a lot easier if we’d been able to use the store of magical potions from Stella, the witch who’d been a friend to the pack for generations. But you know, immunity from witch and vampire magics had its drawbacks just as well as it had its advantages.

      “You look good,” I commented and Vivian gave me a partial smile and a nod.

      I could tell she was feeling it, too. The hope that today, this would all be over. That she’d finally get her mate back. And I got the feeling Viv was never going to let Destiny out of her sight again.

      “We’re ready to go,” she announced, her resolve clear on her face.

      A pang in my chest told me that despite my trust in this plan, I was still terrified of something going wrong. I didn’t want her to leave. Not without me for backup.

      I grimaced. “All right. Go now then. We’ll be leaving in about an hour which should give you enough time to get to them, see them fed, and make your way to where we’re to meet.”

      “Just make sure you come up on the barrens from the—”

      “Yes, from the west. We know,” Viv answered Jared. “We’ll follow the creek as far as we can to hide our trail. We know the plan.”

      He gave her a terse nod and tugged her into a hug that had her light brown eyes widening. “Be careful, Viv.”

      “Well, fuck, if we’re going to be dramatic about it.” Clay rolled his eyes before taking his turn wrapping Viv in a big bear hug while Jare moved on to embrace Charity and give Seth a clap on the back.

      “You be careful, too,” Viv whispered against my cheek as she hugged me, her long arms crushing my ribcage.

      “We will be,” I promised her.

      She fixed me with a pointed stare as she pulled away, as though she didn’t believe I would be careful at all and fuck, did no one have any faith in me?

      I gave her a pronounced eyeroll and a little shove. “Get out of here.”

      Seth saluted me and Viv flashed me a grin I had been starting to think I would never get to see again.

      “Come back whole,” I demanded, calling out to them as they vanished into the tree line and my gut twisted.

      Jared pulled me into his side, lending me some of his strength. “They’re going to be all right. They can do this.”

      I nodded.

      “I know they can.”
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      It was hard to imagine that only a few weeks ago Seth and Layla came to this very spot for something as innocent as stargazing.

      Now, returning to the barrens, Layla looked anything but innocent. In her wolf form, she was lithe and alert. Vividly aware that her boyfriend would have arrived at the mill where the white river met the iron creek over an hour ago.

      If everything went to plan, they would already be on their way here. Layla had wanted to go with them, but saw the sense in coming with us instead. I could account for Vivian’s absence if we met with Devin before they arrived. I could say that she couldn’t be trusted not to attack first and ask questions later, given he had her mate. But Layla not being present would raise suspicion. Especially when I had the entire pack at my back.

      Though there was still the chance he might wonder at the absence of Seth and Charity, having known them too when he was still with the Forest Grove pack.

      Please, I sent the silent prayer to the heavens as we cleared the trees and stepped out onto the wide expanse of patchy dirt and grass known as the barrens. Please let this work.

      My pulse picked up at the prospect of seeing Devin again and not being able to immediately go for his throat. I was really hoping Viv would show up with all of the others in tow before Devin got here so I wouldn’t have to hold back.

      I came to a stop just outside the tree line and the rest of the pack stopped with me, their nervous energy ramping up.

      Where is he? Clay asked, and I peered with my canine eyes across the expanse to the trees on the other side. Seeing nothing.

      Late?

      My hackles rose at what that could mean, and I soothed myself in the thought that perhaps we were just early. Judging by the positioning of the sun, sunk beneath the tree line but not fully drowned just yet, we were right on schedule.

      Pretty, isn’t it? Layla said, distracting me from my thoughts.

      I turned to find her just behind me, staring up at the sky with hopeful eyes.

      She was right, though I hadn’t noticed it. The sky awash with the colors of a summer sunset in the mountains. Clouds with pink stained bellies in a hazy purple sky. A wash of amber light over the floor of the barrens. Tipping the tops of the trees in a gold so bright they appeared to be on fire.

      My gaze snapped forward as the stench of foreign wolves was carried our way on a westward breeze.

      They’re here.

      Blood rushed in my ears, and I dug my paws into the earth, rooting myself still until the moment when I could spring ahead. My wolf bristled at the feel of the earth beneath us. The slight tremble of it as the enemy approached.

      Easy, Jared warned and I reined in my wolf with a long exhale.

      I still don’t sense him, Callum sent from somewhere behind us and my blood chilled.

      It may not mean anything, I told myself. They may just be slightly out of range. It was handy having one half of a mated pair of shifters with us. Callum could tell us when Archer was near. He was also the reason we knew they were all still alive. Or, at least, Archer was.

      We’ll stall, I decided. I’m sure the asshole will want to preen first anyway.

      Just then, a wolf broke through into the barrens. A wolf with dark fur the colors of stone and wet earth, with eyes brightest emerald. A silent gasp parted my lips at the sight of him.

      There was no mistaking who he was. I’d know those eyes anywhere. They were the same ones that stared into mine as he hurt me. Bit me. Changed my life forever.

      But this wolf was twice the size of the one who was run out of Forest Grove over four years ago. And as his pack emerged from the shadows of the forest, I saw that his numbers were not exaggerated as I’d hoped.

      Perhaps not seventy, but there was no denying the number was painfully close to that. On closer inspection though, I found young shifters much like the one who gave us the information we needed. There seemed to be many more teenagers and even younger juveniles than I’d anticipated. Though none seemed older than their mid-forties.

      Though, if they’d been running with a pack for any length of time, they could all be much older than they appeared.

      My initial relief at seeing so many younger, more inexperienced wolves was quickly replaced by a horrid hollowness in my stomach.

      There are so many young… Jared trailed off in my thoughts, mimicking my worry.

      They were just kids. We couldn’t kill them...could we?

      I shook my head.

      It won’t come to that.

      Anything? I sent to Callum, setting my jaw as Devin and his pack came to a standstill fifty years away.

      No, he replied, and I could hear the worry in the inflection of his voice even though he was trying to hide it. Nothing.

      Goddamn it.

      Devin shifted along with the two wolves to either side of him and I gasped, recognizing one of them.

      Is that…? Clay asked, and I felt the tension radiating off him in waves.

      It’s Forrest, Jared confirmed.

      He was at Ryland’s right hand four years ago, before I became the twin soul wolf and everything changed. I’d let him go along with a small group of others who couldn’t bear to stay under my command.

      So it seemed Sam wasn’t the only one who came back to bite me.

      Forrest wanted his revenge, too.

      “Come,” Devin called across the clearing. “Let’s talk.”

      I stifled a growl and my wolf retreated, letting me take the reins for a minute. I shifted, and though I’d gotten used to being naked in shitty situations, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so exposed.

      Once, Devin had proclaimed my body his.

      Once, I’d had to wonder if he’d touched me while I was drugged in that cave.

      I clenched my fists and stood taller.

      “You really filled out,” he called appreciatively, and I ground my teeth, trying not to pay any more attention than I needed to his naked body.

      Jared and Clay bent low at my sides, their tails going rigid as they growled at him.

      Devin fixed his cutting stare on my mates next.

      “It seems my intel was mistaken,” he said, his brows lowering, and I wondered at how he could possibly tell whether I’d rejected them or not. Being an outsider of this pack, there was no way he could know for certain.

      He lifted a hand, beckoning to someone further back in his three line formation.

      I turned briefly to find Callum several yards behind me. He shook his head, and I stiffened.

      Where the fuck were they?

      Barely a second later, I sensed Clay’s alarm and heard Hazel’s low whine before I spotted her. Two shifters in their human form held a struggling, naked Sam between them as they pressed through the rest of their pack, dragging her to Devin’s side.

      She bucked against their hold, and despite the piece of silvery tape covering her mouth, I still heard her muffled pleas.

      A pitched keen came from down the line, and I found Hazel stepping out ahead of the others. Her silvery gray wolf tilting its head to better hear what she could not see.

      “Hazel,” I called, drawing her attention.

      Don’t, I implored her, and she fell silent as she slipped back into line.

      My first thought was that she’d betrayed us and my wolf nearly stole back the reins. But then if she’d told Devin everything, why did she look so much like a prisoner between the bodies of the two shifters holding her. Why did she look so afraid?

      “I thought it a bit suspicious,” Devin said as the two men came to a stop next to their alpha, and Sam’s panicked gaze found me across the barren field.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me what I found suspicious?” Devin called, tipping his head to one side as he steepled his fingers.

      How had I ever thought he was anything less than a total psychopath?

      “I’m sure you’re going to tell me whether I give a shit or not.”

      He grinned, flashing two rows of shining white teeth in an angular jaw. “I found it suspicious that Samantha returned to me even after I told her to remain with your pack.”

      I realized that his offhanded admission should have shocked me. I wasn’t supposed to know that Sam was working with Devin to destroy us, but it was too late now, and he only grinned wider.

      “Where’s he going with this shit?” Clay whispered harshly, having shifted in the span of a single breath.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, keeping my voice low. “But I don’t like it.”

      “So, like any rational person would, I questioned it. I thought her loyalty knew no bounds, but it seems I was mistaken there, too.”

      Devin’s appraising green eyes passed over Sam, and she looked away, her shoulders curling in defensively.

      He reached out to trail a hand down her cheek, and she bucked, trying to escape his touch. Despite my fury at Clay’s sister, I seriously considered how I might bite off that hand for daring to lay a finger on her. On any woman who didn’t want it.

      “Without my little Piper, I might never have known the truth.”

      As though on command, a girl of no more than eighteen stepped forward, her mousy brown hair a mess of mats and tangles down her chest to her belly button.

      She stepped around Sam and lightly touched her cheeks.

      “Does Samantha have anything she’d like to say?” Devin asked, and I glanced to Clay for clarity. What exactly was happening right now?

      The girl called Piper dropped her fingers a moment later and turned to face her alpha with a bowed head and a pronounced tightness in her jaw.

      Her hands moved in a sequence of patterns, and I realized after a second that she was signing something.

      “She’s deaf,” Clay said, confirming my suspicion, and my mind began to race.

      Hazel was blind and could see a person’s past experiences and feelings through touch.

      I had a twin soul and mated to two shifters instead of one.

      This girl, it seemed, was deaf to the world around her, but could hear the inner thoughts of those she touched.

      Devin had used her to read Sam’s thoughts. Fuck.

      This was it. She was it. The secret weapon he’d used to get the upper hand and takeover five other fucking packs. The thing Sam couldn’t tell us about.

      Sam knew this could happen. She tried to warn us, but we didn’t listen.

      Jared shifted at my side.

      “What did she say?” Clay asked.

      Jared visibly paled. “Sam’s asking for you to forgive her.”

      Devin nodded to the girl, and she moved back to her place in the line behind him.

      “Such a shame,” Devin said, and my mouth opened in shocked horror as he stabbed into Sam’s stomach with partially shifted claws. Her body sagged as he lifted her heart to shine in what remained of the dying light as though it were a trophy to be placed on a mantle and admired.

      Clay’s anguish hit me only a moment after the sinking realization that Sam was dead. He fell to his knees, catching himself with two fists pressed flat against the earth as he roared his pain. The heart-wrenching sound of it echoed back to us as the two men holding Sam discarded her onto the ground. Her limp body bent at an odd angle, but her face...her face was clear as day. Two familiar blue eyes wide with fear. A mouth sealed forever.

      Clay bellowed again, and Hazel’s canine cries almost undid me.

      “Clay,” I whispered, holding back bile as I bent to touch him.

      Jared snatched me back before I could, and I gasped as Clay ripped free of his human form. He let loose a haunting howl filled with everything he never said. Every hope he’d had for his sister to be redeemed. To return home. For real.

      Hazel’s cracked howl rose to join Clay’s, and their raw melody seeped into my bones. Would stay there forever.

      Clay looked ready to charge, and I felt an unimaginable amount of pride in him for holding his ground even though I could feel every fiber of his being screaming kill.

      Once I was certain he wasn’t going to budge, I flicked my hate-filled gaze back to Devin. “You’re going to die,” I promised him, glancing back at Callum for confirmation that our missing shifters were almost here.

      But he shook his head again, a low whine on his lips.

      “Not waiting for your packmates, I hope?”

      I spun back around, a pounding so loud in my ears I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly. I better have not fucking heard him correctly.

      “You know, poor Samantha might not have known your plan, but once Piper was able to figure out that she told you where I was keeping your pals...well, it was easy to figure out. It’s what I would have done: distract your enemy while you steal from right under their nose. You and I are so similar.”

      “I am nothing like you.”

      The unease from my mates and my pack ramped up to the point it felt like every inch of my skin was crawling.

      Layla shifted. “What have you done with them?” she demanded, shaking, her small fists clenched so tight I knew her painted black nails would be carving half-moons into her palms. “Where’s Vivian? Where’s Seth?”

      Devin’s eyes narrowed on Layla, alight with malice. “My men got there just in time to stop them.”

      “Where are they?” Jared echoed.

      “Allie didn’t honor our agreement…”

      My stomach turned.

      “So, they’re dead, of course. All but a few. I’ll let you guess which lives I spared.”

      My vision narrowed until all I could see was a pinprick of light in a dark tunnel of naked horror. Layla screamed somewhere in the distance, but all I could see was the tunnel. And at the end of it: his face. Laughing. Cold. Victorious.

      “Allie,” Jared was saying, and my body shook. I wasn’t sure if he was the one shaking it or if it was doing it all on its own. I had no awareness of my limbs. No sense of the moments passing.

      Callum’s mate wasn’t dead. He would have felt it.

      Callum’s mate was the one of the ones he spared. His last bargaining chips.

      Which meant…

      Which meant…

      My mind rejected the thought. Refused it.

      No.

      If Vivian was…

      And Seth…

      Destiny…

      Charity...

      No. No.

      “You’re lying,” I hissed, finding my voice again as my vision returned and Jared helped me up from the ground.

      Devin tossed Sam’s heart onto her corpse with a shrug of indifference. “Afraid not.”

      “Shit,” Jared said, and he left my side to tend to Layla, who was sitting mutely on the ground, her face a mask of shocked terror. “Layla, come on, snap out of it.”

      But even Jared’s voice was watery with emotion. He was just better at keeping his pain inside.

      I stepped forward with purpose, my wolf on the brink of absolute feral combustion. If only I could catch my breath. If only I could breathe. But each short sharp inhale scarred my lungs, making me dizzy with dread so potent that it blotted out fury. Replaced it with a hollowness that ate at me from the inside out.

      My fault.

      This is all my fault.

      No.

      His fault.

      I took another purposeful stride forward, my skin hot and bristling with the urge to shift.

      “Uh uh,” Devin called in a sing-song voice, wagging his finger back and forth as though scolding a child. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      He gestured to the pack behind him. The pack that was now easily double our current size. There was no need for him to say it. If I attacked, we’d all be slaughtered.

      The guy to his right held up a cell phone and Devin pointed to the illuminated screen. “And if you get any funny ideas, then the shifters I have guarding the remaining hostages will know. They have orders to finish them off if anything should happen to me or anyone else here today.”

      If I challenged him, the rest of them would die.

      In a twisted, rage-fueled place in my mind, doing it anyway almost made sense. A sacrifice in exchange for tearing his head from his shoulders...but the idea of even one more innocent life being taken cut me to my core. I couldn’t do it.

      What if one of the still-surviving ones was Vivian?

      Could I sacrifice her to ensure the safety of the rest of my pack?

      Maybe a better alpha would have said yes, but I could never do something like that. Not while I still had one card left to play.

      Clay pressed into my side, his lupine body vibrating with a visceral need to protect his pack. To protect me. Perhaps sensing my intent.

      “This ends now,” Jared said, leaving Layla to return to my side. “This madness needs to stop. We attack. Now.”

      Callum broke out into a panicked whine, and I looked to find a few others attempting to console him.

      “No,” I replied, lifting a hand absently to stroke the line of his jaw. He really was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. Would ever see again. “No one else is going to die today.”

      He caught my hand as I pulled away, his brows lowering. “Allie?”

      Clay growled next to me, and I hushed him, delving my fingers into his fur until I felt his warm body against my palm. “It’s all right.”

      Jared jerked me back to face him, his amber eyes wild in a face set of stone.

      “We aren’t going to let you do this.”

      “Yes,” I told him, gently prying his fingers from my wrist. “You are.”

      “What guarantee do I have that you won’t harm any of my pack if I agree to go with you?” I called, squinting into the twilight as Clay thrashed against my side, turning to snarl at me.

      Devin licked his lips. “My word.”

      “Because that’s always been so trustworthy in the past…”

      “Allie, you really don’t have any other choice.”

      My stomach iced over at the reality of the situation. We’d walked right into this trap. I thought we’d been the ones holding all the cards. That we’d play him to our advantage and take him for all he was worth.

      That’s not what happened here.

      We were the ones who got played.

      And now it was time to pay the price for that mistake.

      Already my mind raced with possibility. Maybe I didn’t have to be his captive for long. I was stronger than him. I could kill him. I just needed an opening. A split second where he let his guard down and I could take him out.

      But I remembered his vague threat on the phone before. You’ll have to be neutralized. What had he meant? Did he mean to...what? Lobotomize me? Drug me?

      Fucking hypnotize me or some shit? Would that work?

      “My mates,” I called, shuddering as I felt their accusing eyes turn on me. “If you harm either of them, I will never stop fighting you. I will live and breathe for the sole purpose of making you suffer.”

      “No, Allie…”

      “But, if you let them live...and if you release your hostages...and let my pack go free to live in peace—”

      “That’s an awful lot of conditions for a woman without anything to bargain with.”

      It was my turn to smirk now, because there was one thing I still had, and my mates were the only two souls on this earth I would trade it for.

      “If you do as I’ve asked, I won’t fight you. I’ll go willingly. I’ll be yours.”

      “But never truly mine until they are dead,” Devin argued, a muscle ticking in his cheek.

      “And if I don’t mate to you once they’re dead? Which I won’t. Then you will have me at my worst forever. Your choice.”

      Devin fell silent as though considering this new variable very carefully while I fended off every sort of awful emotion from my mates.

      “Very well,” he said, finally. “We’ll try it your way.”

      “If you do this…” Jared said, his amber eyes aglow with his wolf as he searched mine. “We’ll never stop coming for you.”

      I didn’t say what I was thinking, because if I did, he’d stop me. They both would, because I didn’t intend to give them a choice.

      “I won’t let you do this,” Clay growled, his voice still half wolf as his fur vanished from beneath my fingertips, replaced with hard, sweat-slicked naked flesh. “We can take them. We can—”

      “And let his pack kill whoever he still has at the mill? Or wherever the fuck they are now?”

      “What if he’s lying? What if he’s already killed them all?”

      “Allie,” Vivian’s choked voice came over the cell phone across the barrens, the guy holding it having put it on speaker.

      My heart leapt into my throat and I had to throw out an arm to stop Layla from rushing forward.

      “Vivian!” she cried.

      “Kill him!” Vivian’s rough voice called down the line. “Kill the fuckin—”

      Her voice was cut off by a thud and a shuffling sound before the buff guy holding the phone jammed the screen to deactivate the speaker.

      “She’s still alive…” I didn’t realize I’d spoken aloud until Layla’s fingernails dug sharply into my forearm, making me release her.

      My best friend stared at me in horror, looking between me and the phone across the field with clear desperation in her eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I assured her, gripping her by the shoulders to stop her shaking. “It’s okay. She’s going to be fine.”

      I hugged her to me. “I promise.”

      And then lower, for only her to hear. “I’m going to kill him. I don’t know how. But I promise you I will do it. Take care of them. Don’t let them do anything stupid.”

      “Just come back,” she sobbed against my shoulder. “You have to come back.”

      I nodded as I pulled away.

      “You can’t ask me to sacrifice Vivian,” I told Clay, sniffling as I swiped angry tears from my eyes, and he looked at me like a man staring down the barrel of a gun.

      “I’ll kill him,” he promised, and I gave him a sad smile.

      “You won’t come after me,” I said, lacing the words with the absolute authority of an alpha wolf.

      “No, Allie, don’t you fucking dare—”

      “You will take care of our pack.”

      “You can’t do this to us,” Jared grunted, already bending to the weight of my will until he was forced to take a knee, his head bowing.

      It was only seconds before Clay followed, pure hate burrowing from his eyes directly into my soul as he fought my command. Every muscle flexing and bulging.

      “Lead them together.”

      Hazel whined, coming forward to press her cold nose into my stomach. At least she wasn’t fighting me.

      “Take care of them for me?”

      She rubbed her forehead against my belly before bending to nuzzle against her grandson’s side, making him flinch.

      The rest of the pack watched me with canine eyes, sad, but unwavering. It was a salute, I realized, a show of unity. Of thanks. My throat burned at the sight of them, and I had to turn around before I showed them my weakness. In the face of their strength, I felt like the biggest impostor of us all.

      “If you’re nearly finished with this very entertaining spectacle, I think we should be going,” Devin said, stretching out a hand to me. A test. To see if I would comply.

      “Go,” I commanded my pack, and I swear the earth beneath my feet trembled at the power behind the command.

      “Fuck…” Clay gritted out between his clenched teeth, his veins popping as he fought me tooth and nail. Jared didn’t budge, either, but I could see how his body trembled.

      The others moved back, bowing at my authority as they sunk further back into the trees as the last dregs of sunlight left the sky and they were all cloaked in shadow.

      “I said go,” I repeated, raising my voice until it was a shrill awful thing that hurt my own ears to hear.

      “I won’t…” Clay managed as he dragged his half-wolf claws in the ground to try and stop himself from leaving. “...forgive you for this.”

      “Good,” I blurted before I could stop myself. “Be angry. Blame me. Hate me.”

      Anything would be easier for them than admitting this was the only way. Anything would be easier than living with the pain of my loss. Hate was easier. Hate would keep them going.

      I shoved Jared back first before moving to Clay until they were both forced to standing—to moving two steps back.

      But instead of snarling at me like I wanted them too. Instead of looking spiteful and angry, they just looked like a beautiful tragedy. My heart clenched painfully in my chest until I couldn’t look at them anymore for fear of looking permanently undone.

      “Never,” Clay promised.

      Jared winced as my command finally won out, and he began to be absorbed into the shadows of the trees. “We couldn’t hate you. Not for this. Not for anything.”
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      I couldn’t be sure how long I stood there as my pack, family, retreated from the barrens. It might’ve been hours, but more likely it was only minutes.

      I didn’t move so much as an inch until their howls of anguish echoed over the valley and I knew that they were outside of his reach. At least for now. At least for as long as I kept up my end of our deal.

      That was my hope, but Devin could just as easily decide he’d rather I kept on trying to fight him. Hell, maybe it turned the psycho on.

      Once even the echoes of my pack’s call faded, I crossed the barrens. Each step felt like another nail in my coffin, but I reminded myself that this wouldn’t be forever. He wouldn’t always have the upper hand, and as soon as that power shifted, I would be ready.

      My wolf went dormant as I approached Devin, his hand still outstretched, waiting for me to take it. I silently thanked my inner beast for allowing me to do this, whether she would bear witness to it or not.

      Even that primal, reactive part of myself knew this was the right thing, for now. To save the ones we loved.

      Devin had always been taller than me, but the bulk he’d added to his once slender frame made him absolutely dwarf me in all ways now. Though we both knew who was the stronger wolf here, I sensed that in human form, I may have more difficulty fighting him off than I originally thought.

      I grimaced, slipping my fingers over his callused palm. He gripped me tightly, hauling me in until his face was level with mine. “There,” he said. “Was that so hard?”

      My gut instinct was to strike, my fist clenched and ready at my side, but I held myself back.

      Devin lifted two fingers to caress the tender flesh beneath my chin. “So much fire,” he said, gazing into my eyes in a way that made my stomach turn. “We’ll have to do something about that.”

      He snapped his fingers, and Forrest tugged a small sack from a leather cord around his neck and dumped its contents into Devin’s waiting palm.

      Four white pills.

      “Open,” Devin said with a grin, his gaze slipping to my lips.

      “What are they?”

      He pursed his lips for a moment, considering me before he replied. “A paralytic. Can’t have you running off or trying anything before I can even get you home.”

      Fear spiked my blood with a fresh wave of adrenaline, and my heart began to pound anew.

      As though he knew exactly where my thoughts had wandered, he let his predatory gaze slip down the length of my body and licked his lips. “Don’t worry, my pet. I won’t touch you. Not until you want me to.”

      My brow furrowed, confused at the easy way he spoke. Like he really expected me to crave the touch of a narcissistic psychopath like him.

      I glanced at Forrest and the coward let down his gaze and stepped away. It was one thing to stand by an asshole like Ryland, a man Forrest had known and befriended for upward of twenty years, even after his truth came out. It was why I’d let him and a few others go free instead of forcing them to bow.

      I understood misplaced loyalty.

      Once, I’d placed that same faith in the man standing before me now.

      But this. Standing with Devin. Helping him crush a pack that he once defended. I shook my head, and even though he wasn’t looking at me, I knew he could feel my disgust radiating from me in waves. He would die for this, too.

      I would make sure of it.

      I flinched away as Devin leaned in, his warm breath fanning over my ear. “I might let you kill him if you want,” he whispered conspiratorially. “Call it a wedding gift.”

      “You’re insane.”

      My head jerked back as the sharp rap of the back of his hand found my cheek. The tang of blood bloomed over my tongue, and I blinked the dark spots from my eyes.

      “You will not speak to me that way,” he hissed, looking every bit the crazed lunatic I knew he was, but only for a beat before he slicked his dark hair back from his face and sighed.

      “Now. Open wide.”

      I groaned as I resurfaced from the drug, my head heavy and ears filled with cotton. My fingers twitched over something smooth, like velvet or suede, and I worked hard to peel back my eyelids, but they wouldn’t cooperate.

      It was dark wherever we were. A suffused orange glow was the only light that flickered behind my shuttered eyelids.

      Taking stock, I realized there was something brushing against my chest and shoulders. I could feel it against my flesh, and yet I couldn’t move to touch it.

      It took more effort than I ever would have thought possible to get my eyelids even a fraction open, but I did. Grunting like a rabid animal.

      Where was I?

      A smooth carpet coated the earthen floor beneath me. Propped behind my back was a small mountain of suede pillows. An old kerosene lantern hung in one corner of what looked like a really big tent. The dark tactical style canvas of it at odds with the plush interior.

      I rocked my head to one side, gaining back another modicum of movement and found a bed. What looked like a real mattress on top of some kind of cot-like structure to keep it up off the floor. A rumpled green blanket hung half on and half off, and my nose wrinkled as the smell hit me.

      Devin’s scent. That strange combination of smooth musk and sharp pine that I’d once loved, but now thought smelled like a bog in the forest. The kind that housed algae and toads and smelled absolutely rank when it got too hot out.

      Yeah. I didn’t know how I’d ever actually enjoyed that smell.

      As though on cue, Devin swept into the tent, pushing through a flap opposite me. He was still full naked, his body glistening with sweat in the lamplight.

      Judging by how dark it was outside, I had to guess it’d been at least a few hours since the barrens, which meant I could be literally anywhere within a two-hundred mile radius. Not a comforting thought.

      “You’re awake.”

      No shit, I wanted to reply, but my tongue wasn’t ready to work yet and sat uselessly on the floor of my mouth.

      He turned back and lifted the flap, calling out into the night, to where I could hear the distant sounds of people and animals milling about, setting up camp.

      “Bring him,” he demanded, and the shadow of a tall man moved from beside the entrance, his footsteps fading as he moved away.

      Devin moved to the corner of the tent where a basin was placed high on a collapsible camp table. He splashed the water on his face, scrubbing away the last splatters of what I had to assume was Sam’s blood from his cheeks.

      He took a cloth from the top of a stack next to the basin and soaked it in the water, wringing out the excess before coming to me.

      I cringed inwardly as he knelt at my side, cocking his head, considering my face, my neck, and then lower, to where someone had mercifully dressed me in what looked like a white nightgown.

      “You’re even more beautiful than I remembered,” he told me, lifting a finger to twirl it in my long silvery hair, making my blood pump faster. The spark of fear doing enough to burn off some more of the paralytic from my blood, enabling me to twitch my hand into a loose fist and close my gaping mouth.

      Devin lifted the cloth to my cheek, scrubbing away what felt like a mat of blood even though I couldn’t remember being hurt. When the cloth came away brown instead of red, I sighed inwardly, glad to see it was only dirt.

      “I didn’t touch you,” he said, and I wanted desperately to believe him.

      “W-what…” I tried, the word coming out as if I had a ball in my mouth.

      “Hush,” Devin chided me, dragging the cool cloth down to my collarbone. “It’ll be a while yet before your strength returns. Be patient.”

      I narrowed my eyes on him, wondering what the fuck he was playing at with this bullshit nice guy act.

      “The alchemist,” someone announced from outside as the feeling returned to my toes.

      “Let him in.”

      A man entered a moment later. Tall, with broad shoulders and silver strands in his dark hair that caught the light as he moved through the tent.

      “This is the bitch?”

      “Don’t call her that,” Devin snapped at the man, whirling on him with a warning in his stare and muscle coiled to strike.

      The man, to his credit, didn’t so much as flinch at Devin’s threat, instead surveying him as one might survey a specimen beneath a microscope. Finding it particularly lacking.

      When he looked at me, though, the same disinterest was not present in his cutting stare.

      “Shall I proceed then?” the alchemist asked Devin, not bothering to pay him any mind as he brushed past to stand before me.

      “This...this spell you’re casting, how long will it last?”

      “It is permanent.”

      A spell?

      Devin was having this fucking alchemist prick cast a spell on me?

      I had to clench my jaw as tightly as I could to stop myself from smiling. Being the twin soul wolf allowed me to mate to two shifters, but it had also allowed me to be somehow impervious to the magic of other immortal races. And that ability hadn’t only extended to me, but to my entire pack when I became alpha.

      It was a secret I knew wasn’t safe if shared. People like this alchemist, with his clear status in the witching community, apparent in his dress and confidence, wouldn’t allow shifters like me to live if they knew the truth.

      And this one, clearly, didn’t.

      The alchemist inhaled sharply through his nose and tipped his head to one side, cracking his neck and flexing his fingers until each one popped.

      “I’ll need a moment in private,” he said, closing his eyes and spreading his hands at his sides, palms down to draw magic up from the earth.

      “No.”

      The alchemist’s eyes flew back open to glare at Devin.

      “Either you leave, or you will not get what you’ve asked for. This magic is ancient. Forbidden. Known only to a handful of my kind. Its knowledge cannot be—”

      “I don’t give a fuck about your magic. Besides, I’m not in the business of leaking information that could harm my kind.”

      The alchemist seemed to consider this and then nodded. “Very well, but if you tell a soul, I’ll have to kill you.”

      The corner of Devin’s mouth lifted into a grin as though he welcomed the challenge, and he was even more the fool than I thought he was. Too cocky. That cockiness would be the very thing that killed him.

      Without warning, the alchemist raised his hands and sparks of blue-hued light flew from his fingertips, forming a blazing symbol in the air. Intricate with lines and curves and runic symbols twisting and locking into place as though he was playing a puzzle game with electricity and the universe was the game board.

      I’d seen magic before. But not like this. Never like this.

      Someone gasped, and it took me a moment to realize it was me as I shied away from the blazing glow of the alchemist’s spell.

      It won’t work on me, I told myself. The words a mantra on repeat in my skull. It won’t work. It won’t work.

      “Liraveris Bestiam,” he said, and the blue hued light splintered into a thousand tiny pieces, shooting straight for me. They stabbed into my flesh, sinking down through muscle, sinew, and eventually, bone.

      My stomach roiled at the attack. His magic filled me until I was near bursting. My insides feeling too big to be contained by my outsides until my eyes were bulging. Until I was choking on it.

      “What’s happening?” Devin demanded, and as I vomited, he caught me, turning me onto my side to prevent me from choking as putrid bile flowed from my lips and bright spots of light crowded my vision.

      “Her twin soul, I imagine,” the alchemist said without feeling. “It’ll be harder to contain than a normal shifter. The magic will do its work, though, you can be certain of that.”

      Hot tears pricked my eyes as my sides stopped squeezing and the horrible sensation of the magic invading my body seemed to leech away back to the earth.

      “There, see? She’s just fine.”

      Devin’s hands left me, and I let my tensed muscles sag against the carpet, focusing on breathing. On getting air into my lungs and the light bursts out of my eyes so I could see.

      “What…” I hissed, finding that the alchemist’s magic had burned off even more of the drug still lingering in my bloodstream. “What did you...do...to me?”

      The alchemist knelt, careful to avoid the pool of bile, until I could see his face. “I’ve bound your wolf,” he told me with a grin, lifting his gaze back to Devin.

      “She won’t be able to access the strength of her inner beast. Nor will she be able to shift...though I’m afraid nothing will stop her from shifting during a full moon. However, she will be feral during a moon-triggered shift. Acting on instinct alone. Like a wild animal. Best to have her chained.”

      Devin nodded, his face falling as though he didn’t relish the thought of taking a part of me away. Like he didn’t just try to hack off part of my soul.

      But I could already sense it, the last of the witch’s magic leaving my body and returning to the earth. And though she was muted, hampered by all the drugs still lingering in my system, I found I could still feel her. I couldn’t be certain, but it was enough to hope that whatever magic this bastard had tried to use on me hadn’t worked.

      Even if I needed them both to think it had.

      “How much?” Devin asked, going to retrieve a stack of bills from a low table next to his bed.

      The alchemist shook his head, standing. “She killed my nephew,” he said. “We’ll call it even.”

      A river of ice flooded my veins as I considered the alchemist for a second time. Recognizing the sloping nose and wide jaw. They were features he shared with his kin: the witch we captured, tortured, and killed.

      The one we’d found to be innocent of the crimes we accused him of, but guilty of so many others committed at the behest of his master. His uncle.

      I committed his face to memory, vowing to kill him too if I ever saw his ugly face again.

      “Fucking bastard,” I spat, my voice still softer than I would’ve liked but growing in strength all the same.

      “It goes without saying,” the alchemist said as he made to depart, holding open the tent flap to cast one more disdainful glance in my direction. “I was never here.”

      Devin didn’t bother replying as the man left, bending to lift me from the ground instead, setting me back against the pillows while he tugged the dirtied carpet out from under me and tossed it outside.

      “Get rid of that,” he barked. “And bring me the girl.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Now what?” I asked, wiggling my toes and flexing my shoulders. Hoping he didn’t notice just how much feeling was returning to my limbs while his back was turned to me. I rolled my ankles, stopping as he came back to me.

      “We live happily ever after?” I asked, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “You the mad king and me, the chained bitch at your side?”

      His brows lowered, confused.

      “No, Allie. I won’t have to keep you chained. That’s the beauty of it, don’t you see? The council member was only the first visitor. There will be another. One who will make you irrevocably mine. Forever. Unless you hold up your end of the bargain.”

      “Let me guess? A vampire?”

      So predictable. Also, so so fucking perfect.

      Devin took hold of my jaw, forcing my still-rolling eyes to focus on him instead. His rough touch sent shivers of disgust rolling through me, and I had to stop myself from spitting in his face.

      “You made me a promise,” he said, neglecting to respond. “You swore to be mine if I allowed your mates to live.”

      He cast my face to the side with a sharp jerk of my chin, leaning in to inhale deeply beneath my jaw. “That smell…”

      “Fuck off,” I growled.

      His fist came around my throat, squeezing just enough to prove what he could do if he wished. “We can do it my way if you prefer? I have a crew ready to go after them. And I wouldn’t stop at your mates, Allie. I’ll kill them all.”

      My breath wheezed through the pinhole of my throat, and he relaxed his hold just enough for me to respond. “No,” I croaked, testing my arms while he was distracted. I could lift them, but I was afraid they’d still be of little use.

      “Then show me you mean it,” he demanded, his eyes falling to my lips while he licked his own. “Don’t fight me. Just give in to it. I know you can feel it, too. We’re the same, Allie.”

      I closed my eyes as he leaned in, thinking of Clay. Of Jared. Of my pack. I would kill Devin, but right now, he still had the upper hand. He could send that crew of shifters after them. For all I knew, he might have already.

      Right now, I needed to play this part. Be what I promised him I would. Keep my guys safe. Keep us whole even though it felt like something inside of me was breaking as Devin’s lips brushed mine.

      He pulled away a second later, and I sagged, thinking it was over, but when I saw the look in his eyes, the way they slanted with lust, I knew it was far from being over. “You can do better.”

      This time he wasn’t gentle.

      This time, his lips were hard and demanding, almost bruising as he deepened the kiss, slipping his tongue into my mouth until I gagged on it.

      He snarled as he pulled away, rising to rake clawed fingers through his hair as though he might rip it from his scalp. “Why do you fight me?” he shouted. “Why must you always fight me?”

      In the blink of an eye he had me up on my feet, supporting my weight between himself and a tent post with an arm barred against my chest. “You. Are. Mine.”

      I bit back a scathing retort, trying to suss out whether or not I could stand on my own if he released me.

      “I will have you, Allie, whether you want it or not, but for your own sake, don’t fight me. I don’t want to have you compelled. Don’t make me.”

      If I could be compelled, it was about the only way he’d ever have me, because promise or no, I would not let this motherfucker rape me.

      Devin pressed in against me, making his naked body flush with mine until I could feel the press of his hardening cock through the thin white fabric of the gown I wore and shuddered.

      He ran his free hand up my thigh, finding the hem of the nightgown and pressing beneath it. “That’s it,” he cooed. “Just give in.”

      His fingers gripped my hip, knocking my tailbone hard into the post at my back, and it was the perfect opportunity. In a knee jerk reaction, literally, just as his hand moved down to lift the hem of the gown, I drove my knee into his erection.

      Perhaps not with as much strength as I could’ve done had I not been drugged, but it had the intended effect. His hold against my chest weakened as he buckled, holding his junk.

      I slipped free of his grasp, but misjudged how much of my strength had returned. I managed two rocky steps to the left before my knees gave out under the weight of my body and I crashed to the floor. He was on me barely a second later, flipping me onto my back until his knees were pressed tightly to either side of my hips, his cock hovering over my belly button. Somehow still partially hard.

      “Bitch!” he snarled, his eyes showing the wolf that lingered within. Devin’s fingers splayed over my chest, trying to hold me down while he stroked his cock back to a full head. And all the while I squirmed, thrusting weak jabs at his chest with my heavy fists.

      “Get...off…me,” I managed through fits of panicked breath, gasping when I finally wiggled high enough to dislodge a leg. With everything I had, I planted my heel to his chest and kicked, sending him rocking backward far enough for me to get my other leg free and repeat the motion while he was still surprised.

      Using the hard packed earth as leverage I slammed both feet into his chest and this time he flew back...right into a girl who’d just stepped through the door, a guard holding her tightly by the arm.

      She shrieked as he knocked into her, and they both fell to the ground.

      “Sir!” the male shifter called, grabbing Devin by the arm to try to help him up, but Devin knocked away the shifter’s hand and turned his fury on the girl.

      Piper cried out as he slapped her hard across the face. “Never enter my tent unannounced,” he hissed at her as she whimpered. “And never put your filthy hands on me again.”

      The girl choked on a sob and tried to sign something, but Devin wasn’t paying attention.

      “I’m sorry, sir, we heard the shouts and she just darted in. Slipped right out of my fingers for a second—”

      “Get out,” Devin said to the guard, settling a glare on him so malicious that I wondered if Devin might strike him down right there and then for not having stopped the girl from entering.

      The shifter vanished back the way he’d come, and by the time Devin faced me again, I’d managed to army crawl nearly all the way to the back of the tent. A useless endeavor, but still, I had to try.

      “You,” he hissed at Piper. “Get over there and read her.”

      The girl’s dark watery gaze flicked to me in muted horror.

      When she didn’t move, he kicked her, and she winced at the pain while scrambling to her feet only to fall to her knees again in front of me.

      “Does she have any intention whatsoever of making good on her promise to me?” The question was for Piper, but his luminous eyes remained locked on me. And then after another moment, his upper lip curling back, he said, “Does she intend to kill me?”

      My jaw clenched as I found some last morsel of strength, and I hauled myself up to a seated position so I could scooch away from the girl. I shook my head at her, feeling my wolf waking from a too-long slumber within. She was weak though, muted, and I couldn’t seem to draw on her strength.

      The realization that the alchemist’s spell may have somehow worked made me sick to my stomach, and I shoved away the idea. Pulling harder on that little flicker of her I could still feel deep within.

      I couldn’t let this girl read my thoughts. I didn’t think I would be able to hide them from her, and if she told Devin my intentions—that I would never let him have me, and that I fully fucking intended to not only kill him but make him suffer—then the deal was off, and my mates, my entire pack, were as good as dead.

      Why hadn’t I seen this bullshittery coming?

      Damn.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      “Do it!” Devin growled and the girl darted forward, making a grab for my hands. I shoved her back, and she looked to Devin for guidance.

      He rolled his eyes before coming over and settling himself behind me. I wasn’t able to fight him as he locked my arms with his and hauled my body against his so that my back was pressed to his chest and his hot breath skated down the back of my neck.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      I wriggled as Piper leaned in and placed her clammy hands on either side of my face, a hopeless sob expanding in my chest.

      No.

      Please.

      Please.

      Don’t think. Don’t think.

      I implored her for mercy, begged her for it with my eyes, and watched as her chin quivered.

      Clear your mind, Allie.

      But even in trying to clear it, the edges of my subconscious thoughts were still there. Dancing around my conscious desire for them to shut the fuck up.

      “Well?” Devin demanded.

      Piper dropped her hands to wring them together in her lap. Her long hair fell back as she lifted her gaze to her alpha’s and began to sign.

      I studied each vague movement, studying the symbols and praying to be able to understand something of what she was telling him, but it was no use. I’d read a book on sign language once as a teen with good intentions of learning, but I’d never stuck with it. I barely remembered how to sign the letters of my goddamned name.

      “Hmmm.” Devin’s chest rumbled with the curious sound as his hold relaxed and Piper rose on shaking legs to take a step back from me. “Interesting.”

      Interesting? What was fucking interesting?

      “That’ll be all, Piper. Go back to your tent and stay there. I’ll see to it that you’re brought a proper meal for your assistance today.”

      Piper nodded her head and cast me an apologetic look before she scampered back outside.

      I jerked out of Devin’s grasp and nearly fell on my face, only catching myself at the last second as he rushed to follow Piper to the door. “Is it ready?” he asked someone outside.

      “Yes. Shall I take her?”

      “No. I’ll do it myself.”

      Before I knew what was happening, Devin lifted me with a firm grip on my arm.

      “Let go,” I snapped, still wobbling on my feet.

      He jerked me steady and put his face in mine. “Keep fighting me and I’ll not just kill them, Allie, I’ll make you watch.”

      So he knew…

      He knew.

      I felt nothing as Devin dragged my only half-functioning body from the tent out into the night. I barely registered the stares or the whispers as we passed rows of small tents and groups of naked bodies surrounding metal barrel campfires.

      As pine branches slapped across my cheeks and thorny shrubs carved small wounds into my knees, I pieced together that we were entering a thicker part of the forest.

      And then we were inside. It smelled of wood. Of old cedar and mothballs and metal.

      Chains rattled, and I wasn’t able to claw back to myself from the pits of my despair in time to stop it.

      I stared down into a dark hole in the wooden floor of what I assumed was some sort of old hunting cabin. The cloying smell of damp earth filled my nose as Devin released me with a shove and I fell.

      The ground rushed up to meet me, expelling all the air from my lungs. I wheezed as I tried to get air, fingers clawing into the damp wood beneath me, trying to flip around.

      Devin pulled the ladder up and discarded it somewhere up there as I fell onto my back, staring up, still unable to get a full breath.

      There was a creak as the door above, so far above, began to close, and I blinked, trying to judge the distance. It had to be at least twelve feet.

      “There’s something I have to take care of,” Devin told me, and the implication in his words made every inch of my flesh prickle and the back of my throat burn.

      “You...you motherfucker,” I stammered, my chest still aching from the blow of the fall. “Don’t...don’t you dare—”

      But Devin only smiled as he sealed me into the cellar with the smells of earth and wood rot as my only company.

      Chains drew across the wooden exterior of the hatch and the chink of a lock clicking into place burrowed into my heart just as surely as a bullet might.

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” Devin called, his footsteps retreating until another door closed and I heard the muffled drone of low conversation outside.

      “I’m going...” I coughed, my voice still so low that I doubted he could hear me. “...to kill you. I swear.”
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      It took far longer than I would’ve imagined, but eventually I was able to stand. To walk. Not that it helped much. In the pitch dark of the cellar the only things I could find were cobwebs and mouse droppings. They’d been careful, it seemed, to remove everything from the space.

      There wasn’t any way I could reach the hatch above, either. I’d tried. If I could shift, then maybe...but my wolf lay dormant inside, leaving me all alone.

      For so long, I’d wished to never have been changed. In the beginning I’d fought that new foreign part of myself. Hated it, even. But without her I felt lost now. Bereft.

      Abandoned.

      Though that wasn’t the reason I’d begun to pace. Nor was it the reason my skin was crawling, my heart fluttering against the bones of my ribs like a bird beating against a sealed window. No escape.

      No escape.

      Panic twisted my guts and made breathing so much of a chore that every few moments I had to gasp for it, to force it down into my lungs just to keep from passing out again.

      He’s going after them.

      Piper had told Devin what I was thinking, what I planned, and now he was going to kill them. He would kill them all.

      I choked as bile tried to force its way up my throat, my stomach heaving, but there was nothing in there to be expelled. It didn’t stop my body from trying though, making fresh tears sting my already burning eyes.

      I need to get out.

      Get up, Allie.

      Get. Up.

      My head spun as I found my footing again, going back to the wall to search for any sort of handhold nearest to where I could see the tiniest bit of light filtering through a fissure in the wooden hatch above. Judging by the light, it was day. Had been for some time, though I could only recall a few hours. I’d passed out not long after Devin locked me inside.

      My body folding to the first wave of anxiety like a cheap tent.

      I wouldn’t let that happen again.

      I knew they were still alive. I could feel it in my bones. And as long as my mates drew breath on this earth, there was no way in hell I was going to stop fighting to save them.

      My shaking hands brushed over the rough wooden surface of the wall, catching a couple of splinters I ignored. There were no shelves. No tables. Nothing.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d have to assume I was in an oversized wooden coffin. Sure as fuck felt like one.

      Getting an idea, I steeled myself, spreading my legs wide and swinging my clenched fist into the wood paneling. The wood splintered and snapped and my fist went through. My triumph was quickly muted as my knuckles smashed into hard brick.

      “Fuck!” I cradled my fist to my chest, testing the knuckles for breaks. It seemed fine, but the pinky was questionable. I’d have to worry about setting it later.

      I gripped the edge of the wood, and a small grin pulled up at the corner of my lips. I’d made a handhold. If I could just do that about eight more times, I could reach the hatch.

      My smile faltered.

      Then what, genius?

      The hatch was chained shut. And every twenty minutes or so someone entered the cabin above, did a sweep, and then exited the front door again. I had to assume there were at least two out there at all times.

      If I made a ruckus trying to break through the goddamned hatch, they’d just come and stop me. And the commotion from that would draw even more of them.

      Doesn’t matter, I told myself. You still need to try.

      I shook out the sting still lingering in my split knuckles, giving it another couple of seconds to heal before throwing it through the wood again.

      I whimpered as my knuckles struck the brick, the pain radiating up through my forearm.

      I could use a little help, I whispered inwardly, still drawing on my inner wolf. I’d all but forgotten how bullshit human strength was. At least I was healing quickly though, at least there was some sign that the alchemist hadn’t succeeded in binding my wolf. At least not fully.

      Footsteps charged inside from above, and I crouched, eyeing the hatch, holding my breath.

      “You hear that?” one asked another.

      A pause.

      “Nah, what was it?”

      “Not sure.”

      Silence.

      “It’s gone now. Probably just the bitch throwing herself against a wall.”

      “A lot of good that’ll do.”

      They shared a laugh, and rage burned through my veins as they retreated back to their posts outside the old hunter’s cabin.

      There was no way I was going to be able to punch seven more holes in this damned wall to reach the top without them coming to investigate. But...maybe that was a good thing.

      If they opened the hatch…

      Ugh.

      Without my wolf, I was useless, who the hell was I kidding.

      I leaned back against the wall and sank, pulling my knees into my chest and closing my eyes to focus.

      “I can feel you,” I whispered. “I know you’re still in there.”

      She was in pain. We were in pain.

      But we would keep being in pain for the rest of our miserable lives if we did nothing to save them.

      Please.

      A scratching sound, like tiny claws on wood, brought me back out of my head.

      I squinted into the dark, trying to figure out where it was coming from and wondering absently if I was hungry enough to eat a raw rat. Shudder. I may not be, but if my wolf would cooperate, she wouldn’t hesitate to gobble it up.

      Feeling my way, I crawled across the dirty floor, listening intently as the sound came again. Louder this time and followed by the familiar sound of dirt and small stones trickling down to the ground. Along with the knock of one brick being set atop another.

      A dim light shone through one of the hollow knots in a panel of wood, and I gasped, hearing someone grunt on the other side.

      Hurriedly, I pressed my eye to the notch, peering through to see the silhouette of someone moving. Behind them I could make out what appeared to be a stretch of space and stairs leading up.

      It was another entrance to the cellar. One the hunter would’ve used to haul in big game so he wouldn’t have to track it through the house. I wanted to smack myself for not thinking to check for it, but clearly this entrance had been sealed up a long time ago.

      I tried to get a better look at who was attempting to burrow into my makeshift cell, but when they moved, dirt sprayed into my eye and I fell back, trying to blink it clear.

      The wood panel groaned as though they were pushing on it, and I scrambled to my feet, readying myself for a fight.

      It looked like there was only one. Even without my wolf, I could take them. I had to.

      The panel snapped free, and I clamped my jaw shut to silence the sounds of my haggard breathing, praying the shifters guarding the cabin upstairs didn’t hear.

      A slender shape slipped through the opening, and I blinked into the second-hand light, bending low in preparation to tackle them.

      Piper held up her hands, her eyes going wide at the sight of me. She put her finger to her lips.

      I looked past her to the short tunnel and stairway, unable to stop myself from moving toward it.

      The girl launched herself at me, gripping my arms frantically to stop me from leaving. I shook her off, resisting the urge to shout. Couldn’t draw any more attention than Piper likely already had.

      She moved her hands, trying desperately to tell me something that I wasn’t understanding. I shook my head, confused. “I don’t understand.”

      Not just what she was trying to tell me, but what the hell she was doing here. I had to assume she was helping me, but...why?

      “I need to go. He’s going to kill them if I don’t.”

      She shook her head, and I cocked mine at her in response. She clenched her jaw and tugged a tiny chunk of pencil shaved almost all the way down to the eraser end out of her pocket. She searched for something to write on, and I hurriedly pulled off my nightgown, thrusting it at her.

      Her eyes lit up, and she pushed the gown against the wall, beginning to write something.

      Not safe yet. Need to wait. Trust me.

      My brows drew together as I glanced between her and my freedom. The leafy pattern lying in shadows against the stairs told me she was at least smart enough to have camouflaged the opening. But the covering was sparse. If someone looked too closely…

      “Is there someone on patrol nearby?” I asked in a whisper.

      Piper squinted at me and I realized she was looking at my mouth, trying to understand what I was saying. I repeated the question more slowly, giving her ample opportunity to read my lips.

      She nodded and held up four fingers.

      Four of them.

      In my wolf form, maybe I could take them. But definitely not like this.

      She then held up two fingers with one hand and made a zero with the other before pointing to her wrist as though she were wearing a watch.

      “Twenty minutes?”

      She nodded again and went back to writing on the white shift for a painfully long minute before turning it to face me again.

      He was never going to let any of them live no matter what. I’m sorry. I thought he was different. I didn’t know how far he would go.

      I remembered how Devin knocked into her in the tent and how he warned her off ever touching him again. She definitely got a good earful of his thoughts during that quick exchange, and it was obvious he’d never allowed her to read him before. Otherwise, I was willing to bet she wouldn’t have been so eager to help a psychopath.

      I held up a hand. “It doesn’t matter. I just have to get back to my pack. If I’m fast enough, then maybe I can still save my mates and the rest of them.”

      Her lips parted, and she hurriedly scribbled out two more words.

      Still alive.

      “I know,” I replied, confused. “I would feel it if my mates were dead.”

      She shook her head, flustered.

      The other ones, she wrote. He said he killed them, but they are not dead yet. They are still alive. He sold them to the witch.

      My wolf stirred within.

      Still alive?

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and I tried to count the hours between when the witch cast his spell on me and now. Would that be enough time for him to arrange pick up and transport of that many shifters?

      “Do you know where they are?”

      She nodded again, and I snatched her up, pulling her hard to my chest for an awkward, trembling embrace. My heart squeezed in my chest. Alive. They were all still alive.

      “Why are you helping me?” I asked in a watery voice. “Why betray your pack?”

      She chewed her bottom lip and wrote something out near the hem of the gown and passed it to me.

      You’re good.

      He’s not.

      She had that all wrong. The part about me being good anyway, but I didn’t argue. “How much longer?”

      Piper considered, listening closely to the sounds of the forest outside. She held up a one and five apologetically, and I ground my teeth. How the fuck was I supposed to sit here uselessly for fifteen more minutes.

      “Do you know where he went? Where Devin went?”

      She shook her head, and a chill snaked through me. I had to believe he wasn’t going after Clay and Jared, at least not yet.

      Piper settled into silence, sinking down to sit cross legged with a fresh swath of gown in her lap. She set to drawing something, and I peered over her shoulder in the dim light to find the beginnings of a map.

      “Hey,” I interrupted, crouching down to her level. “You can’t stay here. He’ll know you helped me. Your scent is bound to be all over this room by now.”

      She frowned, though it certainly didn’t seem like news to her.

      I wrinkled my nose. She knew he’d kill her and still helped me anyway. I couldn’t say I condoned what she’d likely done in helping him build this army, or in getting my mate’s sister killed for switching sides, but…

      I understood what it was like to feel like you didn’t have a choice. I knew the urge for self-preservation above all else was the hardest thing to give up.

      “Come with me.”

      She cocked her head at me.

      “Come with me, and if we survive...if I can kill him...you’ll have a place with my pack.”

      Her eyes filled with unshed tears and instead of trying to write anything, she snatched my hand, squeezing it in what I could only assume was a form of thanks.

      “Don’t thank me, yet,” I muttered. “There’s a pretty good chance neither of us will survive until tomorrow.”

      A lump formed in my throat as I tried to come up with some semblance of a plan. I needed to rescue my packmates before anything else, even though my heart yearned to make a beeline straight for my mates. I owed it to them to save them and once that witch had his hands on them, there was no telling where they’d wind up.

      I may not be able to find them then.

      I couldn’t risk that.

      Okay, find the shifters Devin has captive, free them, then what?

      The taste of blood filled my mouth as I bit down too hard on my cheek trying to think of a way out of this, but I was coming up empty.

      Fuck.

      Okay, first things first. Get the hostages freed and then work out the rest.

      Like Jared would’ve said: one step at a time.

      A gentle tap on my arm drew my attention back to Piper and the new message she had written over the top of the map.

      I was coming to find your pack when he found me first, it said. He promised me safety if I helped him. If it weren’t for me, he wouldn’t have so many shifters in his pack. He used my ability against them.

      She signed that she was sorry and it was one gesture I did remember from that old textbook.

      “You were coming to find my pack?” I asked, not needing the explanation of the rest. Devin could be very convincing and quite charming when he needed to be. Besides, I had no doubt this poor girl was hated everywhere she went. No one wanted someone being privy to their private thoughts. I could imagine the trials she would’ve had to face in trying to find a pack, and everyone knew that being a lone wolf wasn’t the safest way to live as our kind.

      I heard you took in same sex mated pairs and that you had a seer and had mated to two shifters. I thought if anyone could understand, it would be you. I had no idea Devin was after you. None of us knew until it was too late to do anything to stop him.

      She didn’t have to tell me the rest. The way he treated Piper now told me all I needed to know. She’d helped him of her own free will at first, not knowing the truth that hid behind carefully crafted smiles and an easy laugh. And when she decided she didn’t want to help him anymore, he made her anyway.

      I patted her leg, practically bouncing on the balls of my feet in anticipation of getting the fuck out of here. “You don’t need to explain to me. I know him. I understand. I may not be able to promise you safety, but I can promise you freedom.”

      She nodded resolutely, discarding the remaining nub of pencil with the shirt on the floor. She held up five fingers.

      Five more minutes.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance and both of us jumped at the sound, sharing a look. I was almost afraid to breathe and break the spell.

      If it rained, our scent would be harder to track. Hell, if it rained hard enough, it would be near impossible.

      We listened intently as the first droplets began to fall, a dark cloud passing over the sun above, erasing the shadows on the stairs.

      A wide grin split my face and deep within, awoken by a new hope, my wolf lifted her weary head.
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      Piper gave me a loaded look when it was time, her jaw clenching tightly. I could hear her heartbeat from a foot away, and erratic as it was, it was a comforting notion. My wolf was breaking through whatever kept her walled away at my center.

      But I didn’t think it had anything to do with the witch and everything to do with having lost hope. Of not wanting to bear witness to what she thought we’d have to endure at the hands of Devin for the sake of our mates.

      I truly had meant to give in to him if it meant saving them, but even without my wolf to influence me, I just couldn’t do it.

      “Ready?” I asked, listening to the sounds of the rapidly darkening forest outside. I heard nothing save for the pelting of rain on leaves and earth. The patrol had moved on, or perhaps they were switching out.

      I just had to hope there weren’t several rings of patrol we’d need to get through, or if there were, that Piper knew a way through undetected.

      It wasn’t lost on me that I was putting a lot of faith in a person that I’d only truly met today. Someone without whom none of this might even be happening.

      My wolf bristled within, making my upper lip twitch into a snarl, but this teenage girl was not the enemy. At least, she wasn’t anymore.

      I followed Piper out through the narrow opening she created toward the wet cement steps. A curved shape caught my eye, and I paused to pry a rusted meat hook from the wall near the exit, clutching the bar end in my palm to wield as a weapon if needed.

      I wasn’t sure yet if my wolf was strong enough to take over and I’d need to be prepared if she weren’t.

      Piper raised a brow at me but quickly recovered, gesturing upward to the covered opening and then to the northeast with two quick jerks of her fingers. We needed to exit quickly and run in that direction.

      I nodded that I understood and my body flooded with adrenaline, hairs standing on end as the chill air met my flushed skin.

      Piper inhaled sharply and cleared the steps in a single bound, shoving the branches and bramble from her path as she vanished into the rain.

      I cleared the exit only a second after her, shivering as cold rain coated my naked body, pressing my hair flat to my scalp.

      For a little thing, she was fast.

      Piper kept in a low crouch as she weaved through the trees, her footfalls so light they were almost inaudible above the rush of the rain.

      I kept my eyes fixed to her simple gray paper-bag dress, but it blended in so well with the shadows that I nearly lost sight of her a couple times and had to keep right on her heels to keep from losing her completely.

      My tan flesh was definitely better than the white gown I’d been wearing as far as camouflage went, but I’d still be spotted easily in comparison to her. The white blonde hair wasn’t helping, either.

      I rushed to tap Piper on the arm and held up a hand, mouthing one sec as I set down the meat hook and dug my fingers into the earth at my feet, scooping up two fistfuls of muck. I smashed it into my hair and rubbed the excess down my arms and chest, remembering another time I’d done the same. While trying to escape the very same monster who would hunt me the moment he noticed I was gone.

      Except last time I wasn’t ready. I didn’t know what I was up against. And he’d won.

      This time would be different.

      “Okay,” I whispered, grabbing my meat hook and gesturing forward. “Lead on.”

      She nodded grimly, and I wondered why she hadn’t shifted yet. Surely we were far enough from camp now that no one would sense her or catch her wolf’s scent? If she weren’t shifting, I had to assume there was still at least one more patrol ring we’d need to pass through.

      We’d be faster on four legs, though, if my wolf would allow the shift. I had no idea how long Devin would be gone, nor how long it would be until someone noticed I was gone or stumbled upon the exit Piper had found hidden in the trees.

      Not long, I guessed.

      Not long at all.

      A head start was the best we could hope for, and I prayed it would be enough.

      I almost ran into Piper when she stopped dead in her tracks, lowering herself down until her fingertips kissed the mud.

      My body went rigid as I heard what had given her pause. A sort of snuffling sound. Like a wolf trying to track a scent.

      They were close, and getting closer every second. They’d caught our scent even through the rain. We must have walked right into them.

      I closed my eyes and listened, separating the sounds of two distinct canters. Two. There were only two of them.

      I held up two fingers for Piper to see, and she nodded then shrugged as though to say what now? It was clear she wasn’t a fighter. Her frame too wiry and thin beneath the baggy dress.

      I swiped the rain from my eyes and mouthed stay here, before creeping past her, careful not to disturb the brush at the base of a wide oak—the rusted meat hook clenched tightly in my palm.

      She caught me by the wrist, signing something I couldn’t understand. I shook my head to tell her as much but that only made her hold tighter, making me have to jerk myself free.

      I held up a hand. “This isn’t your fight,” I mouthed as clearly as I could, watching her read my lips.

      Her face fell, but she didn’t move to stop me again, instead hunching down lower in the brush to wait for my return.

      I slipped through the foliage, squinting through the rain and shadow for them. My vision narrowed, helped along by my inner wolf, until I caught sight of one snuffling the base of a tree no more than twenty yards away.

      So busy watching the shifter’s every movement, I wasn’t prepared for the other one to attack from behind. Good thing he wasn’t as light on his feet as another shifter I knew or else I’d be dead. The squish of his paws in the mud were enough to alert me to his presence a split second before he attacked.

      Without thinking, I whirled, arm outstretched, until the rusty hook clenched in my palm sunk deep into the throat of the wolf tumbling atop me.

      Hot blood sprayed across my chest as we fell. Stars burst in my eyes as my head connected with something hard, and I was crushed under the weight of the shifter.

      A horrible gurgling sound dug into my ears as the wolf thrashed and then began to still.

      I called on my wolf, drawing her out as I worked to get the dying wolf off of me, knowing the other would be coming. But I’d only just managed to roll the beast from my chest when the other descended on me. I cried out as its teeth sliced into my forearm, dragging me back.

      My body bumped over a tree root as I swung at him, unable to land a single blow. I switched tactics, fighting for something to grab hold of to stop him dragging me back. Each vicious tug of his jaws tearing deeper into my flesh.

      Why hadn’t I pulled the hook back after that first goddamned swing?

      I cried out as the shifter bit harder and a gush of heat slid down my arm faster than the rain could wash it away.

      My shoulder was near coming out of its socket as I fought his hold, and he was so focused on not letting go that he didn’t see her coming.

      Piper slammed into his side with a wet smack, managing to get her slender jaw around his throat before he could buck her off. But he was quickly gaining the upper hand, their enormous bodies twisting and tumbling together until I could hardly tell where one of them ended and the other began.

      Piper let out a sharp whine, and I felt around in the mud for something to use, the only thing I could come up with a small boulder that I could barely lift. One of my arms useless with blood loss and severed nerve endings.

      I hefted it above my head with a shaking grip, willing my body to heal faster. As soon as I saw an opening, I smashed it down. It cracked against the shifter’s skull, dazing him long enough for me to hit him again.

      And again.

      Until I was left staring down at a grotesquerie of bone and I didn’t want to consider what else.

      I dropped the stone with a thud at my feet and hurried to kneel next to Piper, feeling her out for injury. Her collarbone was broken, and I gave her an apologetic look before using my full body weight to hold her down and guide it back into place for her to heal.

      A broken cry came from her canine lips, but after a minute, her breathing evened out and I was able to release her. It definitely wouldn’t be the best setting I’d ever done, but it would have to do for now. If we lived long enough to get back to camp, I’d have it set properly.

      “You good?” I asked as she got to her feet, needing to repeat myself a second time for her to interpret the movements of my mouth.

      She nodded shakily and nudged her nose to my chest before tipping her head to gesture behind her. No, not behind her, to her back.

      “No,” I replied. “You can’t carry me while that’s still healing.”

      Piper’s lupine face screwed up in a scowl as she tipped her head to one side. Not understanding. Clearly she thought the witch’s magic had worked on me. Forrest had always been a loudmouth. I was willing to bet everyone in his hellhole of a camp thought they’d seen the last of my wolf.

      They were wrong.

      Now or never.

      I crouched to one knee, planting my fists against the earth.

      Wake-up, I commanded, tipping my head back to regard the moon, studying its near-full curve during a break in the cloud cover.

      “Come on,” I commanded through gritted teeth, offering myself to the power of my beast. Offering her the full control she always craved but I never gave.

      I need you.

      Wake!

      She shattered through whatever barrier had been erected around her, surging to the surface like a bolt of white-hot fire.

      A guttural growl forced hot steam to cloud around my mouth as my body broke and bent, being reclaimed. Reforged.

      Reborn as the wolf I was always meant to be.

      I snapped at Piper, and she took off running, leading the way as fast as her legs could carry her.

      Failure was not an option anymore. Not even a thought in our shared mind. Our purpose narrowed to a single focus, punctuated only by the steady beating of our heart in our chest and of our paws against the earth: revenge.
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      I recognized the route we were taking after we diverted from our northern heading to turn sharply south. Piper was smarter than I gave her credit for. She’d only headed north to leave the camp, but as our path converged with White River, she’d skated down to the edge of the bank and continued south.

      The bastard hadn’t even moved his captives yet. He was just that cocky that I wouldn’t be able to escape and that Clay and Jared wouldn’t dare make a play for them after everything else that’d happened.

      It was his cockiness that was going to be the end of him.

      When Piper began to slow after nearly an hour of running, I knew we were getting close. It was still raining pretty hard and that would be to our advantage, but in the distance, I could see the clouds breaking up.

      If we wanted to get them out and make any sort of clean getaway, we’d need to do it right now.

      There was just the tiny problem of us being heavily outnumbered, but I was filing that under minor detail in my already overflowing worry bank.

      Piper stopped, jerking her head to the southwest.

      I nodded.

      I wouldn’t have blamed her for staying behind, but as I jumped up from the riverbank, she followed, keeping right on my heels.

      We crept through the brush in the dark, and distantly I could hear the sloshing of a watermill turning double-time in the rain and wind.

      We found a good place to stop and observe from a distance, tucking ourselves in next to the wide trunk of a fallen tree. It reeked of rot and fungi, which was perfect to help conceal our scent even more than the rain already would.

      The mill was situated off to the right of the intersecting river and creek. A quiet stone building almost entirely covered in moss and young ivy, the stones chipped and yellowed with age. The windows broken or missing entirely.

      At first we saw no one, and I had to wonder if they’d moved on. If Devin had already returned and discovered I was gone and sent word for them to move. Or perhaps the bodies of the two shifters I’d killed barely an hour ago had been discovered already and it was someone else who set word.

      But then…

      Two shifters exited the building, standing under a stone awning to keep their cigarettes from getting spoiled by the downpour.

      I listened carefully, trying to pick out their voices, or any other noises from the building.

      Snippets of their conversation floated my way and to my surprise it seemed they were still thinking they were on schedule for a pick up by the witch’s lackeys sometime before dawn.

      It was barely midnight now. We had lots of time on our side at least.

      Piper cocked her head at me in question, a small whine of protest on her lips that made my wolf want to bite her head off. Quiet, I commanded, and even though she couldn’t hear it, she felt the weight of my alpha dominance and fell silent.

      Six.

      The more I listened, the more I was certain of it. There were six of them. Two outside sharing a cigarette. One in wolf form down the creek. And three more inside.

      Unless the ones I heard talking and shuffling about inside were actually my packmates, then I supposed there were only the three. I doubted I was that lucky, though.

      There was just one more thing I needed before I could even think about finding a way inside. There was no way in hell I was walking blindly into another trap.

      It came several minutes later, the scrape of chains over stone. A low moan so familiar it made my blood sing with relief.

      “She’s waking up again,” someone said, their words all but drowned out by the pelting rain.

      “Bitch doesn’t know when to quit.”

      “I’m going to stuff your useless balls down your goddamned throats,” came Viv’s biting retort, clear as a bell, sharp as the business end of a blade.

      They were keeping them unconscious, then, which wasn’t exactly fucking ideal but…

      Work with what you’ve got.

      A thump preceded a gasping emittance of pain and my hackles raised.

      Wait, I beseeched my wolf, but I’d given her the reins, and she’d just decided the element of surprise was all we needed.

      One of the shifters huddling under the awning stubbed the cigarette butt out on a wall, sending bright red cinders scattering into the wind and rain. He didn’t even see me coming.

      He didn’t make so much as a squeal before I had him pressed flat to his back and cut off his air supply with a feral thrust of my paws. The other one I caught mid-shift, his bright green eyes reminding me so much of Devin’s that there could be no holding back.

      His neck snapped under my jaws and the coppery tang of blood filled my mouth as he went down, twitching as he grew limp.

      The door burst open, and I charged before I could think, my jaws clamping down on a corded shoulder as I tumbled into the mill. The man still locked between my teeth.

      “Get her!” someone shouted, and I snarled viciously, sinking my teeth further into the man to make him scream.

      Come near me, I dared them without the need for words. I fucking dare you.

      The two remaining men shifted, narrowly avoiding injuring my pack, who lay in a tangle of pale limbs and chains against the far wall. They were so still that for a heart wrenching moment I thought they might be dead. But their heartbeats filled my ears, the sound like a balm to my soul.

      My gaze locked on Vivian’s for an instant, her gaping mouth closing as she immediately went into action, trying to wake the others as she pulled mercilessly on her shackles.

      No mercy, my wolf decided. I decided.

      The one in my grip was dead in the next instant, spurring the remaining two to charge. I growled, letting the power of my alpha spirit fill me to near bursting. They barely cleared half the space to me before they buckled under the pressure, bending, breaking, bowing.

      In my periphery, I could see Piper in the doorway, staring aghast at the scene before her, paralyzed with fear.

      There was no stopping now, though. I charged them, checking the one on the right so hard that he sailed into the stone wall with a deafening clap! And fell to the ground, unmoving.

      My twin tails whipped around me as the other of the two cowered, head bent low and ears pressed flat.

      No.

      Piper!

      The shifter who’d been down the creek fell on her a second before I might’ve warned her, knocking her out of the doorway and back into the brush.

      Fuck.

      I howled as a lancing pain shot through my ankle, my distraction allowing the other one to launch an attack.

      “Allie!” Vivian cried, and the wolf yipped in surprise as a long bolt of chain whipped into its rear end, giving me the opportunity to break free. My counterattack was swift and merciless, going straight for the quick kill.

      I ran for the door.

      Stumbling over myself in my haste to get to Piper, I nearly bowled her over as she reappeared in the doorway, panting heavily. Bloody but uninjured. The victor.

      Impressive.

      I jerked my head to the door, requesting that she remain there to alert us of any others, and she spun around dutifully, scanning the shadows.

      “Allie?” the groggy voice of Seth found my ears and I yipped excitedly, rushing back to the group as the scent of stale urine clogged my nostrils, replacing the tang of blood that’d been clogging them before. Trey and Todd were still unconscious near his feet, but I could tell they were alive. They were okay.

      We were all going to be okay.

      “Allie, quit it, you’re disgusting,” Seth griped as I licked him up the side of his face.

      “Are you hurt?” Viv asked, still tugging on her chains as the others all began to come to.

      I barreled into her chest, stepping on someone else’s leg in the process and knocking the wind out of her.

      “Whoa,” she said. “Easy or you’ll break a damn rib.”

      My wolf, soothed by the knowledge that her charges were all here, all still alive, gave over the reins.

      I shifted back, jerking Vivian’s chin up to the see in the moonlight jutting into the room from one of the broken windows above. She batted my hand away. “I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t, but I knew she would be. There was dried blood on her cheeks and below her nose, and I had no doubt there had been many bruises that’d since healed as well. She put up a damn good fight.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I choked out, hugging her. “Where’s—”

      I scanned the waking shifters and found a bright streak of purple as Destiny lifted her head from across the pile. She blinked into consciousness, her shock at seeing me clear on her face. “Allie? But they said…”

      “They said you gave yourself up,” Seth finished for Destiny when she trailed off. “That Devin had you.”

      “He did,” I admitted. “I escaped.”

      “How long until he comes after us?” Seth asked, jerking at the chain around his wrist.

      “I don’t know. But he’ll know I’m gone, or at least that something is up, soon. I had to put down two of his patrol on my way out.”

      “So when the patrol switches...”

      “Yeah. And I have no idea when that is. At best, a few more hours. At worst, the bodies have already been discovered.”

      A groan drew my attention to a mop of dirty blond dreadlocks as Charity awoke, radiating feral rage. “The fuck is going on,” she hissed, violently wriggling out from beneath a few others who were still knocked out.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, catching her eye as I gazed at all my packmates who had already awoken. “It’s all going to be okay, but we need to move.”

      Charity snapped herself to full attention, finding the corpses of the dead shifters strewn around the other end of the mill. “Shit, Allie. You went to work.”

      “Where are the guys?” Seth asked. “The rest of the pack?”

      I left Viv to find the keys to their shackles, knowing that time may not be on our side.

      “I’ll explain everything,” I promised. “But first, let’s get you all free.”

      “Then what?’ Viv asked, trying to reach for her mate, but Destiny was still too far away.

      It made sense why they kept them all in a big pile like that, jammed them all so close together that if any dared to shift, they would be injuring others in the process.

      Motherfuckers.

      “We’ll gather some food,” Charity supplied. “And water. They have a bit here, but Seth, Viv, and me, we’re stronger than the others. We haven’t been here as long. Fifteen minutes to gather some supplies and get everyone fed and then we move? Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, finding the keys in the pocket of the one lying limp by the wall and tossing them to Charity. “Go. Hurry.”

      “Then where will we go?” Archer asked, coughing and wincing in a way that had me worried he might have a few displaced ribs. I hoped not. I didn’t have the skill to set them without help. At least not here without the proper supplies.

      I knew he was likely eager to get back to his mate. To know where he was. “Callum is fine,” I assured him, praying that I was right. “And we’re going back to camp...or...to wherever the rest of the pack went.”

      I had to admit I had no idea if they would have returned back to camp. Not knowing that Devin knew exactly where it was and could strike at any time.

      “Did any of them have a cellphone?” I asked, already rifling through the dead shifter’s other pocket.

      “The tall one,” Luke said, barely able to stand on his own as Charity cut him loose from his chains. “He’s usually outside.”

      One of the smokers then. I raced for the door and found the phone buried deep in a side pocket of the guy’s cargo shorts. It was wet from the rain, but still worked as I tapped the screen.

      Shit. Facial recognition.

      I knelt down and pried back the guy’s head with a fist in his hair and opened the screen a second time, hoping the moonlight would be enough for the phone to pick up his face.

      It took two more tries, but it unlocked, and I heaved a sigh, thumbing Jared’s cell number into the illuminated keypad as I stepped back inside.

      I began to pace when he didn’t answer on the second ring or the third. I ended the call as it went to voicemail and tried Clay’s phone instead, convincing myself that his not answering didn’t mean anything.

      But Clay didn’t answer, either.

      Or Layla.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, my fingers hovering over the keypad, trying to think of another phone number I could try, but theirs were the only three I knew by heart aside from Vivian’s, and she was already here.

      Deep breaths, Allie.

      I scrolled through the call log on the phone, checking the numbers there. Then the text messages. Other than a raunchy sexting convo with a girl named Candy, there was nothing of note.

      And if this was the only phone and no one had called yet to sound the alarm, then that had to mean we were still in the clear. It wasn’t a lot to go on, but it was something.

      I pocketed the cell for now, resolving to keep it just until we left, at which point I’d smash it to pieces and leave it behind. If someone called or sent a message, then we’d at least have a heads up.

      Vivian held Destiny close as Charity and Seth limbered up to go collect some water and whatever they could find for food. “You coming?” Charity asked her, and she turned to whisper something to Destiny.

      “Leave her,” Archer said, rising with a slight limp. “I’ll go with you.”

      Vivian sent him a grateful half smile and went back to picking debris out of her mate’s hair.

      Piper shifted out of the way as they passed, each of the three giving both her and me curious looks. “She helped me,” I explained. “She’s with us now.”

      That was all that needed to be said. They gave Piper thankful nods and tight smiles before departing.

      “Want to fill us in?” Viv asked, settling a weak-looking Destiny into her lap. Her head rolled back onto Viv’s shoulder, and her chapped lips parted as though she hadn’t the strength to keep them shut. My stomach twisted at the sight, and I searched the space for anything that might help, gaze settling on a half-full water bottle discarded in a corner of the room. I brought it to her, using my palm to tip up her chin as I poured small mouthfuls of water in, slowly so she could swallow and catch her breath.

      “Thank you,” Vivian mouthed, and I sighed, falling onto my backside on the cement floor. I did my best to fill her and the rest of them in, feeling guilt like a ten-ton weight on my chest with each word.

      It was odd, though, how not a single one of them looked angry or seemed to hold any hostility toward me. They all looked...grateful. Relieved. Like I was their savior and not the one who got them all into this damned mess in the first place.

      “So we find the others then?” Destiny croaked, the water doing its work to moisten her throat and allow her body to begin to heal from everything it’d endured here.

      “That’s the plan. We’ll head west toward our territory. If they’re there, I’ll sense them. If not, then if we can just get close enough to wherever they are, then the mate bond should guide me.”

      “Or we’ll be able to pick up their scents and track them,” Vivian supplied, and I agreed.

      Her eyes hardened, sparking with the fire she always harbored deep within. I knew what she was thinking. “And then?”

      “Then the bastard pays for his sins.”

      There would be no white flag. No deals struck or trades made. Not this time.

      It was him or me.

      Live or die.
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      Just a little farther, I sent through the pack bond, trying to reassure the ones still weak with hunger and exhaustion. Still stiff with soreness from not moving for so long.

      If we didn’t pick up any trace of them soon, we’d find a safe place to make camp and rest for a few hours, but I couldn’t give up yet. Our pack camp was only twenty more miles northwest. We were getting close to the edge of the third patrol ring now, though I didn’t expect it to be manned, whether they were at camp or not.

      Not with so few of them remaining.

      The rain had let up almost thirty minutes ago, but my pelt was still weighed down with moisture just as much as the branches of the trees and water-soaked plant life.

      Do you sense them yet? Vivian asked, flanking me with a weary Destiny at her side.

      No.

      She didn’t say it, but I knew what she was thinking because the same thought had occurred to me already. If my mates were at camp, I’d have sensed them by now.

      Which meant they weren’t. Which meant there was virtually no reason to go there, to the one place our enemy would undoubtedly look.

      It’s almost dawn, she said. We should turn to the south, follow the Willamette River to cover our tracks. Make camp until we figure out what our next move will—

      I stopped, lifting my head as the first rays of pink dawn light brightened the navy sky.

      What is it? Charity asked, loping ahead, her body rigid with alertness, her cutting eyes searching out the misty, dawn-stained foliage for attackers.

      I lowered my head, listening, trying to figure out what had made me pause.

      There it was again.

      A pull in my center.

      A tether between souls.

      It’s them, I blurted, moving in a wide circle on clumsy paws, trying to figure out which direction. I assumed it was camp, but when I moved in that direction, the tether slackened. The sensation weakening.

      South!

      They were approaching from the south, I was certain of it.

      A whine forced its way out of my mouth and my wolf rocked back on her heels, moving forward only to stop again. Needing to go to them but also needing to remain with the weakest of her pack. To protect them.

      Go on, Todd said, bumping my side with his shoulder.

      We’ll be right behind you, Trey finished for his mate.

      I charged ahead, hearing the others pick up their pace behind me.

      My wolf did her best to temper her speed, but as that tether grew shorter and shorter, drawing us closer to them, we couldn’t help but sprint.

      The miles flew away beneath my paws, the scent of petrichor filtering through my lungs in great gusts of breath. Until I could make out other scents floating to me on the northbound breeze.

      Cedar and Birch. Spice, and the unmistakable perfume of motor oil that somehow always clung to Clay no matter how long it’d been since he tuned up a bike.

      They appeared like ghosts from the mist, exploding through the brush with a scattering of dew. One wolf white, and one so dark a gray that he could almost be mistaken for black.

      Distantly, I could hear the others trailing behind them, unable to keep pace, but trying their best.

      Allie! Jared’s exclamation in my mind made another whimper tumble from my lips, and as they reached me, churning up loose earth on a hard stop, we collided.

      What happened?

      Are you hurt?

      Were you followed?

      Their voices in my mind spoke over one another, a barrage of worried, frantic, and heated questions, all of them demanding answers, though I could give none.

      I leaned into my mates, needing the quiet solace of their touch, just for a minute. Needing them before I could form another rational thought.

      Allie, talk to us. What’s going—

      Holy shit.

      I heard the others approaching behind me and watched as my mates gaped at their arrival, shock and relief etched into their expressions.

      My wolf released after she had her minute, letting me come forward, emerging from our shared flesh. I shifted with a sob in my throat and choked it back as my body reformed.

      “I found you,” I whispered, my voice shaking almost as much as my body as I wrapped my arms around Clay’s neck, burying my face in his damp dark fur. “I found you.”

      “Hey.” Jared’s soft touch on my back was the only thing that could’ve been tempting enough for me to let go of Clay, turning to let my other mate wrap me up in his human arms.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” he crooned as my relief became too much for me to contain and I let the tears fall. “It’s okay, you’re safe. We’ve got you.”

      A jerk on my arm and Clay had me out of Jared’s embrace and into one of his own, crushing me against the hard expanse of his chest. “Don’t you ever do anything like that again. You almost…” He choked off. “You could’ve…”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Did he touch you? Is the bastard still alive?”

      I guessed I had a lot of explaining to do, but as the others emerged from the south, another reunion drew my attention as a still-limping Archer knocked his mate to the ground, the two of them yipping and licking one another as they collided.

      Bodies shifted and both human and wolf embraces were had all around as our pack became whole again, though I hated to think what might’ve become of them if I was even just a few hours later in rescuing them.

      Destiny had been near complete dehydration. So had some of the others.

      Piper was the only one who seemed out of place, lagging behind the others as they all joined together.

      I saw Layla practically jumping on Vivian with joy and smiled as her gaze found mine, latching on with an unspoken rush of relief. I nodded to her, telling her with a look that I was okay and she should stay where she was, at least for the moment.

      “I’ll explain everything,” I told my mates, the lump leaving my throat as I swiped the tears from my eyes. “But first, we need to get someplace safe. They need rest. And food and—”

      My spine tingled as I recognized a group of shifters standing apart from the rest. Removed. They weren’t from this pack.

      My upper lip curled, and I darted away from Clay, putting myself between us, when I realized that I recognized one of them.

      “Is that…?”

      “Dante,” Clay confirmed. “And about half of his pack.”

      I whirled on my mates, eyes narrowed. “What are they doing here? I already sent word asking him for help. He denied me.”

      Jared nervously scratched at a phantom itch on the back of his neck, unable to meet my gaze. “We might have...threatened him a little…”

      My lips parted in surprise as a rush of fury zipped down my spine like liquid fire. I looked between them, waiting for the real truth to come out.

      Clay bristled under the weight of my stare. “Fine,” he seethed. “We threatened him a lot.”

      “What did you expect us to do?” Jared asked, getting defensive. “We weren’t going to leave you with that fucking psychopath.”

      “But I commanded it.”

      Jared glanced guiltily at Clay, and the pair of them shrugged.

      “Guess you’re losing your touch, babe.”

      I pressed my lips together against a retort that I really didn’t have the right to sling at them right now. Not after what I’d done. What I’d made them do. “I’ll deal with the two of you later,” I told them, going to the pack alpha waiting away from the raucous celebration taking shape in the middle of the forest.

      I bowed my head to him, waiting for him to shift so that we could speak plainly. Dante nodded his lupine head to the shifter at his right hand and together, both of them shifted.

      “The twin soul wolf,” Dante said by way of greeting. “We were told we were to go to war in an effort to rescue you.”

      I shot a nasty glare back at my mates before responding, keeping my tone as diplomatic as I could. We’d always had an understanding with Dante’s pack, since they bordered our lands to the west and generally kept to themselves.

      “It was wrong of my mates to try to pressure you into this fight.”

      “Pressure us?” Dante scoffed. “They said they’d…” He groaned, shaking his head. “You know what, it doesn’t matter.”

      “I apologize for their rash thinking, but I hope you understand what prompted them to do it.”

      Dante frowned, nodding to himself. I didn’t know much about him personally, but one thing I did know was that his mate died a number of years ago. He still hadn’t re-mated, and I could see the loss of her in his haunted stare. Knew it was a large part of the reason for the tall walls surrounding his camp. And why he never got involved with the affairs of other packs unless he thought them a direct threat to his own.

      “Aye, I do.”

      “I won’t ask you to fight with us, but I will tell you that if this threat is not dealt with now, it will affect you and your pack. If we do not succeed, I have no doubt in my mind that the man responsible for all of this will take over Forest Grove and snuff out any pack who refuses to join him.”

      Dante rolled his shoulders back, his round face growing red at the insinuation, but it was the truth. And I think he knew that.

      “Perhaps there’s something else we could offer...” I added, sensing his hesitation. “With you and the shifters you’ve brought, our numbers will be even with his. It may not even come to a fight, not if Devin can see that he is matched in strength and numbers. I’ll challenge him, and I’ll win.”

      “And what are you offering for us to partake in this show of strength?”

      “The quarry,” Jared said, appearing at my side. “We’ll give you a stake in the earnings. Jobs for any of your pack who wish them. But...if it does come to a fight. We’ll expect you to stand with us then, too.”

      We knew Dante and his pack led a simple life. A life of farming and meditation, promoting a oneness with the earth, but they still had needs, right?

      Dante whispered something to his right hand, and the man nodded, agreeing with him.

      “Are you sure?” I asked Jared in a whisper, searching his eyes for the truth.

      He nodded easily. “I am.”

      “Twenty-five percent,” Dante demanded.

      “Twenty,” Clay growled, appearing at my other side with a scowl on his handsome face. “And not a nickel more.”

      He eyed Clay for a moment and then inclined his head. “Twenty then, and you’ll have our help in this fight. This fight alone and no others.”

      I walked forward, some ancient part of my still human mind recoiling at shaking hands with a naked man while being entirely nude myself.

      The ridiculousness of the thought almost made me smirk. Almost.

      “We have a deal then,” I said, my calluses rubbing against his, feeling more confident now than I had been in a very long time.

      “I assume you have a plan?”

      I swallowed hard. “We need to strike now, before he has any opportunity to undermine us or get one step ahead.”

      Dante jutted his chin in the direction of the rest of my pack. “They don’t look battle ready.”

      “They will be,” Clay argued. “I’ll see to it. We have supplies. Enough for everyone to have a full meal. We can hunt, too, if we have to.”

      “Okay. We strike tomorrow,” I decided. “Take tonight to make preparations and ensure everyone’s ready. Sound good?”

      Dante nodded, and turned to walk away without another word. He would wait for my orders with the members of his pack, but he wasn’t about to get cozy with a bunch of foreign wolves. I couldn’t blame him.

      My brow furrowed as I searched through the shifters all coming off the temporary high of being reunited again, waiting for orders. “Where’s Hazel?”

      Clay dropped his gaze, visibly paling. “She’s preparing Sam for burial. She was a bottle of whiskey deep at the old cabin when we were ready to leave pack camp with our supplies.”

      “Even if she was coherent,” Jared put in. “I don’t think it would’ve been hard to convince her to stay behind. She’ll be safe there.”

      My chest ached anew as I ran a hand down the corded muscle of Clay’s arm, drawing his attention. “I am so sorry, Clay. I—”

      “We knew it was a risk,” he interrupted, clearing his throat. “When we sent her back. We knew something like this could’ve happened.”

      Not we, I wanted to correct him. It was me who ordered her to return. I hadn’t given her a choice. It was me who sent his sister to her death.

      “She made her bed,” Jared said in a low grumble, his jaw ticking as he looked between me and Clay.

      “Jare—” I hissed.

      “No, he’s right.” Clay ran a hand through his tousled black hair, sighing. “But if it’s all right with you, I’d like to have her buried on pack land. I want her close.”

      “Of course,” I replied, tugging him down to press a soft kiss to his lips. “And when we get home, we’ll give her a proper send off.”

      Clay grimaced. “I’m not sure if the pack—”

      “She made mistakes, Clay, but in the end, she realized what she’d done. She tried to make it right. She’s pack. She’ll be sent off as one of us.”

      He dropped his head onto my shoulder, hunching as he drew me close. “I’ll never deserve you, woman.”

      I smiled, nuzzling into his neck to whisper into his ear. “Fate seems to think you do. And I agree with her.”
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      “So does this mean all is forgiven then?” I asked them as Jared passed me another cut of meat from the makeshift spit over the fire. I’d just finished explaining everything to them and answering their million questions and was ready to finally eat.

      We’d have to put the fire out when the sun went down, and it was already on its descent down the sky. We had maybe twenty minutes of burn time left and still a good bit of meat left to cook. Though many didn’t mind eating it raw in their wolf forms, and that was exactly what most of the weakest of them did.

      They’d heal faster that way, without expending the energy needed to shift back.

      “Not even close,” Clay growled, tossing me a tall bottle of water from the pack at his feet. “Drink,” he ordered. “You can put on a strong face for them, but we know you need it.”

      Jared tapped the meat on the bit of cloth in my hand, and I obediently took a bite, moaning as the flavor coated my tongue.

      “Don’t look so smug,” I said between bites and sips of water. “I was fine. Now I’m just...better.”

      “Mhmm,” Jared hummed. “If you say so.”

      The truth was I’d been trying to make sure everyone else had their fill first, but Jared and Clay were right. I had no idea how long I’d been passed out in that cellar and the journey to the mill had been long. I hadn’t touched a single morsel of the supplies Charity and Seth managed to wrangle for the others, knowing we wouldn’t get more than a few miles if they didn’t regain a good amount of strength first.

      Not for the first time, I thanked whatever fuckery allowed for shifters to heal quickly. Without it, I didn’t know where we’d be. Where I’d be right now.

      As it was, by my third bite of the juicy meat and about halfway through the liter of water, I was already feeling back to my regular self. Minus a few pounds maybe, but that didn’t matter.

      “Hey, Allie, mind if—” Charity started, coming over from one of the other cook fires when Clay interrupted her.

      “Not now, Char,” he growled. “Let her eat.”

      She held up her hands in a placating gesture and stepped away.

      “Char, wait,” I called after her, but she was already gone.

      “What did you do that for?” I demanded, elbowing Clay in the ribs.

      He grunted but didn’t reply.

      “I’ll deal with it,” Jared offered, rising and passing his retractable metal skewer to Layla. “Probably just wants clarification on something. You just eat. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      I shook my head absently as he left, catching Layla’s raised brow. “See what I mean?” she whispered to Seth, who was seated behind her, his arms loosely wrapped around her middle. He chuckled, making me think I was more than likely the butt of some private joke between them.

      I didn’t care though. I’d be the butt of all the damned jokes in the world so long as everyone was okay.

      Once I’d polished off the entire bottle of water and every last morsel of meat on my makeshift plate, I sighed, leaning back against a tree. I put a hand to my contented stomach and jumped when something poked me in the ribs.

      Clay held out a toothbrush and small tube of paste for me, and I grinned, taking them with a curious tilt of my head. “A toothbrush?” I asked, unable to conceal my smirk.

      When they were busy gathering supplies to run far and fast away from camp, he’d dubbed a toothbrush necessary?

      He shared my smirk. “Yeah. I was...we were all a mess, Allie. I somehow remembered my toothbrush but not a single scrap of clothing, or even the water. It was Layla who thought to fill a bunch of bottles and wrap some of the meat to take with us.”

      He heaved in a breath, looking haunted by the memory still, even with me back here, right in front of him.

      I rested a hand on his thigh, shivering at the contact as his passion speared through me from the mate bond, awakening a primal urge deep within that pooled heat between my thighs.

      “She’s really great you know. Both of them are. I’m glad they’re with us.”

      “Aww, love you, too, Clay,” Layla said with a cheeky wink, having overheard.

      He rolled his eyes at her and crossed his arms over his naked chest.

      “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Let’s go share this around,” Seth said, maybe taking Clay’s subtle hint at wanting a modicum of privacy to talk to me. He took the rest of the meat that’d finished cooking and together he and Layla kicked dirt over the fire until it snuffed out before moving on to share the meager supplies.

      “Hey, make sure Piper gets some, will you?”

      She had found a place sitting with Archer, Callum, and a few others, but by the way she was sitting, with her knees hugged into her chest, I could tell she wouldn’t be asking for any handouts.

      “Will do,” Seth said with a little salute.

      “Have fun,” Layla called back, giving me a knowing look that made a hot flush creep up my neck to roost in my cheeks.

      Clay cleared his throat. He’d settled one of the large packs they’d brought to transport supplies into his lap to conceal his junk and was now adjusting it. Shoving it down with the palm of his hand.

      “Problem?” I asked him knowingly.

      “You’re wicked, woman.”

      I wrinkled my nose, playing it off. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Jared returned a second later, making me dangerously aware of just how flushed my skin was. How my thighs squeezed together, and I fought to maintain composure.

      Now that we were here, together, and everyone was all right. Resting and fed. And we had a plan. I could think of nothing else on this earth that I wanted more than I wanted them right now.

      Nothing.

      “Sorry, I was just…” He trailed off, sensing the vibe through the mate bond. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he slowed to a stop right in front of me. “I, uh, was just going over everything with them one more time. A bunch of them are going to try to sleep now while the rest take the first watch.”

      I glanced between him and Clay, biting the inside of my cheek to keep myself in check. “Oh. Okay. Yeah, that’s good. Thanks.”

      “I can go and, uh...I mean, if you guys want some privacy.”

      He stuffed his hands into his pockets, looking virtually anywhere but at me. It seemed Jared had remembered to pack a pair of jeans, and suddenly I was wishing he hadn’t, noticing the bulge begin to form beneath the strong denim.

      I licked my lips.

      “No,” I said on a breath. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      His amber gaze flicked up to meet mine first, and then Clay’s, his lips parting in silent question.

      Please.

      Clay let out a low rumble beside me, and I turned to see his blue eyes lit from within, his face stormy.

      He nodded to Jared, just one tight bob of his head, before moving to stand, taking the pack with him. “I’m up for a walk...” he said, a muscle in his neck straining. “...if you are.”

      My gaze snapped back to Jared and something in my expression must have undone him because his rigid stance loosened and the look in his eyes softened. He held out a hand for me, offering to help me stand. “Yeah,” he said. “I could go for a walk.”

      

      We left Layla and Charity in charge, promising not to go very far. They didn’t say as much, but the knowing smirks wriggling at the corners of their mouths told me they knew exactly what we were up to. And being some of my best friends, they also knew I’d been wanting this for as long as I could remember.

      The night crept over the forest swiftly, the last dregs of sunset sucked away by the shadows. We didn’t speak as we wandered through the foliage, not heading in any direction really except away. Far enough away that we wouldn’t be heard, but close enough that we could be back in a flash if we needed to.

      Jared slid his hand into mine as we neared a gnarled old beech tree, its branches low lying, reaching out near its base like waiting arms.

      The sounds of the nighttime forest droned in my ears, humming almost as loud as my own heartbeat. I shivered, even though I was anything but cold. The late summer night just the right temperature to be comfortable. At least, for a shifter.

      Jared tugged sharply on my hand, making me spin as we walked up to the tree until my backside met the low branch and he helped me sit atop it, the cool bark surprisingly soft against my skin.

      Some unspoken thing passed between my mates as they regarded each other, each seeming to have made a decision I wasn’t privy to.

      “We’re…” Jared began, trailing off to tug his lower lip in between his teeth, considering the right thing to say. Reminding me of the Jared I’d first fallen in love with.

      “We’re going to try,” Clay finished for him. “But if this doesn’t work—”

      “It’s okay,” I blurted, my pulse spiking with an injection of adrenaline and something far more potent. “Just try. That’s all I want.”

      All I needed.

      Had been needing for so damn long it felt like forever.

      Jared stilled as Clay brushed his strong fingers down the line of my neck, making me tremble with need. A moan was already building in my chest, but I worked to contain it, not wanting to spook either of them away.

      “Don’t hide from us,” Clay demanded, sensing me holding back. “We can feel you.”

      I bit down on my tongue as his hand swept lower, passing over my breast to pebble my nipple.

      When Jared leaned in to press a hot kiss to my throat, I swear I saw stars, light, and color bursting around the edges of my vision as I gasped at the dual sensation. Of three souls joining into one.

      He kissed a path down my throat, pausing briefly at my collar before delving lower, his fingers tripping up my spine until he pressed his palm flat to the middle of my back. Holding me in place while he took my aching breast into his mouth, making a stuttering moan tumble from my lips.

      All the while, Clay’s fingers continued their downward descent, teasing lightly around my hips, my thighs, until they inched toward their mark. He groaned at the first touch of his knuckles against my core, already so wet for them both.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, reaching out his free hand to clutch on the low hanging branch, the pads of his fingers indenting the wood. Eyes like blue fire watched me as I tipped my head back in a cry of ecstasy. His fingers expertly circled my entrance, making my body writhe against the tree, against his hand, against Jared’s mouth.

      When his fingers pushed in, I cried out, every inch of my body electrified with desire. Jared’s lips came off my breast with a pop, gone for only an instant before they claimed my mouth instead.

      He kissed me with a brutality I didn’t know he possessed as Clay worked me to the edge of a climax I couldn’t have stopped even if I’d wanted to. His tongue slipped in, deepening the kiss until I was dizzy with need and a lack of air. Completely unable to remember the last time I took a breath. If I was breathing at all.

      “That’s it,” Jared whispered against my mouth, and I gasped for air. His amber eyes glowed with the power of his wolf as he palmed my breast, tugging lightly on my nipple. Rolling it between his thumb and index finger.

      “Come on, baby,” Clay grunted, dangerously close to shredding through the tree branch with how hard he was gripping it to maintain control. His eyes sparked to life with the presence of his wolf, and my own wolf responded, awakening with a primal need to claim her mates the way she’d been waiting to for four long years.

      “Come for us,” Jared commanded in a breathy whisper, his lips finding mine again as my body surged to the apex. Tightening and splintering apart all at once as I came, moaning into Jared’s mouth as Clay held me down, mercilessly drawing the climax out until I squirmed beneath them, the sensation almost too much to bear.

      I gripped tightly to Clay, snatching up his arm as he tried to pull back. Jared, too, moved to back away, but I pinned him with a lusty stare.

      “No,” I muttered, still panting. “I want you. I want both of you.”

      I knew this was pushing it to the limits of what they could take, but I had to try. Greedy bitch or not, I’d waited for this for far too long for them to stop now.

      Jared’s cheekbones flared, his fiery gaze passing over the shadowed ground while Clay stared openly at me, a question poised on his parted lips.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?” he asked.

      I swallowed, finally able to catch my breath, my pulse still pounding, but less erratic than the moment before. “So fucking sure.”

      Clay’s bright gaze passed over to Jared, but my other mate didn’t acknowledge him. Though after a second, he uttered a shaky, “All right. I just need a second to get control.”

      He backed away a step, turning away from us to take a few shallow breaths. I’d give him all the fucking seconds he needed if he would just try for me.

      And I could tell he was already. I could feel the effort he was exerting to maintain control. From both of them.

      Was I awful for forcing this?

      Was I being selfish?

      I cringed inwardly, dropping my head as a darkness crept into my thoughts, hollowing out my insides.

      “Hey,” Jared said, spinning back to face us. “Don’t do that. We want to give you this.”

      Clay nodded his agreement, and I took solace in the fact that I felt very little discomfort from them. Only a visceral need to claim their mate that overshadowed everything else. A need to be the only one, even though there were two souls bonded to my own instead of one.

      I understood it, even if I wished it weren’t like that.

      “Brother,” he said, facing Clay, his sharp stare skating between us. “I’m sorry in advance if I rip your head off.”

      “Apology accepted. So long as you know it’ll be you who ends up on his ass.”

      Jared smirked and some of the tension lifted as he nodded to Clay, giving the go ahead.

      The instant Clay turned his attention back to me, my core began to throb with need again, a beautiful ache spreading like wildfire through my belly.

      He snatched up my chin, jerking my mouth up to meet his with the rough brush of his thumb. I moaned against his lips, my arms rising on their own to find something to hold onto, tangling in his hair and gripping at the solid muscle of his back.

      He jerked against my touch, shuddering as I slipped a hand between us, circling his proud length. He was already rock hard as I slid my hand up his shaft, teasing his sensitive head until he bit down hard on my lower lip, making me gasp.

      “Not so fast,” he growled, fingers clenching my hips as he lifted me from the branch, twisting me around so I had to grip the underside so as not to fall face first over the other side.

      His hand explored the curve of my ass, coming down with a little slap that sent shivers of pleasure coasting over the planes of my body. Bent over the thick branch, I could turn around enough to see Jared, but it was enough knowing he was there, watching as Clay pressed two fingers to my opening, readying me for him.

      “Jare,” I gasped as Clay slipped them inside and my thighs clenched tight, trying to hold him in.

      “Fuck!” I shouted as Clay removed his fingers and thrust into me in a movement so quick I didn’t see it coming. He filled me to bursting, making my back arch, trying to adjust to the size of him.

      A low growl that I knew to be Jared’s broke the sound of our panting breaths as Clay carefully eased out a bit, settling himself inside me as his fingertips bruised my waist with their hard grip.

      I reached out blindly, beckoning to my other mate. “Come,” I called. “Please.”

      As he came into view, ducking beneath the branch so that he was on one side while Clay was on the other, I licked my lips. I ached to smooth the knot between his brows. To relieve the tension lifting his muscled shoulders high.

      I looped a finger into his jeans, drawing him closer, asking silently if this was all right.

      He helped me when I fumbled with the button, my hands sloppy as Clay began thrusting into me, alternating between painfully slow and quick jabs that hit me in just the right spot.

      Jared’s cock sprang free as his jeans fell to pool around his ankles, and it was a lesson in restraint that I didn’t immediately jerk him closer.

      I wanted him to do it. I needed him to be comfortable or else I didn’t want it.

      I jerked as Clay quickened his pace, groaning his own pleasure as he fucked me from behind.

      And maybe it was Clay’s display of pleasure that made Jared give in to it as he slipped his long fingers into my hair, curling them into a loose fist at the base of my skull as he stepped forward, easing his cock to my lips.

      I took him in slowly at first and then with a hunger unlike any I’d felt before. He glided over my tongue, finding the back of my throat and shuddering.

      “Shit, Allie,” he sighed, his grip on me tightening as he rocked into my mouth and I slid my tongue over his head again and again as I felt the tension leak out of him with each passing second.

      Clay shifted his grip, splaying one hand over my back while the other slipped between our joined bodies and the branch to rub my clit.

      I convulsed as the already building pressure in my core spiraled to new heights, almost choking on Jared’s cock.

      My nails dug into Jared’s hips, spurring him on faster, needing him to fuck my mouth just as rapidly as Clay was fucking me. I ground against Clay’s hand, knowing I was near the edge and wanting—no, needing—them to come with me for the fall.

      I cried out against Jared’s cock, my toes curling into the earth as my world shattered into a million tiny pieces. Propelled by my mates reaching climaxes of their own.

      Clay growled, hunching over me as he thrust his last, his breath fanning over the back of my neck. Jared came only an instant later, his warmth filling my mouth as every muscle in his lower back tightened beneath my clenched fingers.

      I sagged, utterly spent but still jerking with the aftershocks of the best orgasm of my life as Jared slid from my mouth, crouching down to lovingly caress my face between his palms.

      His wolf had receded, the glow no longer a fiery halo in his eyes. I smiled sleepily, unable to remember a time where I’d ever felt as content as I did in that moment.

      “I love you,” I murmured, and he dipped his head down, pressing his forehead to mine.

      “Always.”
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      The barrens seemed as good a place as any to make our stand.

      Once I’d gotten my bearings after escaping Devin’s temporary camp, I’d realized that he hadn’t been all that far from the barrens after all. Barely forty miles. Likely closer to thirty.

      Making him come to us here had other benefits, too. The benefit of having our own pack land and Dante’s to our back, discouraging an attack from behind. With the bonus benefit of being the first ones here, giving us time to prepare and preventing him from having the ability to set any sort of trap for us.

      He’d have to approach head on, from the east, and we would be ready for him.

      I’d spill his blood on the same ground where he’d spilled Sam’s.

      An eye for an eye.

      Or in this case a heart for a heart.

      “We’re ready,” Layla said, handing me a slender flip phone and giving my arm a squeeze before stepping away. Distantly I could hear Viv and Destiny arguing about her staying out of the fight. She was one of the weaker few, but would still be an asset if this came to a fight. Destiny had almost no match for her fiery will, except maybe her mate.

      Hopefully, there wouldn’t be a need for any of them to fight and their argument would prove utterly useless. That was my one hope for this bleak morning. That only one life would end by the time the dawn mist lifted and the sun rose to drink up the moisture from the earth.

      My gaze flicked to my mates, their steadying presences bolstering my strength.

      “Make the call,” Clay urged. “Let’s end this.”

      I flicked the burner phone open, tension making my fingers stiff as I flicked through the missed call log, seeing that Devin had already tried to call twenty-six times.

      A few more and he might’ve drained the battery to nothing. As it was, there should be just enough juice for this one last call.

      I jabbed the button to call, a flash of heat rushing down my back as my untethered fury warred with my need for sound logic.

      It didn’t even complete the first ring before the line connected and my jaw clamped tight.

      “Where the fuck is she?” Devin hissed down the line, his tone manic. Completely unhinged.

      “Right where she should be,” I replied, shocked at the even cadence of my tone.

      He paused. “You’ve been a naughty girl, Allie. Eight of my men are dead—”

      “And a great many more will die along with them if you don’t listen to me very carefully.”

      I had no illusions that Devin cared at all for the members of his pack, but I had something he wanted. I was something he wanted, and I had no doubt that he would put each and every single life under his command in danger to get me.

      “You ungrateful cunt—”

      “Shut up,” I roared, my voice coming out double with the presence of my wolf. “Now, let’s try this again, shall we? I’m at the barrens with...a few friends.”

      The phone chirped, telling me the battery was critically low.

      “If you want me,” I spat. “Come and fucking get me.”

      The line went dead a beat later, cutting off whatever Devin had been about to say as I clapped the phone closed, letting Jared take it from my grasp.

      He removed the sim card and battery and tossed the pieces to someone in the line behind us to get rid of.

      My body hummed with anticipation, rocked with little tremors as my wolf knocked at the door to my soul. Letting me know that she was there. She was ready.

      “You think he’ll come?” Jared asked, hard gaze already set on the other end of the barren field.

      “I know he will.”

      

      They emerged just as we thought they would. Not even two hours after I made the call, Devin and his pack slipped through the trees and into the barrens like water from a sieve. But this time, his numbers weren’t overwhelming. They didn’t make my insides quake with unease.

      They didn’t matter anymore.

      This was a battle between him and me and no others.

      His eyes glinted in the light of the rising sun like sharp cut gemstones. Hard and unyielding at first, but then, as he noticed the breadth of my pack with the addition of Dante’s shifters, I had the satisfaction of watching his smug smirk falter.

      He recovered quickly, though, lifting his chin as he stepped ahead of his pack, all of them already in their wolf forms, as most of my own were.

      “What now, love?” he called across the expanse, and the taunting tone of his voice gave me a moment’s pause. He seemed way too pleased with himself for someone going to their death.

      Unable to hold it in for even another second, I curled my hands into fists at my sides and shouted loud enough for all to hear. “Devin Wright, I hereby challenge you for the right to rule your pack.”

      Truth be told, I didn’t give a flying fuck about his pack, but I did give all the fucks about tearing him into a thousand pieces. And this was how it needed to be done.

      Unnervingly, he smiled at my challenge, lifting a hand to tap a finger against his chin.

      “Hmm,” he purred, brows crinkling as my pulse picked up speed. “I think not.”

      My lips parted as I looked to my mates for clarification. Their grim faces told me everything I needed to know. Though as a general rule it was never done, an alpha had every right to refuse a challenge from another. But such a refusal meant only one thing.

      “I prefer the other option,” he stated, his slippery gaze tracking to my mates with a fiendish gleam.

      Did he really still think that if he killed them, I would mate to him? Did he really think that even if I did mate to him that I wouldn’t kill him for the things he’d done?

      His ego really knew no fucking bounds.

      “I refuse your challenge, Allie Grace,” he declared, lifting his arms high as though he were a priest or a saint. “But I have a counteroffer: return with me now and there will be no fight. Your pack will live. None will be injured, and none will die except for those two.”

      A savage growl ricocheted through my chest as he pointed two fingers at my mates, my wolf vibrating with unspent rage as she backed herself into a corner.

      My pack had already pledged to stand with me if this came to a fight. They’d reaffirmed that pledge just last night. They were ready and willing, but that didn’t mean I wanted any of them in harm’s way.

      “Allie…” Clay’s low growl brought me back to the surface, up out of the darkness and into the light.

      I just had to kill him. And quickly. Then the rest of his pack would cease fighting.

      I wondered if he still believed that my wolf was bound. Wouldn’t it be a wonderful surprise to show him just how little he knew me.

      Instead of answering Devin, I glanced over the pack forming two neat lines behind him.

      “We will give no quarter,” I called to them. “If you stand with him, I will not hesitate to cut you down if you get in my way…but if you step away now, you will not be harmed. You have my word.”

      The wolves shifted uneasily at their alpha’s back, several tucking tail and several more looking like they may truly back out of the fight.

      Devin whirled on them, one scathing look from him rooting those most uncertain back into place. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for them living under his thumb, at least, those of them who weren’t just as fucking psycho as he was.

      Forrest snarled at Devin’s right hand, and I locked his wolf’s markings into my memory. The strong bands of rusty brown curving up around his ears, the only lick of color in his black pelt.

      When none retreated, I bowed my head to the suffocating ache taking root at my core. I needed to protect my family. No matter the cost.

      “Is this your answer?” Devin asked, a muscle in his cheek twitching over a flash of bared teeth. “Are you refusing me?”

      He clearly hadn’t anticipated this, I could see his resolve shaking. His hold on that damnable smugness wavering.

      I glanced back at my pack, finding nothing but absolute certainty in the set of each face. Vivian let out a guttural snarl, lowering her head for the charge with her mate at her side.

      My lungs filled as I released myself to my wolf. When my eyes opened again, I knew they would be aflame with her unbroken spirit.

      “So be it.”

      I raced ahead of the pack, getting in only two leaping bounds before my wolf exploded out from within, shattering me apart to stitch me back together as something stronger. Our twin tails whipped around our side as we hit the earth, our eyes locked on target.

      I had the satisfaction of seeing Devin’s eyes widen in mortified shock before he shifted, bursting into his wolf form. His deep gray coat rippled with the flex of hard muscle beneath as he shook his canine head with a primal snarl, his hot tongue sliding over his bared teeth.

      Five others stepped forward, pushing ahead of their alpha, leading the charge and those psychotic green eyes vanished from view, swallowed up by the crush of canine bodies rushing across the barrens.

      “No mercy!” I heard Devin call over the din of hundreds of paws pounding against the earth.

      I sensed my own pack at my heels and sent up one last silent prayer to keep them all safe as I let my wolf do her worst. But the eyes of the five Devin sent ahead weren’t fixed on me. They split off. Two to one side and three to the other, distracting me just enough so that another coming with the wave of shifters behind was nearly able to catch me around the throat. I put her down before she even knew what hit her. A strangled cry the last sound that would ever leave her mouth.

      More of them swarmed, and I knocked them back, the sound of hounds at war filling my ears until there was nothing else.

      Jared! I called through the bond, trying to find the telltale streak of white fur in all the chaos while fending off two more attacks. Raking claws found purchase in my thigh, and I roared, launching up on my hind legs despite the pain to come down on my attacker with no mercy.

      A flash of white and I spun, racing out of the melee and back the way I’d come, realizing a moment too late where Devin had sent his best. His strongest. He’d sent them straight for my mates, his prime targets.

      Fuck.

      No reply came from my mate, and I surged forward, reaching centerfield just in time to buck a shifter off the back of Destiny, letting her up from under its jaws. I met her frantic gaze for an instant, acknowledging her thanks before pressing on.

      Help Clay! Came Jared’s frantic call, echoing in my skull, and I shifted paths, letting my mate bond tether guide me to him.

      On it.

      Clay’s roar of pain stabbed into me like a bullet, piercing straight through the ragged fabric of my soul. Hold on!

      A hit from the right sent me sailing off course and I smashed against the ground, a rib cracking from the blow.

      Motherfucker.

      I shook the daze from the edges of my vision, catching sight of him just in time to roll onto my back and kick the shifter sky high as he raced to mount me for an attack.

      He was the one sent sailing then, landing in a cloud of dirt against the hard packed earth with a cry. As he tried to get up, I let the full force of my alpha wolf flood my veins, lifting my head with a pride I hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Stay down, I warned, whether he could hear me or not and he buckled under the pressure of my stare, whining as his body bent to my will.

      He wouldn’t be getting up any time soon.

      Behind me was absolute chaos. A pandemonium of snapping jaws and snarls and howls of misery. Too many lay dead on the field, and I didn’t dare look too closely, terrified of what I might find in the faces of the dead.

      This ends now.

      I spotted Clay and sprinted back into the fray, my jaws tearing into the scruffy neck of a sandy brown shifter, tearing the fucker off my mate’s back.

      I put my back to Clay’s, blocking his blind spot as he blocked mine.

      You good?

      Fucking peachy.

      Do you see him?

      Clay’s body tensed for the strike as the shifter came again, injured but not giving up.

      No, he hissed in my thoughts, pushing his claws into the throat of the shifter after getting him easily on his back. With his windpipe crushed, the wolf choked, its eyes widening fearfully as it tried for air.

      I left Clay’s back to snap the shifter’s neck, unable to watch him die slowly when I could make it quick.

      Clay nodded to me, his dark head marred with the reddish tint of still-wet blood.

      Haven’t seen him since the charge, Clay said. Fucking coward.

      Watch out! I launched forward, colliding with Forrest before he could attack Clay. A hard punch to my throat made me gasp for breath as warm fluid coated my chest.

      I lost my sense of gravity, of balance, as I tumbled to the earth, bouncing and skating over dirt and stone, spinning until my vision doubled.

      Two Clays fought off four attackers twenty paces away, and I blinked, trying to get my vision to clear as a cry pierced the atmosphere. The sound unmistakable. Layla.

      Jaws clamped around my throat, holding me down, or trying to, and away to the east, I saw a dark shadow emerge from the trees. A monster coming to claim his prize.

      Fat fucking chance.

      I braced myself for the pain as I ripped out of Forrest’s grasp, allowing his canines to tear a deep channel into muscle and sinew. But he wouldn’t kill me. Not with his alpha watching.

      It was a gamble. But it seemed it was one I would win as Forrest’s jaws came free, letting me up. Before he could mount another attack, a lightning quick spear of deep gray shot into his side, knocking him away.

      Piper.

      They kicked up dirt in a flurry of scraping claws and feral snarls, but my attention was fixed elsewhere. On the wolf waiting by the trees. The one letting his pack fight and die so that he could claim a prize he had no right to.

      Layla’s cry came again, drawing me back. My wolf ached for vengeance, vibrated with it. She wanted the taste of his blood on her lips. She wanted to look into his eyes while his life left him.

      She would have to wait.

      We raced back, narrowly tripping over a familiar corpse as we dodged and dipped around wolves locked in battle. Until we found her.

      Charity got there first, her attack drawing the heat from Layla.

      I went straight for my best friend, nudging her with my snout to force her to get up. Go! I commanded, seeing her injuries. Too many. Far too many. She limped to standing, a pitched keening tumbling from her lips. Go! Get the fuck out of here.

      I lifted my head. Seth!

      Here.

      Take her. Get out!

      He barreled ahead, tracking at Layla’s side as they retreated from the fight, taking a direct route to the western tree line. I was too distracted watching their backs that by the time I turned around, it was too late to save her.

      Charity had taken care of Layla’s attacker, who lay lifeless beneath her, but another was already on top of her. One with bands of brown curving up around his ears. Charity’s eyes widened as her neck snapped beneath his jaws.

      My heart spluttered in my chest, my wolf’s immediate need for revenge at war with the splitting ache in my chest at her loss.

      My vision tunneled, fixating on Forrest as he lifted his blood-stained maw from the limp neck of my friend. One second I was standing there, shocked still by the sudden loss of Charity’s life, the next I was on top of him. Blacked out with the burning need for retribution. My muscles burned and my chest heaved.

      I felt pain. I delivered it.

      Until he stopped moving and I blinked, coming back to myself with disgust roiling in my stomach at the sickening lump of flesh and bone that was once Forrest.

      The others came back into view incrementally, like a curtain drawing slowly open over a stage to reveal a tragedy unfolding within. But this was no act played by men and women of the theater. This was real. The bodies leaking life’s blood into the earth, the fighting, the pain.

      All of it was real.

      I caught my breath, my gaze finding Charity’s blank stare and crumpling from within.

      My wolf tipped back her head in a howl, pouring her pain and frustration into the world for all to hear.

      I caught sight of my mates, back-to-back in a brawl against four others. And Vivian, tearing through the throng like a fucking hurricane.

      With a whimper, I shifted back, the cuts that had begun to heal reopening with the reformation of my body. I gasped at the pain, bright spots arcing through my vision like shooting stars.

      “Come out, you fucking coward!” I called, scanning the tree line in search of him. “Come on!”

      One of the attackers got a hold of Jared’s leg, taking him to the ground, and I charged ahead on human legs, slipping beneath Viv as she vaulted overhead to stop a shifter from reaching me.

      Clay went down next, his vivid blue eyes hard as steel as he tried to get back to his feet against the brutal attacks of two shifters.

      “Get back!” I hollered, lacing my alpha power into the words. I may not have been their alpha, but my authority knew no equal. It was just enough for them to let up. Enough time for me to shift back and reach them.

      Devin, seeing his chance, entered the fold and I sensed his own authority overtaking mine, forcing his packmates to fight until they had no fight left to give.

      Make sure he doesn’t get away! I called through the pack bond to anyone that could hear me and help. I needed to take care of the ones attacking my mates, but I’d be damned if I would let him get away again.

      With the playing field leveled by my insertion, my guys and I made quick work of the last of Devin’s strongest shifters.

      My ears pricked, hearing the sound of retreat.

      No.

      Not this time, you bastard.

      I’d rather die than let him get away.

      He could have killed one of my mates. He had killed I didn’t even want to consider how many of my own. Too many. Whether he delivered the killing blows or not.

      I’ve got him, Clay bellowed, tearing off at a pace that made him appear almost as a blur in the scorching light of the sunrise.

      Devin hightailed it back the way he’d come, but my pack was already there, skidding to a halt to block his path into the trees. He made a swipe at Destiny but missed. She was too fast for him.

      I sped toward them, a prickle of unbridled fucking glee skating down my spine as Clay tackled him from behind. Glee and jealousy that the hit wasn’t mine.

      The two dark wolves clashed and wrestled, flipping over one another as they fought.

      Clay, I heard Jared calling to his brother wolf. This one belongs to Allie.

      I grinned, letting Jared lope ahead of me.

      Go and help the others, I called to Destiny and Archer where they still blocked any chance of Devin’s escape. We got this.

      I darted in, narrowly missing Clay’s ass as I clamped my jaws around the bony length of Devin’s hind leg, dragging him out.

      A keening sound filtered into my ears like music as he fought against my hold.

      Hold him, Jared said, the order meant for a panting Clay as his prey was tugged out from beneath him.

      He did as Jared asked, scuffling with Devin until he was pressing both his face and neck into the dirt while Jared nudged me off Devin’s leg to hold him at the other end.

      Devin snarled into the earth, blowing bits of dirt with each hard pant through his nostrils. Fear flashed through his eyes as he struggled and thrashed, trying to break free of my mates’ hold on him.

      What are you waiting for?

      Wait Allie, don’t—

      But I already was. My wolf bowed to my request for dominance, seeing victory and retribution within our grasp. I shifted, grimacing as something internal twanged with injury.

      It would heal though. We would all heal.

      After this was finished.

      I eyed my mates, making sure they had a strong enough hold on him before I stepped forward, kneeling at Devin’s side.

      “Look at me,” I said, drawing his attention.

      His upper lip curled, froth gathering at the corner of his canine lips as he fought.

      “I said look at me, you son of a bitch.”

      He did, and I didn’t waste any more time. I inhaled and twisted my entire body into the thrust of my fist, punching through the hollow beneath his ribcage.

      He cried out, a wet sound that turned my stomach.

      I fought the urge to recoil in disgust, a singular focus driving me forward. Toward the jackhammer of his heart racing deeper within.

      As my fingers found its edge, and curled around the delicate membrane, I had the absolute satisfaction of seeing him realize what was about to happen. A plea of mercy humming through his lips.

      “No mercy,” I mocked and ripped my fist from his chest, letting the useless organ tumble from my fingertips right before his deadening eyes.
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      My skin itched as Devin’s blood began to dry, crusting on my forearm rapidly in the growing heat of the morning.

      “Enough,” I demanded, rising to face the shifters still locked in battle behind us. “I said that’s enough!”

      Yips of surprise and frightened yelps rang out all around as claws retracted and bodies moved, separating one pack from another under the threat of my command.

      My chest heaved, feeling oddly hollow. Limitless. Like no amount of air could ever properly sustain my need to breathe. But still I tried, panting as I slowly regained control.

      Countless sets of wolfish eyes turned to me, waiting. Some afraid, others still amped up and looking to spill more blood. They might just get their wish.

      Through familiar and unfamiliar faces, I searched the features of both the living and the dead. Bile burned in my throat, finding Charity across the barrens. And next to her, Luke. And closer, Sara, and Tyler.

      All of them dead. And there were more, though I couldn’t see their faces.

      I found Layla and Seth re-emerging from the trees and sighed, nearly moved to tears when I found Vivian lying next to an injured, but alive, Destiny.

      My jaw clenched as I considered the next move.

      Pack law dictated that I was now the alpha of the wolves who fought under Devin’s command, but right now…

      Right now I was just as likely to rip every single one of them to pieces than force them to bow to command.

      “Allie?” Jared hedged, rising on human legs to stand at my back. “We don’t have to do this now.”

      “Yes we do.”

      Uneasy wolves shifted on their feet, wistful gazes looking for escape. I fucking dared them to try it.

      “Please,” came a soft voice, and I searched the crowd to find her. A girl about my age. With reddish hair and freckles over her nose. Not my pack. His. “Have mercy on us. He commanded we fight. He forced us.”

      I shook my head, curling my hands back to fists. “Not all of you,” I corrected her, thinking of Forrest. Of the others who seemed all too keen to shed the blood of my family.

      A middle-aged man shifted, casting his dark eyes down to the earth as he took a knee and bowed his head. “It would be an honor to be accepted into your pack.”

      My teeth ground with the urge to tell him to go fuck himself. To look at what they’d done! Forced or not.

      I didn’t even realize I was shaking until a steadying hand curled around my shoulder, lending me his support. “Breathe, baby. It’s over.”

      I latched on to Clay, squeezing his hand as I fought for a full breath through the damnable flutter in my chest. “Not yet. I won’t put my family in danger again. I won’t let anyone hurt them. We’ve already lost too man…”

      I choked on a sob, clearing my throat and forcing my spine erect to stop myself from being overcome.

      Be strong, Allie.

      The girl who first spoke knelt with the older man, and as we watched, the rest of them followed. Some shifted to kneel on human knees over the blood-soaked soil. Others remained in their wolf forms, putting their bellies to the earth in a show of submission.

      My own pack followed, awaiting orders.

      One thing was absolutely certain, I would not be letting anyone walk away from this field today. Last time I allowed shifters to leave instead of bow as they were meant to, two of them returned to betray me. If I’d never let Sam or Forrest go, Devin may not have had the intel or the resources to do what he did.

      This may never have happened.

      I searched the gathering, thinking there may be one possible way that didn’t end in the complete decimation of Devin’s pack.

      “Piper!” I called out, worry creasing my brow when I didn’t find her.

      “Has anyone seen Piper?”

      “Here,” Trey called, and I rushed back across the field, my mates at my sides.

      Trey and Todd muscled a large gray wolf off of a smaller, dark coated one.

      Piper lay unmoving save for the slight rise and fall of her chest.

      “Hey.” I pried back her eyelid, checking for dilation. “Piper?”

      “I don’t think she’s fatally injured,” Todd said, the voice of reason in the maelstrom in my head.

      Jared snatched me back as Piper came to, nearly taking my damn ear off as her eyes widened in panic and she scrambled to her feet, body trembling.

      I held my hands up to her. “Hey, it’s okay.”

      “It’s okay...” I repeated a second time, making sure she understood from the movement of my lips.

      Piper’s gaze jerked over the scene, searching until they landed on Devin.

      She shifted, falling to her knees, her big eyes watering as she blinked rapidly to clear them. She signed something, and Jared translated for me, kneeling to speak into my ear.

      “She’s asking if it’s really over now.”

      “Almost,” I told her, and her brows crinkled.

      “There’s something I need you to do for me, and then it will be.”

      Jared stumbled through signing my words, and I stopped him, placing a hand over his. “She can read lips. Really well, actually.”

      Piper smirked and signed something else.

      “She says okay. She’ll do whatever you need.”

      My chest squeezed, and something in my face must have given away my pain because she signed again, concern lining her forehead.

      I didn’t wait for Jared to translate this time, launching into an explanation of my own. “I need you to read them,” I told her. “I need you to read each and every one of them and tell me if they did this willingly or if they were forced.”

      Her lips parted and her face, already pale, became impossibly paler.

      “This is bullshit!” Someone shouted behind me, moving to leave.

      “No one leaves,” I hissed, jerking my chin to the retreating man, giving the order to stop him. “Restrain him.”

      “You are not the executioner,” I assured Piper, swallowing past the hard lump in my throat. “I am.”

      I felt the certainty in my decision, backed up by the solidarity of my mates through the bond. They agreed with me. This was the only way.

      “It’s how it has to be. It’s the only way for me to keep everyone safe.”

      Piper’s jaw flexed, considering her role in what would effectively be the murder of several of her previous packmates.

      She nodded once, a sharp bob of her head and the full weight of what I had to do next crashed down on my shoulders. But at least I wouldn’t have to do it alone.
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      My dead were carried home on the backs of the living.

      The traitors and murderers were left behind in shallow graves on the barren field. Only one was left to rot—to be picked at by the sharp shiny beaks of crows and other scavengers until he was only bone.

      A risk, to leave him out in the open, even if it was a place that didn’t recognize the touch of mortal souls. But I couldn’t stomach the alternative. He didn’t deserve it.

      A total of eight shifters from my pack would never see another day, but Devin’s losses were far greater. Nearly twenty graves had needed to be dug for them, and the work took us until dusk to complete.

      Then came the long journey home after splinting broken bones with the little supplies we had on hand and seeing everyone properly hydrated.

      It still hadn’t hit me: the loss of them. The hours passed in a flurry of halfhearted orders and miles passed through the tree covered landscape. All the while the reek of blood clung to the inside of my nose, reminding me of the additional lives I’d had to take even after the battle was fought. Six.

      But I tried to remind myself that their deaths would pave the way for peace. The others had, in fact, been commanded to fight until they could no longer. They were repentant. They hadn’t wanted to kill anyone.

      They were welcome.

      The smell of campfire broke through the hard shell of numbness keeping me shriveled inside, and I lifted my gaze from the carpet of the forest for the first time in hours. The weight of Charity on my back ached as I came back to myself, and I winced.

      Jared and Clay carried two others over their canine backs at my sides while the rest walked behind. Most as wolves, though a few shouldered the packs containing our supplies and walked along on human feet, heads bent as we approached camp.

      Wait here, Clay spoke in my thoughts.

      There shouldn’t have been a fire in the pits at camp.

      It should’ve been vacant.

      No, I replied. We go together.

      “This is where we part ways,” Dante said, tipping his head west to give his packmates the order to head in the direction of home. He looked wistfully after a dark wolf who carried a lighter gray one slung over his back. His only loss in the fight. But even one was too many, I understood.

      I nodded, trying to convey the depth of my gratitude without the need to shift.

      “We’ll be in touch,” he added before veering off to join his pack, shifting on the fly until their shadows vanished.

      It’s Hazel, Clay said from several paces ahead, peering through the trees. I can smell her scent.

      Sure enough, her floral aroma found me on the breeze, and despite everything, a comforted half smile stole onto my lips.

      Stubborn woman, Jared put in. She was supposed to stay at the warded cabin until we returned.

      When have you ever known her to listen, I asked them both, giving a pointed look.

      Clay grunted and began walking again, pausing near the edge of camp, where the moon chamber crouched low in the grass. He gently knelt, bowing his head to allow Luke to slide gracefully from his shoulders and onto the ground next to the moss coated stones.

      I nodded, looking at the small patch of land next to the chamber. It was perfect.

      The rest of us followed suit, and I paused to push my snout against Charity’s forehead after setting her down, feeling the gravity of her loss like a thousand pounds on my shoulders.

      Goodbye, my friend.

      A ball grew in my chest as I pushed through my wolf to the surface, feeling her aches in my smaller human muscles as I opened my eyes again.

      A muscle in my jaw twitched as I took in the cabin, and the quiet camp beyond. Barely forty-eight hours ago I’d been forced to wonder if there was a chance I’d never make it back here. Seeing it now, I thought I’d never seen anything more beautiful in my whole damn life.

      This was home.

      My home.

      “We’ll take care of the graves,” came Archer’s voice from behind me, and I turned to see several of them already marking out an area to inter our friends. “When they’re ready to be...uh...buried, I’ll send someone to get you.”

      “I should help,” I muttered, my voice sounding far away even to my own ears.

      A strong arm slipped around my back, and I inhaled warm spice, sighing as the exhaustion finally began to set in. “You’ve done enough, baby. Come on, you need to rest.”

      I hadn’t the strength to fight Clay as he guided me around the cabin and the smell of cooking meat and sharp vinegar assaulted my senses.

      My brows drew together as my mates and I rounded the cabin to find Hazel, sweat beading over her forehead as she worked two barbeques near the crush of picnic benches where stacks of paper plates were weighted down with heavy stones and bowls sat piled high with cabbage slaw and macaroni salad.

      Trays of steaming steaks and chicken piled higher as she pulled them from the grill, dual wielding tongs like a ninja.

      She barely turned around as we approached, casting a narrow-eyed stare over her right shoulder. “Took you long enough,” she tutted, and I stared openly at her.

      The woman who didn’t doubt for even a second that I would return with both my mates in tow and mostly unharmed. So sure of it that she’d cooked a damned feast to welcome us back.

      “I assume we have guests? How many? I need to know how many steaks need cooking. And we’ll have to put in another order, this is pretty much the last of—”

      I looped my arms around her back, squeezing tight as my throat tightened and my eyes burned, overflowing with stinging tears that dampened the back of her long dress.

      She tensed at first, but then relaxed, patting my trembling arms.

      “Now, now, it’s all going to be—” Her hand stilled on my wrist.

      Tongs discarded, Hazel twisted in my embrace, holding me at arm’s length and drawing my hands into hers.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, trading in my hands to press two palms to my stomach.

      “Um...Hazel?”

      I shared a look with my mates as a wide grin broke over Hazel’s face, her blind eyes searching as though she could see something we couldn’t.

      “Hazel,” I exclaimed when her lips quivered and a tear fell from her chin. “What’s wrong?”

      She sniffed and stepped back, her shoulders shaking with something halfway between laughter and sobbing. “You’re with child, my daughter.”

      “No,” I uttered uneasily. “I can’t be, I take pills for…”

      Oh fuck. When was the last time I’d taken them? With everything going on, swallowing a tiny pill every morning wasn’t exactly high up on my priority list.

      “Are you sure?” Clay asked, his jaw clenching and unclenching just as rapidly as his fists.

      “As sure as I’m standing here,” she replied as whispers bloomed behind us, and I sensed the rest of the pack join.

      “You’re going to be a mom?” Layla asked hopefully, a crooked grin showing the dimples you could almost forget she had. She wrapped me up in a big hug, her jasmine scent erasing whatever remained of the stench of blood from my nose.

      “We’re going to be aunties?” came Viv’s exclamation. Her eyes turned red-rimmed as she clenched her hands together and fought back against the urge to cry.

      My heart pounded in my chest, a whole new kind of fear taking root in my belly.

      Hesitantly, I placed a hand to my belly, trying to feel what Hazel felt.

      “Where there is death, there is also life,” Hazel whispered, almost inaudibly.

      Jared’s hand slid over mine, and I looked up to see him smiling, his amber eyes alight with an astonished kind of joy that made the dark emotions flee from my mind.

      I looked to Clay, my throat desert dry.

      “Clay?” I hedged, concerned at the red tint to his face. At the distant look in his eyes.

      He cleared his throat and lifted his chin, swallowing a breath. “So,” he said, his voice thick with emotion as he glanced at his best friend. “What are we going to name our son?”

      My chest ached as a hard laugh left my lips that quickly turned into an aching sob of relief.

      Jared laughed, too, pressing a hard kiss to my temple.

      “Hey,” I sniffed. “Who said it’s a boy? What if she’s a girl?”

      “Pfft, that’s easy,” said Jared, wrapping an arm loosely around my waist.

      “We’d name her after the strongest woman we know.”

      I glanced at Hazel as though she could feel my eyes on her; she shook her head.

      “They mean you, stupid,” she said, swiping at the papery skin beneath her eyes.

      Another laugh-sob twisted in my chest and I snatched Clay, drawing him close until the bond connected all three of us. He brushed my dirty hair back and pressed a soft kiss to my mouth that made my belly flutter and my toes curl.

      A speck of light formed in all the darkness and I smiled against his lips. Terrified, but knowing that no matter what happened, I’d always have them. Together, we could do this.

      It was time for a new kind of adventure.
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      Thank you for reading this standalone companion novel to the main Wolves of Forest Grove series! The fans of Allie and her guys have been some of the most supportive in my author career and I am incredibly grateful for that. I hope you enjoyed reading Shifted Scars as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      As a bonus, there will be exclusive chapters from Clay and Jared’s points of view available to read in my Facebook Fan Group as well as in my Newsletter. These chapters will include scenes from after the ending of Shifted Scars, giving you a peek at what comes next for these characters.

      Thank you again for sticking with me through this series! Though this may be the end of The Wolves of Forest Grove, I plan to visit these characters again through the eyes of others in future planned works set in the World of Thorn.

      Turn the page for a sample of Soul Bound, a new release set in the same world as The Wolves of Forest Grove. Find out what the alchemists are up to in this series that follows a young witch who unwittingly forms an unbreakable bond with two shifters!
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      CHAPTER ONE

      

      Harper

      

      That thieving bastard.

      Did he really think I hadn’t seen him stuff the necklace into his sleeve? My teeth clenched and a furious heat sizzled down my spine, pooling in my stomach like acid. And who the hell wore a long-sleeve shirt in this weather, anyway? Even in a tank top with a headband holding back my long hair, my forehead was still varnished in a tacky layer of sweat.

      The creep peeked up at me under his black and blue hair, smirking, before going back to leisurely ‘browsing’ through the wares at our booth. He picked up another necklace before placing it back down to fiddle with the potions, reading their attached tags.

      They told me it would be easy when they left this morning. Putting me in charge of our tiny stall right at the heart of the French Market. It shouldn’t be too busy, they said. You’ll be fine. You’ve got this.

      But they were wrong. The city square had come alive in the few hours since dawn. The sun came out to play, and with it came the morning shoppers and the fanny-pack-toting tourists. I groaned miserably, wishing to be anywhere but here.

      Any excuse to go to New Orleans had my guardians here in an instant, speeding the old caravan down I-65 while singing about country roads and open highways. Lots of witches made New Orleans their home. It was easier to blend in when there were palmisters, psychics, and occult shops all over the place. Made it harder to decipher fakes from the real thing.

      It was accepted here—more than that, both the locals and the tourists had come to expect it over the years, so long as the money kept raking in.

      So, I understood why they liked it so much. Less hiding. And even the earth under the soles of my flip-flops seemed to buzz with power like nowhere else, eagerly waiting to answer a witch’s call.

      Where are they?

      I looked over the heads of the throng of people, the heady scent of roasting meat and the tang of fresh oranges wafting over from the food vendors. The smooth rhythm of sax and guitar rose from where two buskers played for nickels and dimes in the square. I couldn’t see them anywhere.

      Damn. I set my jaw. Guess I’d have to deal with the douche myself.

      Clenching my hand into a fist, I drew in a deep breath, squashing my body’s instinctual reflex to draw magic.

      “Uh, hello? Anybody home?” The nasally voice broke my concentration and I cleared my throat, turning to find two chicks in their early twenties. Both icy-blonde with honey-colored eyes and showing off a generous amount of their perfectly bronzed skin. They looked like they belonged on the streets of Beverly Hills rather than a noisy square in New Orleans.

      “Did you hear what I said?” the one on the right whined.

      I eyed the guy still sifting through our booth, running his immoral fingers over the rings Leo had crafted the week before, lifting one to inspect the topaz gemstone.

      Don’t even think about it…

      He put the ring back down. But the weight in his sleeve seemed larger than it was a moment before. I took a steadying breath.

      I’d deal with him in a minute.

      “No, I’m sorry, what did you say?” I answered blonde number one in a rush, keeping a wary eye on the thief.

      She huffed, holding up a potion bottle filled with a shimmery red liquid, matching her perfectly manicured crimson nails. “Does this stuff work?” she asked haughtily. Her eyes narrowed as she shook the lust potion in front of my face. “And, like, did you brew it? Or was it brewed by—you know, like, an actual witch?”

      An actual witch? Was this bimbo serious?

      There were true Alchemists and then there were those who attempted to replicate our natural abilities with crude science. They made some admirable attempts, but never quite accomplished the things they set out to do.

      Metal into gold? Even I could do that with a simple sigil, and I was only seventeen and technically not allowed to practice underage magic—at least not without proper adult supervision.

      But alas, it was frowned upon to use our abilities for direct monetary gain in mortal society.

      Pretty much all the fun stuff is forbidden.

      Philosopher’s stone? Well, once our people had the knowledge and the formula to do it, passed down through generations, but it was lost somewhere along the way from our homeland of Emeris to our new home in the mortal lands. But I really don’t think people should live forever anyway, and we live longer than most already.

      I smiled sweetly at the pair of them, pitching my voice to match my expression. “Of course I didn’t brew it.” I clasped my hands together at my front and batted my eyelashes. “It was made by the Wicked Witch of the West at the stroke of midnight under the light of a full moon.”

      Blonde number one sneered at me, curling a pink lip over blinding white teeth while blonde number two’s eyes widened, backing away from her friend. “You think you’re so edgy in that baggy tank top with your stubby nails and your pale skin and that obviously dyed red hair? Well, you’re not. And you just lost a paying customer.” Blonde number one sniffed, tossing the potion back onto the table. “Come on Fiona, lets go get a smoothie.”

      I wanted to shout after her. Tell her my bright red hair wasn’t dyed, and that I could see her ass hanging out of her shorts as she walked away. But it wouldn’t be worth my time. Ignorant humans. Must be nice to not have to live in hiding. Afraid to be yourself. Avoiding discovery at every turn.

      They were probably born and raised here.

      I didn’t even know where I was born. And I was raised in the back of Leo and Lara’s caravan after a human woman begged them to take me when I was barely six months old. All I knew was what she told them. That my father was a witch and he was dead. That she was my human mother and didn’t know the first thing about raising a witch. She never said how she knew Leo and Lara were witches.

      The woman left me with them, and she never came back.

      It was no wonder I’d lost all respect for humanity. Girls like that just solidified my views. Selfish, cowardly creatures.

      And they thought we were the monsters. What a joke.

      Scowling, I turned back to the booth and my spine went rigid. Where did he go? Magic buzzed in my veins—an innate defense mechanism I shoved deep down, attempting to bury it before it got me into trouble.

      I scanned the crowded market space, spotting a black haired head with a streak of blue running through it.

      Got you now, sucker.

      I darted after him, throwing a half-assed warding spell up in my wake to try to keep shoppers away from the booth. I weaved through the bodies in my way, almost losing sight of him as he neared the food vendors.

      The guy looked back, catching sight of me chasing him. Our eyes locked. And then he bolted.

      “Hey!” I shouted after him, spurring myself to go faster. “Hey! Thief! Stop that guy!”

      A hundred sets of eyes turned to the sound of my shouting voice, but none moved to help me. Useless.

      Sweat dropped down my back, and my flip-flops slapped the pavement. Nearing the exit to the market, he sped up. No! If he got outside, I’d lose him for sure.

      And who knew how much more stuff he stole while I wasn’t paying attention. Stupid.

      I moved to cut him off through the fruit market and ran smack into a pyramid of apples, scattering them to the floor and almost slipping on them. My hands flew out to my sides, catching my balance.

      “Sorry!” I called back to the shopkeeper, who shouted obscenities after me as I wound between the stands.

      Crap, crap, crap!

      Why did I always have to mess shit up?

      My chest squeezing, I darted between two booths and missed him by a hair. He blew past me into the main square, shoving people out of his way without a care.

      “Stop!” I screamed at him, beyond furious. The familiar crackle of energy under my skin wouldn’t be soothed, no matter how much I tried to swallow it down.

      He was too fast. I’d never catch him. And then I’d have to deal with their disappointment again. I’d have to explain how I messed up. They wouldn’t be surprised. They’d say they knew I wasn’t ready to have the responsibility of running the booth.

      My body opened to the energy running through the earth like blood through veins. Hauling it in like the first breath after coming up from the water. It came rushing to me with the slightest thought, like it was only waiting for permission.

      “Stop!” I shouted again, and the ground shook beneath my feet. A great groan had me skidding to a stop. My hands shook.

      Crack! The pavement split. A fissure slicing through it from where I stood, skittering out over the square. Chasing the thief down faster than I ever could.

      Someone screamed.

      The sky darkened, and my blood boiled.

      The fissure reached him, and he grunted as the ground heaved under his feet, sending him sprawling into the street. The jewelry jolted and bounced from his sleeves to land unceremoniously across the street beside him.

      Cars screeched to a standstill. Their horns blaring. People everywhere were shouting. Running. Earthquake, they said, but they were wrong.

      The magic I’d used still coursed through me, slowly waning. Leaching out of my bones to return to the earth, leaving me shivering against a sudden chill.

      The ground still pulsed beneath my feet. My fists clenched.

      What have I done?

      Across the street stood two men. They weren’t running away. Or trying to film the scene. They weren’t even looking at the giant gash in the pavement.

      They were staring at me.

      


      CHAPTER TWO

      

      Harper

      

      The thief stumbled to his feet before scurrying away like a rat, leaving the jewelry behind.

      But he didn’t matter anymore. And neither did the few hundred dollars’ worth of silver and gems glinting in the sunlight that had come rushing back to life. I didn’t dare make a move to retrieve any of it with their eyes boring holes into my face.

      The taller of the two men turned his wrist to face me. The golden tattoo shimmered in the warm morning light. A triangle with two crossed arrows. My breath hitched, and I worked to quell the tremble in my knees.

      Arcane Authorities.

      Bad luck seemed to be as irrevocably attached to me as my own shadow, but this really took the cake. Forget the cake, this took the whole damn party. Was there any way they hadn’t seen what I did?

      The shorter one with the tight jaw and thick brows met my wide-eyed stare. He tilted his head toward a shaded alley before the two of them stepped out of the light and into the shadows, waiting for me to follow them.

      Nope. They definitely saw.

      I could run, but chances were I wouldn’t get far before they caught me. And then what? Running would only get me into more trouble.

      No, running wasn’t an option. I sighed and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my shorts. Leo and Lara were right. It was only a matter of time before my magic got me into trouble, but I’d make sure they didn’t go down with me.

      The traffic started to move again once I’d crossed the street. The people had gone back to their shopping and gossiping, avoiding the split in the pavement. The split that I’d caused.

      They’d fix it. Fill it in. It would be like it never happened for them.

      I had a feeling I wouldn’t be so lucky. I steeled myself before stepping into the alley, a million thoughts tripping and swirling through my mind.

      I’m too young to be sent to Kalzir Prison. And besides, that place was reserved for murderers and dark witches, not for people who accidentally cleaved the earth in two… right?

      It was true being underage would save me from Kalzir, but it would be Leo and Lara who were punished for my unsupervised use of magic. My stomach rebelled at the idea, twisting uncomfortably until I thought I would lose my breakfast.

      “We haven’t got all day,” a deep accented voice rang out from the alley. I hurriedly stepped inside, feeling the kiss of energy against my skin as a ward snapped into place behind me, effectively sealing us off from the curious eyes of the outside world.

      I jumped at the sensation, turning in time to see the taller of the two flicking his finger as he finished drawing a binding sigil in midair, the swirling, looping pattern glowing a bright orange. He shoved his palm against it and the sigil expanded and then vanished, settling over me like a wave of concrete.

      My hands flew behind my back, my fingers clasping of their own accord. The spell was even stronger than the time I accidentally crazy-glued my hands together. I couldn’t move them at all. There was no sense in struggling and yet I couldn’t help trying.

      “Wait, please!” I said, my voice wavering. “I can explain—”

      “And you will,” said the one with the thick brows. “But it isn’t us you’ll need to do your explaining to.”

      Neither moved to take hold of me, but instead maintained their distance at about ten paces away at the dead-end of a brick wall. The taller one swallowed, his gaze darting from me back to his partner. He seemed… afraid? Of what?

      Surely, they weren’t afraid of me?

      I mean, my magic hadn’t ever caused a minor earthquake before. I mostly did simple spells, but even I had to admit they never turned out how I intended. Like the time I tried to use magic to extinguish a candle and put out every fire at the campground instead. Or when I made potions that didn’t work exactly like they were expected to.

      “Where are your parents?” the shorter one asked.

      I looked away, my heart thumping wildly in my chest. An image of my guardians flashed in my mind. Of their disappointed faces when they were told what happened. Of them being escorted to that horrible place, their kindness being ripped apart by the monsters that inhabited the prison.

      Lie, my subconscious screamed.

      “I don’t have any parents,” I told them, weaving honesty into the lie. “They’re dead.”

      Thick Brows scowled. “So, you’re all alone, then?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and nodded. My eyes burned.

      They’d be so worried when they saw I was gone. Would I be able to return to them? I didn’t know what happened to underage witches with no parents or guardians. But I could not, under any circumstances, bring the authorities back to our booth.

      Selling potions to humans was illegal, and though I had no problem with it—especially since they were weakened versions of the real thing—the Arcane Council would see it a little differently. If the Arcane Authorities saw their booth, it would earn my guardians a one-way ticket to Kalzir.

      My hands came apart and I looked up to find Tall Guy frowning, a gleam of pity in his eyes. “You won’t give us any trouble, will you?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I swear I didn’t mean to—”

      “Didn’t mean to?” Thick Brows interrupted. “That was strong magic. Not just anyone could’ve pulled that off.”

      “What’s your name?” the other one asked, inching closer, looking more at ease than he did before.

      My skin bristled. “Harper. Just Harper.”

      “Well, ‘Just Harper,’ I’m afraid your fate is now in the hands of the Arcane Council.”

      My blood chilled and the spark of magic reignited in my blood.

      “Try to stay calm,” the taller one added. “Everything will be fine.”

      Why did I get the feeling he was lying to my face? How could things possibly be fine when the Council was in charge of my fate? Everyone knew how these situations ended.

      I didn’t dare object, though. Afraid I’d burst into tears or wind up begging for freedom I knew they wouldn’t give me. Tall Guy was right; I had to stay calm. Bad things happened when I wasn’t calm. I didn’t want to add any more to the list of crimes I’d already committed.

      And to think, it wasn’t even noon.

      Must be some sort of record.

      Thick Brows set to work drawing out a sigil on the brick wall behind them. I was still crap at them, but I recognized the symbol for travel, and the one for creating a doorway interwoven with others I didn’t recognize. He was opening a portal.

      “Come,” he said, and the brick disintegrated before my eyes to reveal a long hallway with a parquet floor and golden sconces that cast a rich umber light on the mahogany wood paneling. It looked like the inside of a castle.

      My stomach dropped.

      A loud meow set my hair standing on edge, and I flinched. Relief flooded through me at the sight of the orange tabby jumping down from the rooftop above onto a trash bin against the wall.

      “Your familiar?” Thick Brows asked.

      I shook my head as Gato, Leo’s familiar, pounced down to rub himself against my legs. “No, he isn’t mine.”

      “Then hurry up, would you? I can’t hold the doorway open all day.”

      I bent down to scratch the tuft of fur under his jaw. If Gato was here, that meant Leo and Lara weren’t far. I had to go before they found me, and the Arcane Authorities who had me under arrest. With a lump in my throat, I whispered to him. “Tell them not to come looking for me.”

      The cat stopped, sitting back to listen. “They’ll be punished if they do, and I—I’d never forgive myself.”

      Gato growled, turning to hiss at the men still waiting at the wall.

      I hushed him, dropping my voice lower to make sure they couldn’t hear. “I’ll be alright. And I’ll be back as soon as I can. Now go.”

      The cat jumped back up onto the trash can and then up to the roof, turning back to look at me only for a moment before he vanished from sight. I hoped they’d understand.

      “Let’s go—”

      Before he could finish, I crossed my arms, bent my head, and stomped down the alley and through the portal. My jaw clenched tight to stop the stinging in the back of my throat.

      

      The Arcane Authority guys had just finished explaining to the Council delegate—a man with graying brown hair, kind eyes, and a thick southern accent—what I’d done.

      “Given that she’s underage with no guardians, we thought it a matter best handled by the council directly.”

      The older man huffed from the other side of the ornate wooden desk separating us. “Yes, yes,” he said, waving them off, never once taking his milky gaze from me. “Thank you, that’ll be all.”

      Thick Brows stiffened. Likely, they weren’t used to being so easily dismissed. But they left without another word, closing the large double doors to the office behind them with a solemn click.

      “Now then.” The delegate of the Arcane Council smiled, showing two rows of yellowed teeth between his thin lips. “Are you often able to produce magic in such… magnitude?”

      I tucked my hands between my knees to stop them from vibrating as I spoke. Did my best to meet his gaze with a steady one of my own. “No. I don’t know what happened.”

      “You needn’t lie to me, girl,” he said softly, cocking his head to one side as he considered me. Something in his expression, or maybe in the way he’d said it made me believe him. Maybe if I told him the truth, he’d understand it wasn’t my fault I couldn’t control it.

      “Sometimes,” I amended cautiously. I couldn’t decide one way or the other if I should trust the old man. There were twelve delegates that made up the Arcane Council, and a Magistrate that had the final say on the important things. My mind was still reeling with the fact that I now sat in the office of one of the most powerful men in the witching community.

      He could have me imprisoned. Killed. The most likely thing to happen would be to be stripped of all my powers which, honestly, wouldn’t be all that bad. At least then I wouldn’t have to hide or check my power all the time when it came rushing up out of nowhere.

      Like in the streets of the French Quarter.

      “Thought so,” he mused, making a clucking sound with his tongue as he rolled the information around in his mind.

      Sweat beaded at my hairline despite the cool air in the dusky office. It was so silent you could hear a pin drop. As though all the sound in the universe had been vacuumed up, blocked out by the insulation of hundreds upon hundreds of tomes lining thick wooden shelves all around the space.

      I shook off the miasmal feeling. I wished he’d just get on with it. There was no sense in dragging this out. I was sure he’d already decided on what my punishment would be. But you didn’t rush an Arcane Council member.

      “Who were your parents?” he asked after a time, and I flinched at the question, sucking in a quick, sharp breath.

      “I’m not sure. They died when I was very small.” I gave him a small shrug. “I never knew their names.”

      It wasn’t total bullshit. I didn’t know my mother’s name, but I knew my father’s. Alistair was his name. I only knew it because it was inscribed on the inside of the ring my mother left with me—a gaudy golden thing with a great bird on it. An orange colored stone was set where its eye should’ve been. His last name began with an H, but the engraving was worn down from too many years of wear. I glanced down at it, twisting it round my thumb, the only finger it fit.

      The delegate seemed intrigued by the ring but snapped out of his glazed over stare when I shoved my hands back between my knees. He cleared his throat. “A pity,” he began, pursing his lips. “A natural ability such as yours is wasted—and dangerous—if left unchecked on the streets. We cannot risk that kind of exposure. You understand?”

      I did. Ever since our kind left the dying lands of Emeris and arrived here, we’d been persecuted. Bordeaux. Salem. London. It didn’t matter where we were. If they thought there was magic in our veins, they burned us. Buried us. Or let us starve.

      Thousands of us were killed because of human ignorance. But that was a long time ago. Before cell phones, social media, and Twilight. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t exactly keen to risk it either, but I understood why some of our kind believed it was time to ‘come out’ to our human neighbors.

      “I understand.”

      “Good.” The finality in that one word gave me chills.

      “I can’t go back, then? To… to where I was?”

      His forehead creased. “I’m afraid that isn’t possible.”

      Kalzir, then. I could already feel it—the cold bite of iron shackles on my wrists and ankles. The oppressive weight of the bindstone woven through the walls of my cell, suppressing my magic, slowly driving me to madness.

      I watched him from the corner of my eye as he gathered a quill, ink, and a sheet of parchment. My mind wandering, not quite settling on any one thing. My body light. Gaze blurred.

      The metal quill-tip bit into the ink, coming out coated in the shimmery black substance. In a state of total disbelief, I read the words as he wrote them, For Headmaster Sterling, and then I watched as they disappeared into the paper, seeming to evaporate before my very eyes. Unbothered, he continued writing his letter, the words vanishing seconds after being written.

      “Have you heard of Arcane Arts Academy?” he asked, pausing the scratching of metal on paper to glance up at me. A small smile pulled at the corner of his thin lips.

      Of course, I had. How could I not? Arcane Arts Academy was a school hidden deep in the Allegheny Mountains of West Virginia, I thought. It was supposedly a place for the children of great and wealthy witches to study. To develop, grow, and hone their natural abilities without the prying eyes of humans.

      In other words—no place for a girl like me. A vagabond without a home or a penny to her name had absolutely no place within the hallowed halls of AAA.

      He couldn’t be serious.

      “Are you surprised?” he asked, continuing before I could pick my jaw up off the floor and attempt to formulate a response. “You’re welcome.”

      Thank you? He really wanted me to say thank you? They’d eat me alive in a place like that. Spoiled rich kids. Know-it-all teachers. Curfews. Exams. I wouldn’t last a damned day. “But how long will I have to stay there?” I began, trying to keep the sour taste in my mouth from tainting my words. “Is this your sentence for what I did?”

      The curve of his lips held amusement, as if he knew what would become of me there. “If you choose to see it that way, then I suppose it is. And I expect you to stay there until formal graduation.”

      AAA students graduated at twenty-one. He expected me to stay there for four years! Students there started at sixteen, how would I ever catch up? My mouth went suddenly dry.

      I’d rather he sent me to Kalzir.

      “I’ll have someone escort you to gather your things and we’ll have you there by nightfall.”

      My things? Did he mean my one lousy suitcase of clothes and headbands? Or my hairbrush and toothbrush. It didn’t matter because I wouldn’t be going back to Leo and Lara’s caravan. If I did, I might get out of going to AAA, but they’d be sitting where I am, and in much deeper shit. I couldn’t imagine what the consequence would be for their ‘negligence,’ but I knew it would be far worse than the fate that awaited me.

      I shook my head, letting the tension in my shoulders release. “There’s no need,” I told him. “This is all I have.”

      He clucked his tongue, his gaze roving over my tank top, torn jean shorts, and frayed headband with a look somewhere between distaste and pity. “Very well.”

      Continue reading Soul Bound!
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