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CHAPTER 1


Asher

Danger tainted the scent of the cold winter wind as it howled across the red rocks. Since being bitten and becoming a werewolf, I’d learned that emotions carried unique scents, and malice stung my nostrils like sulfur and wasabi. Something wasn’t right. I took another deep breath: rabbit, coyote, white-tailed deer. Then I isolated it.

Jaguar.

Shit.

My last hiking tour group from Wild Sedona Tours was gone, and shadows stretched across the Sedona Valley. Usually the massive red rock mountains were my sanctuary, but the jaguar shifters who kept encroaching on our territory were making peace harder to come by. Ever since a few of us had joined forces with the Reno Pack to take down the Nero Organization, the rogue jaguar assassins seemed fixated on revenge. We were the weakest target, the soft underbelly of the secret shifter world, perfect for them to sink their claws into.

I thought of our group as a pack, the Sedona Pack, but the sad reality was that since we broke free from our last Alpha, we were sorely lacking a leader. Luke Reynolds, from the Reno Pack, had given us a glimpse of the power of true loyalty, and I hungered for that unity and strength. But many of us weren’t born into this shifter world, and we weren’t here by choice. We’d been bitten and changed into werewolves against our will. We were never going to the be the family Luke had described up in Reno.

Naomi Rossi’s dark eyes were the first thing to flash through my mind when I caught the scent of danger. She was bitten like me, trapped in the Sedona Pack and a single mother now, after her “mate” was killed in the uprising against our former Alpha. He assigned the men and women of his Pack mates, but again, after meeting Luke from the Reno Pack, we learned that our inner wolf recognizes his true mate. No one assigns that kind of bond.

Naomi was also the strongest woman I’d ever met, and I cared for her much more than I should. There was too much danger to contemplate dating, and we’d become friends under the worst of circumstances. She didn’t need the complication of anything more.

Besides, in light of the constant threat of attack from the jaguar shifters just outside of Sedona, the best course of action right now was to somehow pull this pack together. It was the only chance we had to live in relative safety. If that day ever came, I could try to navigate my true feelings for her. For now, she was my closest friend. Nothing more. I pulled out my cell phone and called the ranch.

The sprawling desert oasis had belonged to Allen Caldwell, our previous Alpha, and through a trust, we were able to keep the property for our pack.

“Hello?” Naomi answered.

“Hey, it’s Asher. You better lock things down over there.” I scanned the gathering darkness for any movement. “We’ve got another jaguar shifter in town.”

Two nights until the new moon. Then the jaguar shifters would become deadly four-legged hunters with night vision far better than mine. I needed to get them out of our territory. Now.

“Again?” She cursed under her breath. “I’ll call the others and warn them.” She paused, her tone softening. “Be careful out there.”

“I will. Keep those little ones safe.” I ended the call and stuffed my cell back in my pocket, ignoring the warmth that spread through me at the sound of her voice. There were more pressing issues to focus on than the effect this woman had on me.

A year ago, lethal jaguar shifters never would have wandered into Sedona. Hell, less than two years ago, I hadn’t even known shifters existed. But I’d learned plenty since then. Traditionally, a werewolf pack was like a big family. The shifter gene was carried on the Y chromosome of the males and passed on to their twin sons. Every man born a werewolf had a twin brother.

But two years ago, the former Alpha of the Sedona Pack, Allen Caldwell, had been eager to grow the ranks rapidly, and he made his own fucked-up traditions. Allen had chosen strong men and women without family ties nearby, and then he’d assigned pack members to attack humans during the full moon. Each month, one or two humans were bitten—humans like me—and were changed into werewolves. Then he’d locked us up until he could be certain of our loyalty.

His mental torture and physical threats had broken most of the newly bitten wolves, but the strongest of us survived. I was never loyal to him, but I did my best to hide it, waiting for an opportunity to escape. But I couldn’t leave the others behind. So when Luke Reynolds came to town whispering about a rebellion, I had been the first in line.

Taking down Caldwell hadn’t been easy. We lost too many in the battle, but once the sick bastard was dead, we were free of his sadistic torture and fear. Free, but floundering.

Maybe the jaguars could sense it.

Even though werewolves were stronger and faster with heightened senses, humans still outnumbered us. We’d never survive if they ever went on the hunt for shifters. Now it was more important than ever for us to keep our secret. Humans could never discover we existed. But the jaguar shifters tended to forget this, slaughtering humans during the new moon and leaving the rest of us to try to explain the animal attacks.

Since Nero’s destruction, they also seemed hellbent on taking over Sedona. After we helped the Reno Pack’s Alpha, Adam Sloan, destroy the Nero Organization’s headquarters in Virginia, the jaguar assassins, bred and trained to kill, were determined to find a new home.

Ours.

We were an easier target than the pack up in Reno. Adam was a strong Alpha, surrounded by loyal wolves and strong psychics. They were organized and had one another’s back no matter what. Attacking them wouldn’t go well for any jaguar shifter who ventured into their territory. But here in Sedona, we didn’t have an Alpha, and without a leader, we didn’t even have a pack, not really. We were just a group of people who survived psychological tortures and imprisonment at the hands of a tyrant. Shared pain and trauma didn’t make a pack.

There were days I contemplated leaving Sedona for good. The memories of the cruel acts Caldwell had forced me to do plagued me. I should have resisted, or fought back sooner, but I hadn’t. The shame haunted me, and the idea of a fresh start tempted me to run. I had a cousin out in California. No one would miss me.

But it wasn’t that simple. There were children now, two sets of twin boys, werewolves, who never asked to be born. And even though they weren’t my blood, I couldn’t turn my back on them without knowing they’d be safe. I lost my parents when I was only fifteen; I wasn’t going to let that happen to these boys too. My soul was tarnished enough already. Until the jaguar problem was solved, I wasn’t going anywhere.

I tracked the scent off the main road. At least the jaguar wasn’t headed for the more populated tourist areas. I parked my Jeep and grabbed my holster and gun from under the seat. Until I was bitten, weapons had never been on my radar, but they were a necessity now.

No one knew the trails and landscape of the Red Rocks better than I did. I grew up here. My mother had been a member of the Hopi tribe up on the Mesas, but we lived in Sedona with my father until a car accident took them both from me. My passion for hiking eventually led me to open my own touring business in Sedona. If a jaguar shifter was hiding out here, I’d find him.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. “Yeah?” I kept my voice hushed.

“Hey, Asher.”

It was Ryker, the bartender at our Wolf Pack Bar. No human tourists would ever believe the bar was owned by real werewolves. Ryker was a bitten wolf, like me, and a mountain of a man. We both figured his size was what probably got him marked. He’d been a biker stopping in for a beer. The next night, he’d been bitten. He’d been here ever since.

“Naomi called me about the…trouble brewing, and I think it just wandered into the bar.”

I frowned, sniffing the air. Now that I was a werewolf, my sense of smell was my greatest asset in tracking, and there was no doubt a jaguar’s scent lingered out here. It was faint but headed in the opposite direction from the Wolf Pack Bar. “You sure?”

“I know a jaguar when I smell it.” Ryker paused. “Plus, we know this one.”

“Vance is back in town?” Vance was the only jaguar shifter I knew other than Sebastian Severino, but Sebastian married into the Reno Pack, so I doubted he was in Sedona tonight.

“Apparently,” Ryker replied. “I just wanted you to know so you didn’t have to go out hunting. You’ll freeze your ass off out there tonight.”

“I’ll be there in ten minutes. Wait for me.”

I ended the call, scanning the shadows one last time. It wasn’t a coincidence that the jaguars kept crossing into our territory. It was as if they were testing us. And if we didn’t get organized soon, the tests could quickly escalate into a war we weren’t capable of winning.

[image: * * *]

The jaguar’s scent hit me the second I walked into the Wolf Pack Bar, but this was a cat I recognized. Vance. He was one of Nero’s best assassins and talked as though he just came in from the Outback, but when we took down the Nero Organization, Vance had fought at our side. He’d been willing to give his life for freedom from being a hired killer for Nero, but unlike me, somehow Vance had left the sins of his past behind him. Mine stared at me every time I looked in the mirror.

Vance grinned, got up from his stool at the bar, and met me halfway across the bar. We clasped forearms in a traditional pack greeting, the only tradition we still had in Sedona.

“How you been, Asher?” His thick Australian accent made me smile.

I shrugged. “I’m all right. When did you get back in town?”

“Today.” He lowered his voice. “Sebastian asked me to check something out for him in Flagstaff. Thought I’d swing down your way and see how the wolves are doing.”

“We’d be better if we could keep the…cats out of town.” The Wolf Pack Bar was in the center of the tourist area of Sedona, and humans came and went, drinking beer and buying souvenir T-shirts. There were a couple humans at the bar right now, so I kept things vague. “Can we talk in back?”

Vance nodded. “Lead the way.”

I walked him past the bar, glancing at Ryker as we passed by. “This wasn’t the cat I warned Naomi about.”

“You sure?” Ryker was built like Juggernaut from the X-Men comics; made him a formidable werewolf. Luckily, he had a good heart. I’d never witnessed him use his size as a weapon against anyone who didn’t have it coming.

I nodded without stopping. “Stay alert.”

Ever since we overthrew Allen Caldwell, Ryker had settled into the bartending job at the Wolf Pack Bar. And a new wolf from Kentucky had joined the crew, too. Shane’s pack had been massacred by Nero jaguar shifters. Another reason I couldn’t leave town—I didn’t want to see what had happened in Kentucky be repeated here in Sedona.

Shane helped out in the bar for now while he looked for work in town. His mate, Piper, was a human veterinarian. At least for now. They were planning their wedding with the honeymoon timed during a full moon. If they ever wanted to start a family, Piper needed to be a shifter, too. In healthy wolf packs, the women had a choice as to whether they wanted to be changed or not. The bite became an intimate union, a private vow for the couple. Nothing like the bite so many females in Sedona had experienced.

I moved into the back office, allowing Vance to follow me inside before closing the door behind us. I faced him, crossing my arms. “Any chance Sebastian sent you here tracking another Nero defector?”

We were the same size physically, but our similarities ended there. My long black hair and dark eyes were in stark contrast to his shorter, disheveled, light hair and bright hazel eyes. He was also quick to smile. Those weren’t so easy for me to come by these days.

“They were displaced. They never defected. That’s part of the problem, mate.” Vance shook his head. “We all played a part in destroying Nero, and now these jaguars have no home base. Sebastian and I are trying to make it right.”

“What’s to make right? Antonio Severino was a madman, conducting breeding experiments on psychic women, and trying to give werewolves the ability to shift at will without the lunar phase cycle. We gave them freedom from all that. They don’t have to be hired guns for Sebastian’s dad anymore.” I leaned against the wall. “Why aren’t they getting regular jobs? Making a fresh start?”

“For some of them, being an assassin-for-hire is all they’ve ever known. Sebastian’s father raised them to kill.” Vance shrugged. “They don’t have any other skills.”

“I’m not going to feel sorry anyone who comes into our territory looking for trouble.” I narrowed my eyes. “We’ve got four little boys who have already lost far too much.”

“That’s just it, mate. This isn’t your territory.” Vance paced the small room like a caged lion. “As I see it, werewolves need the unity of a pack, and it’s not happening here. Nero fell two years ago and you’re all still pretending this is an episode of Friends or some shit. The Nero jaguars sense that weakness, and as long as they do, they’re going to expose it.”

“We can’t have a pack without an Alpha.”

Vance nodded and reached for the door. “So you better find one, mate.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “We just discovered one of Nero’s satellite facilities is in Flagstaff, out in the woods. Pretty remote. Sebastian asked me to check it out. I’ll let you know what I find. ’Til then, watch your back.”

After the door closed, I sat behind the desk and rested my head in my hands. I didn’t know how much Vance understood about werewolves. Hell, I only knew what I picked up from Luke and the pack in Reno. But I understood enough to know the Alpha title was passed down to his eldest son, and Caldwell didn’t have any children. The only other way to ascend to Alpha was a physical challenge, a fight to the death for the position, and this pack had lost too many already. No one was willing to risk it. Instead, we limped along like a dysfunctional family joined together by a mutual secret.

But if there was a Nero satellite facility in Flagstaff, it was only a short trip down the highway to Sedona. If the jaguar shifters ever came at us in numbers, we wouldn’t be able to defend ourselves. At least not in our current fractured condition.

I raked my hair back from my forehead and stared up at the ceiling. My hands were tied. Even if I was willing to step up, I had become a wolf through a bite that had altered my DNA. Only wolves born with the animal in their blood rose to Alpha. Adam had told me that when he ascended to Alpha, his senses grew in a new way, connecting him to his pack and their well-being. He was the eldest son of an Alpha. Leading his pack had been in his blood from birth.

We were fucked.


CHAPTER 2


Naomi

Footsteps came toward the house, and I held my breath, all my attention on the four little boys in the tiny safe room at the back of the closet. Gage’s twin boys, Hawk and Hank, were six months younger than mine, but the four of them were already their own pack. Gage had been bitten and “mated” to Samantha. We lost her in the battle to free ourselves of Allen Caldwell. Gage had embraced being a single Dad as best he could, and I helped out when I could.

In the past six months, my boys—Bart and Ben—had grown not only in size but in vocabulary and coordination. Cole, our pack doctor, who also owned the local veterinary clinic in Sedona, said that shifters matured faster than humans, which meant preschool was out of the question. There was no way I could tell someone my boys weren’t even three years old yet. They were about the size of four- or five-year-olds and already had the vocabulary of a kindergartener. They also had no trouble understanding that when I said hide, I wasn’t playing. Our hide-and-seek was a matter of survival. I hadn’t locked them inside yet, but we were ready.

Since I’d been bitten and dragged into this paranormal nightmare, I’d seen too many friends die, and I was not going to be next. I stayed in the shadows with the window cracked. Finally, I caught a scent, but it wasn’t a rogue jaguar shifter like the ones Asher Mateo had warned me about. I recognized this scent. And a few seconds later, so did the boys.

“Daddy!” Hank gasped. The little guys wouldn’t start shifting into wolves until they were much older, but even now, they had heightened senses and used them instinctively.

“Wait. Let me make sure he’s alone.” I already knew he was, but I hoped I’d get to talk to him without small ears present.

Gage was just coming through the front door when I rounded the corner. “Hey, Naomi.” He smiled and looked around. “Where are the cubs?”

I tipped my head toward the hallway. “Hiding. Did you see my text?”

“No.” He shook his head, sobering. “What’s up?”

Gage wasn’t thirty yet, but in spite of his age, he took on being a dad with his whole heart.

“I’ve got the house on lockdown, and the boys are in the hiding place. Asher caught the scent of another jaguar shifter in Sedona.”

“Shit. Again?” Gage frowned.

Gage had just gotten out of the Air Force when Caldwell had him bitten. It was easy to see why our previous Alpha had thought Gage would be an asset to the pack. He was a hulking guy, at least six foot three, and he hadn’t lost any of his military muscle.

“Yeah.” I kept my voice low. “The boys already smelled you, but I told them to stay back there. I didn’t want to scare them about the jaguar.”

Gage nodded and started down the hall. “Thanks, Naomi.”

His broad shoulders filled the narrow space until he turned right, and the squealing of little boys erupted. I sank onto the couch in the darkened living room, resting my head in my hands. I was so damned tired of living like this.

Before I was bitten, I’d been working my ass off trying to get my foot in the door with entertainment companies. I usually did graphic design, web design, whatever I could to pay my student loans and build my marketing résumé. That was how I got mixed up with Allen Caldwell in the first place. The cool logo on the sign and the menus of the Wolf Pack Bar had sealed my fate.

I groaned, pushing the memories away. Nothing I could do about it now.

The only good things to come out of all this were my twin boys. Bart and Ben made every day worth living. I’d always imagined I’d have a family someday, but in my imagination, I was married and my husband helped raise the little guys. I never dreamed I’d be forced to mate with a man I barely knew. But Brock ended up being kind.

I couldn’t say the same for Caldwell. Our previous Alpha had tried to get me pregnant himself at first. He’d said he needed an heir, but when it hadn’t happened, I ended up locked in a storage facility like an animal.

At least I lived through it. Brock hadn’t.

“Mama?”

I turned toward my son’s voice. “I’m on the couch, Bart.”

He came into the living room and crawled onto my lap. Of my twin boys, Bart was the eldest by ten minutes and seemed to have some sixth sense about knowing when I was upset. It was tough to keep anything from him. I boosted him onto my lap, and he snuggled in. I sniffed his hair and closed my eyes. I would live through this hell all over again in a heartbeat if it meant I got to be this little guy’s mom.

“Why are you sad, Mama?”

“I’m not sad.” I sighed and kissed his head. “Just tired. I don’t like that we have to hide.”

“Why do the jaguars hate us?”

If only it were that simple. “They don’t hate us, but their leader was doing bad things and we helped stop him. Now the jaguars don’t have a place to go.”

He leaned back, looking at me with dark eyes that seemed to understand so much more than they should at his age. “We have a big house. Maybe they can sleep over.”

I let out a sad chuckle. “I think there are too many of them.” I put him back on the floor and patted him on the behind. “Go tell Uncle Gage I made spaghetti if he and the boys want to stay for dinner.”

Bart’s face lit up with a bright smile, and he was gone in a flash. God, I wished I could dive into happiness so freely.

I got up, staring into the darkness. I couldn’t live another year like this, but I didn’t have a lot of choices. I didn’t make enough money to afford a place on my own, and going to my parents back in Ohio wasn’t an option, either. You could call me hardheaded, but when my dad had told me heading west was a mistake and that I would beg to come back home, there was no way I was going to show up on their doorstep with two little boys and prove him right.

Not to mention that if I shifted into a wolf in the middle of Cleveland, I could expose my whole race to the humans. I’d never put a target on my little boys’ backs. But knowing all that didn’t make me feel any less trapped.

Gage came down the hallway with his twins clinging to his legs. Bart raced toward him with his hands up. Gage scooped him off the ground and placed him on top of his shoulders. Ben brought up the rear, giggling behind him, as he clung to Gage’s belt loop and sock-skied down the tiled hallway.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “I’m guessing they want you to stay.”

“Wish we could, but I have a pizza in the truck and a couple little cubs in desperate need of baths.”

“No bath, Daddy!” Hank pouted from his right leg.

“Sorry, buddy.” He lifted Bart down from his shoulders and picked up his son, Hawk, sniffing him. Gage made a repulsed face that had all four boys giggling. “Whew! Maybe two baths.” He caught his wriggling little boys, one under each arm, and grinned. “Thanks for watching them, Naomi.”

“No problem. Be careful out there.”

“I will.” He went out the door, and I quickly locked it behind him. I waited for the taillights of his truck to disappear before hitting the security pad for the gate, locking that behind him, too. This big desert estate used to be owned by Allen Caldwell, but it was part of a trust now, sort of a home base for all of us in the Sedona Pack when we needed it.

I filled my little guys up with pasta, got them cleaned up, and put to bed before I caught the scent coming through the window.

Shit.

My pulse raced as I took out my cell phone and hit Asher’s number. I wanted to believe I called him because he was at the top of my recent calls list, but his face was the first to fill my head when I realized danger might be right outside my door.

“Everything okay?” he answered.

Just hearing his deep voice calmed the adrenaline lacing my bloodstream. I grabbed my pepper spray. “It’s somewhere on the ranch. I smelled it,” I said, keeping my voice hushed.

“Are you sure it’s not Vance? He was at the bar tonight.”

“No. I’d recognize Vance’s scent.” I crept toward the front door, turning off lights as I made my way to the window. I stayed low, watching the shadows outside. “I’d go hunting for him, but I can’t leave the boys in here unprotected.”

“On my way.”

I ended the call and forced my breathing to slow. Jaguars didn’t have as keen a sense of smell or hearing as we did, but if they were close to the house, I didn’t want to chance them hearing my heart thundering in my chest.

Before Caldwell had me bitten, I was a third-degree black belt and an expert with throwing stars. It was probably another reason I was targeted. He wanted strong females for his werewolf breeding program. My stomach turned at the thought. I’d kill him all over again if he were still breathing.

My coat hung on the rack by the door, and I slid my fingers into the inside pocket and pulled my throwing stars free. Just running my fingers along the cool, smooth metal helped me find my center again. Until I’d had the twins, I had nerves of steel, but knowing their lives were in my hands raised the stakes exponentially. If that jaguar made any move to come inside this house, I’d attack first and ask questions later.

Being bitten and changed into a werewolf wasn’t all bad. Not only had I gained heightened senses but increased strength. I could throw my stars twice as far now without losing any accuracy. I didn’t need Asher to save me. But if he could convince the encroaching jaguar to retreat while he was still outside, I could keep watch over my sleeping boys without leaving them unguarded while I fought.

Five minutes passed, and nothing happened.

It would be easy to get my hopes up that they’d left, but the scent hadn’t faded. Crouching under the window, I crossed to the light switches and turned on the porchlight.

Glass shattered, and a silent bullet crunched into the stucco wall. Darkness again. Whoever was out there had a silencer and a clear shot of the porch. Damn it.

Behind me, the kitchen window exploded, and another bullet whizzed past my ear. It sunk into the wall next to the door. Shit. There were two of them out there—one covering the front and one on the rear exit. I was running out of time.

Adrenaline pumped through my veins until my hands trembled, begging me to run, but that’s what the assassins outside were counting on. I took out my phone and sent Asher a text. I didn’t know if he’d see it before he drove up, but I had to try.

Jaguar out front with a silencer. Be careful.

I’d take care of the one in the back. Staying low, I hustled to the coat closet and stepped inside. I felt around for the pistol we had stashed on the shelf over the coats. I took it down and dug into the pocket of the trench coat for the key to the trigger lock.

Guns weren’t my thing, but after the fight with Caldwell, Luke Reynolds had given me a few lessons. I wasn’t an amazing shot like him, but I wasn’t bad. The trick would be not getting killed before I could fire. Jaguar assassins had a lifetime of weapons training.

I heard Asher’s Jeep roar up the drive. That was my cue. I rushed out the back door, sticking to the shadows. A gun fired out front. Since the jaguar had a silencer, it must’ve been Asher’s shot. I hoped he had hit the mark but didn’t get much time to consider it before the stucco exploded right beside my head.

Holy crap!

I dropped to my knee, raising the gun and taking aim in the direction the bullet had come from, but I didn’t see anything. I was a sitting duck. I sprinted to a big boulder and took cover. Another bullet had dirt spraying down on me, but I wasn’t bleeding, thank god.

Another gunshot deafened my ears from the front of the house.

Please, Asher, be careful.

I pivoted just in time to see a shadow dressed in black rushing toward the back door. Holding the barrel steady, I squeezed the trigger. The jaguar shifter collapsed onto the ground, gripping his side. I jogged over, my gun at the ready in case this was all an act.

“Hands behind your head.” I didn’t bother trying to be quiet. My gun didn’t have a silencer. If Asher hadn’t found his target yet He could be headed my way already.

“I’m hit.” He groaned, keeping his hand pressed against his side.

I moved closer, still ready to shoot him. Kneeling beside him, I frowned. I couldn’t place from where, but I recognized this guy. “Who are you?”

“Trying to help. There’s another…”

His words faded away when a man in black with a matching ski mask stepped out of the shadows, the long barrel of the silencer aimed directly at my head. “Drop the gun, bitch.”

I did as he asked.

“Kick it away.”

He hadn’t shot me yet, so I must have been worth something to him. I pushed the gun away with my foot, my fingers clasping one of my stars in my pocket.

“Put your hands up,” he commanded.

In one fluid motion, I jerked my hand free. The sharpened points of the star spun from my hand until they connected with the guy’s neck. He fell backward, dropping the gun on his way down. I didn’t check his injuries. The gurgling told me all I needed to know.

Asher came sprinting around the corner. “Front’s clear. Are you all right?”

Seeing him in one piece made it easier to breathe. He came closer, gun still at the ready, covering me. The wind washed his scent over me, comforting me. Somehow, Asher always managed to smell like the desert after a monsoon, wild and clean. I swallowed the lump in my throat and fought the urge to stand and cling to him, to make sure he was really safe. Asher had enough on his plate trying to watch over all of us. I didn’t want him to worry that I was falling apart. He was one of my only friends, and he needed me as much as I needed him.

“Yeah.” I stared up into Asher’s eyes for a second before I took a knee beside the wounded jaguar shifter without a mask. “Who are you?”

He looked so familiar. Maybe I’d seen him around Sedona?

“I’m Chandler Williams. I work for…” He winced. “CBS Phoenix.”

It was so obvious now. My hands began to tremble. I just shot a news anchorman. But his scent was definitely jaguar. What the hell was going on here?

“But you’re a…”

“Jaguar shifter.” He clenched his teeth. “I swear I’ll explain, but I won’t be able to if I bleed out first.”

“Right.” I looked back at Asher. Being a werewolf, he probably had heard the conversation, even with the gusts of wind. “Can you get him inside? I’ll call Cole.”

Asher raised a brow. “Sure that’s a good idea? How do we know he’s telling the truth? He could’ve been working with them.”

“Because he warned me about the other guy.” I lowered my voice. “And I’ve seen him on TV. He’s not lying about that.”

Asher holstered his gun. He still didn’t look convinced, but he trusted me. My heart thumped in answer. He raised a brow. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah. Just adrenaline,” I lied.

He helped Chandler up as though he weighed nothing and carried him into the house while I closed my eyes and enjoyed the cool breeze. We had survived.

For now.


CHAPTER 3


Asher

I carried the wounded jaguar into the kitchen and settled him onto a stool. When I had rounded the corner at the back of the house, I’d almost tripped over a dead man in a ski mask. One of Naomi’s ninja stars had been protruding from his thick neck.

But she had let this one live. I didn’t understand why this guy was worth saving, but I trusted Naomi. There would be plenty of time for questions later. Plus, the man’s injury left him in no shape to attack us.

I reached for the kitchen light switch as Naomi came through the door with her phone in hand. I looked over at her as she pocketed her cell. “Cole on his way?”

“Yeah.” She went to the sink, rinsing out a clean kitchen towel. “He’s about ten minutes away. He said if the bullet had nicked an artery, Chandler would already be dead, so we should be able to patch him up.”

The jaguar shifter groaned. “Good to know.”

I frowned, shaking my head. “Why are we helping this one again?”

She raised a brow. “I already told you he tried to warn me about the assassin, and there will be more questions than we can handle if an anchorman from CBS Phoenix dies on our property.”

The injured man lifted his head. A thin sheen of sweat covered his very pale face. “I’m Chandler Williams. I’m not one of the jaguar assassins. I was bitten.” His eyes fluttered closed as his head lolled forward.

“Shit.” I caught him before he crumpled off the stool.

Naomi rushed over with the rag, and I glanced her way. “We should lay him down.”

“Let me get some more towels, and we can put him on the floor.” She left the room and returned a moment later with three big beach towels. She laid them out as I hoisted the stranger off the stool. After I got him settled on the floor, I shook my head. “Why would a jaguar shifter risk changing a newscaster? It makes no damned sense.”

Naomi rolled her eyes. “Like any of this does? Why’d they bite us?”

I did my best not to stare at the dimple in her cheek. Then there were her eyes… She’d mentioned one of her grandmothers was from Japan. Naomi had her eyes. And if I wasn’t careful I was going to lose myself in them. The woman had just killed a man with a ninja star in the backyard, and yet, all I wanted to do was pull her into my arms and protect her.

But I didn’t. She’d been through enough since being bitten—forced to give birth to twins while being locked in a storage unit, shifting into a caged wolf once a month. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that another werewolf was the last thing she needed. She did need a friend, though, and I was trying to be that. But the rush of living through a life-or-death fight made it tougher to keep from crossing that line. She was so damned resilient. Her spirit shone through her dark, almond-shaped eyes like a beacon, calling to me.

The front door opened, and Cole came in with his vet bag. He was a trained veterinarian by trade, but shifters needed to stay as far from hospitals as possible to be sure the human world never got a sample of our DNA, so Cole was our doctor now, too. It didn’t hurt that he could also treat us in our shifted forms. He and his parents were part of Caldwell’s pack before the Alpha had gotten the bug up his ass to rapidly grow their numbers. Cole’s twin brother, Chase, had been another casualty of the uprising.

Of the born wolves left in Sedona, Cole was the best fit for our new Alpha. He was smart, coolheaded, and had grown up in a pack, so he had firsthand knowledge of what they should be. I’d mentioned it to him a couple of times, but so far, Cole didn’t agree with me.

He knelt by the newscaster and opened his bag. Then he froze. Cole twisted toward Naomi. “This is…”

“Chandler Williams.” She filled in the blank. “We had jaguars on the property, and I shot him before I realized he was trying to warn me.”

Cole lowered his voice. “Are you sure? Why would he warn you? He’s one of the—”

“I was there, all right?” Naomi shook her head, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Luckily I’m not a great shot or he’d be dead now.”

Cole went to work cleaning out the wound and stitching it closed. Naomi assisted while I excused myself and went out the back door to dispose of both assassins’ remains. Because we always needed to maintain control of shifter DNA, we burned our dead on the remote corner of the forty-acre property. And in the age of private drone footage, we only set the pyres at night.

I searched the guy, removing his guns and loaded clips, then pocketed his wallet. Later, we could look him up on the internet. Nine times out of ten it was a fake ID, but every once in a while, we got a hit on a Nero connection.

Once I finished getting him ready to transport, I went back to my Jeep for a canvas tarp. Even after a couple of years in the violent world of shifters, I wasn’t numb to the blood and death. And if I could move them without being constantly reminded that they used to be people like me, I took it. I understood that shifters lived in a kill-or-be-killed world, but I didn’t have to embrace it.

I rolled the assassin up in the tarp and hoisted the bundle over my shoulder. Since I’d been converted, my strength had increased to superhuman levels. I’d been strong as a man, often scaling the Red Rocks solo and without a rope, but now as a werewolf, I could pull myself up the perpendicular rock faces with three bodies hanging on my back. Usually the impossible strength was a rush, but sometimes it became an inescapable reminder that I was no longer human.

I dropped the load into the back of my Jeep on top of the assassin I had shot in front of the house. For now, we were safe, but it shook me more than I wanted to admit that there were two of them tonight. Nero believed that jaguar shifters made better assassins than werewolves because jaguars worked well alone; werewolves were deemed lesser because we found strength in packs.

Until tonight, the jaguars had never teamed up against us. Blocking the exits of the house to pen Naomi and the boys inside was a new tactic. I couldn’t help but wonder when they’d try again. If there had been a couple more jaguars, they could have overpowered me and Naomi eventually, especially since we were protecting the boys.

I’d witnessed Adam, the Alpha of the Reno Pack, in action against Nero, and he had made sure there were no lone wolves. Everyone had a partner to watch their backs. We needed that kind of leadership here. Naomi never should have been alone in the house with the boys, especially after I had caught a jaguar’s scent in our territory. But we didn’t have a leader, we had a telephone party line. And if we weren’t careful, our lack of leadership was going to cost us.
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By the time I got back inside, Cole finished wrapping the news guy’s ribs, covering up the stitches on his side. I glanced over at Naomi. “He’s going to be all right?”

“Looks like it.” She met my eyes. “Everything’s cleaned up outside?”

“Yeah.” I waited for Cole to finish the bandages before I moved to stand beside him. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Sure.” Cole looked over his patient. “How’s it feel?”

“Sore, but I’ll live.” Chandler lifted his head. “Thanks for patching me up.”

Shifters healed a little faster than humans, but we weren’t bulletproof and an infection could kill us just as easily as a human.

Cole nodded and turned to Naomi. “Can you get him some water? He’s going to need fluids and I don’t have an IV kit here.”

“Will do.” She headed for the sink, and I followed Cole out back. When we were finally out of earshot, which was pretty far since shifters had enhanced hearing, I stopped. “There were two jaguars after Naomi and the boys tonight. If they start working together, we’re screwed. This fight would’ve had a different outcome if they brought one or two more jaguars with them. They could’ve taken the boys while we were busy with the other two. She and her twins shouldn’t have been left unprotected. We need an Alpha for this pack to organize us and make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

Cole rubbed the back of his neck and looked up at the stars. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I think you should be the Alpha.”

“I already told you I’m not interested.” Cole chuckled and met my eyes. “Still don’t understand why you think I’m your guy.”

“It just makes sense.” I paused, hoping he’d agree, but he didn’t. “Look, you’re intelligent, fair, and you’ve been in this pack your whole life. It’s in your blood.”

Cole sobered, shaking his head. “My father was never the Alpha. In my blood or not, I’ve never wanted to be the leader. I have enough on my plate, Asher.”

I glanced at the house and back to Cole. “Dex and Deacon don’t want it, either, and half the time Jett already has one foot out the door.”

Cole raised a brow. “Why not you?”

“Even if I was willing, I wasn’t born to this life.” I shook my head. “Adam Sloan has a mystical bond to his pack that I’ll never have.”

“Says who?” Cole crossed his arms. “You were bitten and changed into a werewolf, so what? You’re no less wolf than I am. Who cares if you were born into it or bitten?”

I frowned. “Alphas are born, not bitten.”

“That’s bullshit, Asher. Old werewolf legends.” Cole dropped his hands to his side. “Last I checked, there isn’t a werewolf bible out there. No commandments that bitten wolves can never lead.”

“Have you ever met an Alpha that was bitten?”

Cole chuckled. “To be fair, I’ve never met any male werewolf who was bitten and changed before Caldwell went on his spree. I think he set a new precedent as far as that goes. So why not take it a step further?”

“I wouldn’t know what the hell to do.” My heart rate kicked up just considering it. “Caldwell was the only Alpha I ever had, and he was a sadistic psychopath.”

“So call Adam Sloan and pick his brain.” Cole shrugged. “I think the rest of the pack would follow you.” He paused and chuckled. “Okay, jury is out on Jett, but he may not stick around anyway.”

“You’re serious?” My thoughts and emotions jumbled together. I couldn’t lead a pack. “What about the fight to the death?”

“You’re a bitten wolf, and no one else wants the job. New rules, right?”

I leaned against the house and stared up at the stars. “I don’t know if I’m up for it.”

Cole gripped my shoulder. “Want my two cents?”

My gaze shifted to his face. “Lay it on me.”

“Ever since we broke free from Caldwell, you’ve been taking up the slack anyway. You do it instinctively.” He took a step back. “Think about it. Before Isabelle and Raven left us to join the Reno Pack, you were the one looking out for Isabelle when Sebastian Severino came sniffing around on our turf. And when Raven called from Reno and asked us to help Adam Sloan get his little girl back, you rallied a few guys to go fight by his side.” He slapped my shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “I think you’re hardwired for this job. Bitten or born doesn’t matter. At least not to me.”

“Do the others feel the same way?”

“Do you really give a shit?” His voice evened out. “Seriously, Asher, why do you care what they think? The Sedona Pack isn’t going to be like any other wolf pack in America. We’ve got more bitten wolves in our pack now than we do born werewolves. Why shouldn’t we have an Alpha as different as we are?”


CHAPTER 4


Naomi

After Cole and Asher went outside, I helped Chandler up off the floor and onto the couch. “I have a million questions.” I got him settled, then went into the kitchen to get him another glass of water. I brought it back and held it out to him.

“Thanks.” He took it, and I sat down beside him.

“When were you bitten?”

He took a swallow of the water. “Short answer, I was visiting my little sister up in Reno when a jaguar attacked a coffee shop.”

“I remember hearing about that.” It had been all over the local news. The story in the media had been that someone was raising illegal exotic animals and the giant cat had escaped. Apparently, that wasn’t the truth. “The jaguar was really a shifter…”

“Yeah.” He set the glass down on the coffee table. “For a while, I was determined to out shifters to the world, but General Miller Sloan, Adam’s uncle, informed me that the government already knew about us. There were classified experiments into shape-shifting super soldiers, but they didn’t work out. As long as the records of shifters stay classified, we’re all safe from the human world.” He chuckled and winced, shaking his head. “Still sounds so bizarre to say it out loud.”

“How did you end up in my backyard tonight?” It was the real question of the night.

“I spend all my downtime following leads on jaguar shifters. I gave the general my word that I wouldn’t expose shifters, not that I wouldn’t try to stop them.” He stared at his hands. “I tracked the two jaguar shifters here.” He lifted his head. “When I realized you were a werewolf with little kids, I wanted to warn you to stay inside.”

“Instead, I shot you.” I cringed. “Sorry about that.”

“Nah.” He shook his head. “In hindsight, it was pretty stupid for me to come out here like that. I wasn’t even armed. In my line of work, the camera is my defense. Sometimes I forget I’m on my own, and it doesn’t occur to me to bring a gun.”

“How long have you known about our pack in Sedona?”

“Not long. My sister lives up on Lake Tahoe, but she doesn’t know shifters exist. I felt shitty lying to her all the time, so when the job came up in Phoenix, I went for it.” He took another drink and met my eyes. “I came out here to shift during the new moon a few months ago and stumbled onto the werewolf scents.”

“Do you know Vance? He’s a jaguar shifter, too.” I smiled. “He’s a free agent now since the fall of the Nero Organization.”

Chandler started to smile and sucked in a slow breath. “Hurts to laugh.” He lifted his gaze. “Never thought about it before, but I guess I’m a free agent, too. No pack and no Nero. Is this Vance guy part of your pack?”

I glanced at the door, unsure how much I should share with a news anchor. Exposing us would hurt Chandler, too, and he had risked his life to warn me about the assassins outside. I figured he had earned a little trust. “Actually…” Turning my focus back to the injured man, I cleared my throat. “We don’t have much of a pack at the moment. I mean, we all live around here, but…”

Chandler frowned. “I thought werewolves all lived in…” His voice drifted off for a second. “Oh. That’s why you were alone here with your kids. No Alpha would leave the next generation so vulnerable.” He quickly put his hand up. “I wasn’t saying you’re not capable. You killed the other one and almost got me, too.”

I understood what he was trying to get across. If we had an Alpha making sure all our weak spots were covered, it wouldn’t be so easy for the jaguar shifters or anyone else to threaten us. It didn’t take a genius to know that the kids were the best leverage.

“Caldwell, our previous Alpha, died without an heir to ascend.” I rested my head on my elbow. “So for now…” I shrugged.

He raised a brow. “No one wants the job?”

“It’s a little more complicated, but something like that.” The door opened behind me, and Asher and Cole came back inside.

Cole went directly to Chandler. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.” He nodded. “Probably not ready to run back to my car a couple miles down the road, but I’m not blacking out anymore.”

“Good.” Cole turned to me. “Is there an extra room for him here?”

Asher frowned, stopping next to me. “We barely know this guy. It’s too risky.”

“Okay. You’re right.” Cole crossed his arms and looked at Asher. “Maybe you should stay here tonight. Keep an eye on him.”

I bit my lower lip to keep from agreeing too soon. I could take care of myself and my sons, but part of me ached for Asher to stay close by.

Asher and Cole stared at each other, having a silent conversation the rest of us weren’t privy to. Finally, Asher turned my way. “Chandler could sleep on the couch, and I’ll stay and keep watch. What do you think?”

After I’d been bitten, my free will had been ripped out of my clenched hands and Caldwell’s orders had become law. Asher always seemed to make a point of asking for my opinion, my consent, and it still surprised me sometimes that someone cared what I thought. I hated that more than any of Caldwell’s abuses: he’d stripped me of my core belief that I mattered.

I bottled up the bitterness. No time for it now anyway. “Works for me. I’ll be sure the boys stay put so you don’t have unexpected visitors.”

Asher nodded, turning to Chandler. “I’ll take you back to your car tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you.” Chandler took out his cell phone and handed it to Asher. “Adam Sloan will vouch for me.”

Asher scrolled through the contacts and clicked on Adam’s name, but he didn’t make the call. “That’s his number. No sense waking him.” He gave the cell back to Chandler and focused on Cole. “I’ve got to finish the cleanup outside. Can you stay until I get back?”

“Sure thing.” Cole nodded. “You need help?”

“Nah. I’ve got it.” Asher’s dark eyes met mine. “Wait for me.”

I nodded, not sure I could speak. The expression in his eyes said so much more than words ever could. Either that or I was reading into every tiny nuance searching for a hidden meaning.

Before I could think of a snappy reply, Asher was gone.
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Cole helped me get Chandler on his feet again so I could cover the couch with a sheet. I got an extra blanket and comforter from the closet, and Chandler settled into the makeshift bed. We had guest rooms with beds, but Asher obviously wanted the jaguar in the open where we could observe him, and since we barely knew the guy, Asher was probably right.

Chandler drifted off to sleep quickly, and Cole followed me into the kitchen, keeping his voice low. “What do you think about Asher becoming our new Alpha?”

My eyes widened. “Is it even possible for him to ascend? He wasn’t born a wolf.”

“Honestly?” He shrugged. “I don’t know. But the way I figure it, half of our pack is made up of bitten wolves anyway.” Cole glanced out the window. “Asher asked me to take the job.”

“You don’t want to be Alpha?”

He looked over at me, shaking his head. “No.” His gaze flicked over to the couch. Chandler didn’t move. Cole focused on me again. “I can’t, Naomi. I don’t think any of us could at this point. We watched Caldwell spiral into the insanity that led to all of you being bitten, and we didn’t do anything to stop him. The sins we committed…” He shook his head and stared down at his shoes. “It keeps me up at night knowing that I allowed it to happen. I convinced myself there was nothing we could do. If Luke Reynolds hadn’t come to Sedona and reminded us what a real wolf pack should be… Damn. Would we still have wolves shifting in the storage unit?”

A muscle jumped in his cheek as he ground his teeth and met my eyes. “We need an Alpha who is better than that. Asher has always been that guy.”

I blew out a shaky breath. Cole was right. Even with Caldwell’s physical and mental abuse, Asher had never broken.

Ryker had told me about the night Caldwell ordered him and Asher hold Luke steady while the others beat him almost to death. When Luke collapsed on the ground, Asher had refused Caldwell’s command to pick him back up so the beating could continue. Caldwell had aimed a pistol at Asher’s chest and Asher still defied him. He would’ve rather died than be Caldwell’s dog.

Asher’s line in the sand had been drawn, and after that, he never crossed it. He was the only member of the pack to stand up to Caldwell.

I lifted my gaze to Cole’s face. “What about the others? They wouldn’t agree, would they? And even if we got Asher to come around to the idea, aren’t there some kind of mystical Alpha powers that are supposed to ignite inside him? What if he doesn’t get those powers?”

“Even without the extra abilities, having Asher lead would be better than what we have right now. He’s already been patrolling every night when he’s off work. He does it because he cares, not because anyone asked him to.” Cole shrugged. “Sounds like a damned fine Alpha to me.”

I went to the sink. In the distance, an orange light flickered. Asher had lit the pyre. The flames danced in the darkness, hypnotic. “What about the fight to the death?” I forced myself to turn away from the fire and focus on Cole. “Asher won’t kill anyone in this pack, and if they tried to attack him, they’d have to go through me first.”

That raised Cole’s eyebrows. He chuckled. “He’s lucky to have you in his corner.” Sobering, he went on. “I asked Asher to think about it. Truth is, there’s not another pack out there like ours. We’ve got four werewolves born into the pack, five who were bitten—and one of those is also a skin walker—and then there’s Vance.”

Was the diversity of our pack unique? I didn’t know. This was the only pack I’d ever seen. But I suspected Kaya might be the only hybrid in the shifter world. When Caldwell marked her to be bitten, he had no idea she was a skin walker. They shifted into their spirit animal at will, and it wasn’t a long painful DNA shift like a werewolf. While I was locked in the storage facility with Kaya, I’d witnessed her change into a Lynx many times. It was a magical, smooth transformation.

She was cagey about other skin walkers, but I did know she wasn’t the only one of her kind in Sedona. I also knew skin walkers didn’t have a scent like the werewolves and jaguars. Her magic connection to her lynx wasn’t a physical part of her make up. Caldwell had no way of knowing he’d converted a skin walker, making Kaya into a hybrid, able to shift into a lynx at will and a wolf during the full moon.

I tipped my head, not sure I heard Cole correctly. “You think Vance wants to join our pack?”

“I don’t know, but the Reno Pack has three jaguar shifters in it now, and Vance hasn’t joined their group. Maybe there’s a reason he keeps turning up in Sedona.” He crossed his arms. “I think all the traditional pack rules and rituals are out the window for us. We’re a new breed; we should have new traditions.”

“You think the others will go for that?”

“My parents might grumble about it a little, but their pack is gone. It died with Caldwell. As far as Dex, Deacon, and Jett, I think it’s worth talking to them. We’ve got nothing to lose.”

I leaned against the kitchen counter. “So why are you telling me all this?”

He almost smiled. “Because you are the one member of this pack that Asher trusts without reservation.” He paused, but I didn’t reply. Asher and I were friends. Nothing more. Cole sighed. “Look, I planted the seed. All I’m asking is to see if you can get it to grow. Asher could be a formidable Alpha. We just need him to believe it.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. Cole was right, but would the others be as lax about tradition as he was? “You’re going to talk to the rest of the pack?”

He nodded. “I’ll let you know what the rest of them think. For now, see if you can get Asher on board.”

I shrugged. “I think you’re overestimating my influence, but I’ll try.”

He chuckled, a gleam in his eye as if he knew some secret I hadn’t discovered yet. “I have faith in you. Keep me posted.”

Cole checked on his patient one more time, only looking up when the back door opened.

Asher came in, reeking of smoke. “Mind if I use the shower?”

“This house belongs to all of us,” I replied.

He raised a brow. “But I was asking you.”

Again, he reminded me that my feelings mattered. I hated Caldwell all over again for making me forget. I forced a smile. “Fine with me. You know where it is.”

“I’ll be back soon.” He glanced over at Cole. “Can you stick around a few more minutes? Just in case those two jaguars had friends somewhere outside?”

“He doesn’t need to stay. I can protect myself.” I wasn’t sure why I needed to get the words out, but I suspected it was more for me than for Asher.

He raised a brow. “I know you can. I’m only asking Cole to stay because we’ve got an injured newscaster on our couch and two little boys sleeping in the other room. That’s a lot of people who can’t fight at your side. I’ll feel better if you have backup while I’m in the shower.”

Oh god, he was right. I was so busy nursing my pride, I’d forgotten to consider all the ones who couldn’t fight for themselves.

“Okay.” I watched him vanish down the hall. When the bathroom door closed, I turned to Cole, a smile curving on my lips. “He’s a natural.”

Cole nodded with a grin. “Told you so. We just need to get him on board.”
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Asher came out in a towel, his clothes in a tight bundle under his arm as he passed by to get to the laundry room. His flawless, tan skin called to me, making me ache to touch him. All of him. The man had no idea how dangerous he was in a towel. Damn.

The washer started in the other room, and he came back out, focused on Cole. “Thanks for sticking around.”

Cole got up and grabbed his medical bag. “No problem.” He came over to clasp Asher’s forearm in the traditional pack greeting—maybe the only tradition this pack would keep. Then his gaze cut over to me. “Talk to you soon, Naomi.”

“Thanks, Cole.”

Once he left, silence descended on the room, and I wasn’t sure where to look. Asher was my friend, and if he did become our Alpha, he’d have way too many demands on his time. I needed to focus on helping my friend, not fantasizing about what it would be like to lose myself in his arms.

I went to the cupboard and took down a glass, quickly filling it with ice and some freshly brewed tea from the fridge. “You’ve got to be thirsty.”

He took it with a distracted smile. “Thanks.” Taking a sip, he finally met my eyes. “I know it’s late, but do you have a minute to talk?”

“Sure.” I pulled out a stool and sat down. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I think so.” He finished off the tea while I tried not to watch his bicep lifting the glass.

Ugh. For so long after being bitten and finding out I was pregnant, I hated the entire male species, but somehow my bitterness had never been aimed at Asher. Lately, though, the little things he did, like always giving me the chance to say no, even to stupid things like if he could use the shower, were melting the iceberg around my heart.

He put the glass in the sink and came back over to sit on the stool beside me. His towel stayed firmly in place, luckily—or unluckily. I wasn’t really sure which at the moment.

He looked over at Chandler sleeping on the couch and back at me. “Having two jaguars surround you and the boys tonight, trapping you inside this house…” He shook his head. “It scared the shit out of me.” He paused and then added, “We can’t keep making mistakes like this. It’s going to cost us in blood soon, and I can’t let that happen.”

The honesty in his gaze, and his words, rattled me a little. Asher wore honor like a suit of armor, and it wasn’t diminished by any sign of pride. I wasn’t sure I knew any other shifter men who would admit to being afraid, and not only that, but Asher’s admission only seemed to add to his strength. I had no idea how he accomplished it. Maybe he had some Alpha powers already.

“Cole told me he asked you to be our new Alpha,” I said.

He nodded, breaking eye contact. “I think he’s wrong.”

“Why?” I frowned.

He rested his arm on the counter, his hand only a few inches from mine, but I didn’t risk taking it. I couldn’t trust myself right now. Maybe it was the brush with death, or the fact that Asher was naked under that towel, but parts of me that had been dormant for the past two years were stirring again.

Asher sighed. “I met Adam Sloan, fought alongside him and his pack, and there are senses he has that are almost mystical, parts of being a werewolf I don’t have.” His dark eyes met mine. “I’m a wolf now, but I haven’t always been.” He balled his hand into a fist, clearly struggling for words. “I’ll always be an outsider. Gage, Ryker, and I are the only bitten werewolf males that Adam and his pack had ever heard of. How can I lead? Other packs won’t respect us.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Who gives a shit about what they think?” I glanced over at Chandler. “There’s a bitten man on our couch right now. You’re not so rare.”

“And he walks alone, Naomi. He’s not part of the Reno Pack or any pack, and even the Nero jaguars won’t have him.”

An idea started to form in my head, a crazy idea. “Let’s invite him to join our pack.”

“What?” The confused look on Asher’s face almost made me smile. “We’ve already got bitten wolves and a skin walker in our group. Now you want to add a bitten jaguar shifter, too?”

“Why not? And while we’re at it, let’s see if Vance officially wants to join us, too. He’s a strong fighter; we’d be safer with him as part of our pack.” I raised a finger as his lips parted. “Wait, hear me out. The Reno Pack has three jaguar shifters now, so we wouldn’t even be that odd, right?”

He smiled, one of his rare unguarded-Asher smiles, the ones that gave me a glimpse of the man he’d been before we were sucked into this crazy world of shifters.

My pulse rate sped up. Knowing he could hear it pounding didn’t help.

His eyes sparkled. “You think we should be the diversity melting pot of shape-shifters?”

“Why not?” I grinned. “We live in the land of energy vortices and native mysticism. And for what it’s worth, I think you’d be the perfect leader.”

He raised a brow. “How do you figure that?”

“You’re a natural. You’re the one who patrols our territory every night. No one asks you to, but you do it. And when there’s trouble, you rally us. You’re already the hub binding all of us into a unit—a pack.” I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. “Why not make it official?”

He chuckled shaking his head. “I’m lucky to have a friend like you in my corner.”

Hearing him call me a friend shouldn’t have rubbed me the wrong way. We were friends. But being given that label out loud hurt a secret part of me, a part of me that I suddenly realized wanted to be more.

Worst timing ever.


CHAPTER 5


Asher

Naomi went to bed while I moved my clothes into the dryer. I was too wired to sleep. Between the talk of me becoming the Alpha of our pack and the terror of seeing Naomi’s text that jaguar assassins had her trapped in the house, I might never sleep again. I hadn’t been lying when I’d told her that tonight had scared the shit out of me. Until now, we’d had brushes with the rogue jaguar shifters, but this was too close to tragedy.

If anything had happened to Naomi or Bart or Ben…

Damn. My clothes were still wet in the dryer, so I tightened the towel around my waist and went out to my Jeep. The cold wind stung my bare skin, and I welcomed it, cooling the fire churning in my gut. I realized something tonight when I had gotten that text from her. I guess I’d known it for months, but until tonight I’d been able to hide from it: that woman and her boys meant everything to me. They were the real reason I hadn’t left Sedona in my rearview mirror as soon as Caldwell had drawn his last breath, and now, I wasn’t sure I could face a day without her in it.

And she wanted me to be the Alpha. If I accepted, and if the others agreed with Cole’s unlikely choice, I’d be tied to Sedona forever. But she wouldn’t be. Not really.

When Luke Reynolds was leaving to go back to Reno, I had asked him to settle here and be our Alpha. He had turned me down, but he had given me some advice. The “mates” that Caldwell had selected weren’t the wolf’s choice. Luke had warned me that if any of the wolves with children ever found their true mate and touched their skin, the wolf would claim its mate. Hearts would be broken in the process. And fuck, I didn’t want that heart to be mine.

I jammed my arm under the back seat of my Jeep and pulled my duffel free. By the time I got back in the house, my skin burned from the sudden change in temperature. Ignoring the tingling in my limbs, I sat at the bar and opened my bag. I took out two pieces of cottonwood, then all my carving tools.

My mom had been a quarter Hopi, just enough to be officially recognized as part of the tribe, but my dad was Hispanic. Although I looked like my mother, according to the US government, I was only an eighth Hopi, so I didn’t qualify to be an official member of my mother’s tribe. But that didn’t mean my mother hadn’t passed on the traditions. It was a long drive to the Hopi Reservation from Sedona, but I frequented the Mesas when I could. During my last trip out, I’d picked a couple of raw chunks of cottonwood. I hadn’t carved Katsina dolls since I was in high school, but it used to be a great way to quiet my mind. I needed that peace now.

The first Katsina given to my mother, and many Hopi infants, was the simple flat effigy of the Grandmother Katsina. She represented the mother of all the Katsinas and welcomed new children to the tribe. She was also a simple form for a carver, less intricate than some of the others. Perfect for an amateur carver like me.

During my most recent visit to the Mesas, I picked up the cottonwood with the intention I’d make Katsinas for Bart and Ben, but I hadn’t gotten around to carving them yet. Now I was grateful I hadn’t. I needed this focus right now; working with my hands helped quiet my mind. No distractions.

Cottonwood was lightweight and strong, rarely cracking under the carving blade. I made my cuts, and gradually, the Grandmother Katsina began to take shape. A few brushes of sandpaper smoothed the edges, and I blew off the fine dust and examined my work.

For the first time tonight, my mind was clear. I started on the second doll, this one coming together faster than the first. As I rubbed the rough spots with the sandpaper, the dryer buzzed in the other room, snapping me out of my active meditation. I got up to get my clothes when a small voice surprised me.

“Uncle Asher?”

I turned around and smiled at Ben. He was the younger of Naomi’s twins by a few minutes, but otherwise he looked almost identical to his older brother, Bart. Almost. Ben had a cowlick at the back of his dark hair that gave his identity away. While his brother’s hair only curled at the ends, Ben’s often had a piece sticking straight up in back. Plus, if you paid close enough attention, there was a yin and yang to the brothers. Ben was quick to smile and giggle, and Bart was a thinker with a protective streak for a little guy. I had no trouble telling them apart.

“Hey, Ben. You should be sleeping.”

He yawned and nodded. “I know, but I smelled you.” He came closer, examining my current attire. Finally, he tipped his head back, looking up at me with quizzical eyes. “Why are you in a towel?”

I chuckled and mussed his hair, the cowlick popping back up. “Long story, buddy. I’m going to get my clothes now.”

“I’ll come with you.” Ben took my hand, his small fingers squeezing my index finger. “Just so you don’t get scared.”

My heart stuttered at his innocence, and I welcomed his company. He jabbered on about Gage’s boys, coloring, and his mom while I took my clothes out and popped him up to sit on the edge of the dryer.

“You’ve got a lot to say for a boy who is supposed to be asleep.” I chuckled. “I’m going to get changed, but we’ve got a stranger on the couch so you need to wait for me right here. Understand?”

He nodded and crossed his arms. “If he comes in, I’ll jump down and get him. Mom’s been teaching us karate. I can kick real hard.”

It still shocked me to hear full sentences coming out of a toddler who wasn’t quite three years old, but Cole had explained to me that shifters matured much faster than humans. Supposedly, they’d plateau around five, just in time to head to kindergarten. Until then, we kept them away from humans. It saved us from having to answer too many questions.

“How about you call me, instead?”

He frowned, a deep wrinkle forming between his brows. “But you might not have pants on yet, Uncle Asher.”

I gently chucked his chin, trying not to smile. “I’ll put pants on first.”

When I was dressed, I tossed the towel over the shower curtain rod and went back to the dryer. Ben held his hands out, and I scooped him up, carrying him back to the kitchen. I set him on his feet with a playful pat on his backside. “Better get back to bed.”

He spun around, looking up at me with a killer pair of sad, puppy-dog eyes. “But I’m not tired.”

I was no match for the power of that pout. Some Alpha I’d be. I sighed. “Okay, you can help me paint the Katsina doll.”

A smile lit up his face as I lifted him onto a stool. I showed him where the colors went and handed him a paintbrush. Every Katsina was different, handmade and unique to the artist who crafted it, but certain aspects and color combinations remained the same no matter who crafted them. The Grandmother Katsina was mostly painted white, with coral trim and a turquoise-and-gold shawl around her shoulders.

Watching his pudgy hands grip the brush, his tongue poking through his lips as he concentrated, made it tough to remember the burdens weighing me down earlier in the night. His innocent determination gave me hope. Everything would work out. It had to.

We labored side by side in silence. The Grandmother was a simple, flat design. No feathers, no adornments. I painted Bart’s while Ben did his own. Once they were finished, I found a cooling rack in one of the kitchen cabinets and laid the dolls on it to dry. They were recognizable, and that was enough for me.

I picked him up to carry him back to bed, and the little guy snuggled into my chest, nuzzling his face up under my chin. His warm breath touched my neck as I started down the hallway. His hair smelled clean, like sunshine, and his grip on my shirt loosened. He was already asleep. Would he wake up when I put him down in the bed?

I turned around and brought him back to the living room with me. I sat in the recliner, careful not to jostle my precious cargo. He moved around a little, but once he was comfortable, he settled right back into sleep. I stroked his back with my thumb as I rested my head against the chair.

Naomi’s twins were the future. If this Pack was going to live to see it, we needed an Alpha. Staring down at his perfect face, the choice seemed clear: I’d do whatever it took to be sure they were safe. Even if it meant becoming the new Alpha of the Sedona Pack.


CHAPTER 6


Naomi

I woke up with the sun and listened for my sons’ giggles. Blessed silence. They were still sleeping. I smiled as I slid out from under the covers. I put on my slippers and wandered toward the kitchen. If I started cooking, they’d be up in a heartbeat. Young werewolves had the same sense of smell we did, and man, could they eat.

Maybe I’d start with coffee and enjoy the peace while it lasted.

At the end of the hallway, I froze. Chandler was still asleep on the couch, but I barely noticed him. Across the room, dozing in the recliner, was Asher. He was fully dressed with my sweet Ben snoozing on his chest. My flipping heart melted down to my shoes. I swallowed the lump in my throat and forced my feet to move.

Before I made it into the kitchen, Asher’s deep voice rumbled behind me. “Morning.”

I turned around, trying to keep my expression neutral, as if I often found handsome men in my living room with one of my kids asleep on his chest. “Oh, morning. Sorry about your little visitor.”

“Ben was good company for an hour or so.” A drowsy smile curved Asher’s lips, and it was a good thing I had the kitchen counter to lean on because my knees went rubbery for a second. I’d never seen my well-built friend when he first woke up before. It should not have felt intimate but seeing him vulnerable was…new.

“Want some coffee?”

“Sure.” He started to move. “Need any help?”

“Nah, I’ve got it. You’ve got your hands full.” I took the coffee down from the cupboard and noticed two wooden figures on a cookie rack. “Did you make these?”

“Yeah. Ben painted one.”

Hearing his name, my little boy lifted his sleepy head up from Asher’s broad chest. “Mama? Is it breakfast time yet?”

I chuckled. “It will be soon. Why don’t you go get your brother? I’ll be there in a minute to get you guys dressed.”

He crawled off Asher. “See ya, Uncle Asher.”

Asher got up and came into the kitchen. With my acute senses, I couldn’t miss that his scent was now an irresistible mix of monsoon and my little boy, tempting me to climb him like a tree. No bottled cologne could ever compete with the pheromones he was giving off right now.

He picked up the little wooden dolls, inspecting them. “Hope you don’t mind. It’s a tradition for the kids to get the Grandmother as their first Katsina. Her name is Hahai-i Wuhti.”

I took one from him, careful to avoid any accidental physical contact. My senses and my heart were currently overstimulated, and the last thing I wanted was to make things awkward between us. Asher had called me his friend last night; I wasn’t going to let hormones ruin our relationship.

The doll was much lighter than I had expected. The carving was intricate but the paint was simple, somehow giving the Grandmother a lifelike quality. She exuded happiness. “They’re beautiful.” I couldn’t help but smile as I handed the doll back to Asher. “Thank you. The boys will love them.”

He took the dolls and put them on the counter as a moan had us both looking over at Chandler.

Asher frowned. “Need me to call Cole?”

“No.” Chandler groaned. “Just forgot I had a hole in my side.” He carefully sat up and pushed to his feet. “Bathroom is…?”

I pointed to the hallway opposite the one that led to the boys’ room. “Right down the hall to the left.”

While the coffee brewed, I took out a big frying pan and set it on the stovetop. When I turned around, Asher was leaning against the counter, staring at me. Suddenly I wished I’d put on something more flattering than my pajamas. Geez, I hadn’t even brushed my hair.

“Everything okay?” I asked, hoping it sounded flippant instead of insecure.

He nodded, crossing his arms. “It is for now.”

I took the eggs out of the fridge and handed him a spatula. “Good, because I need to get the monkeys dressed.”

Down the other hallway, a boy with werewolf hearing called out, “We’re wolves, not monkeys!”

I shook my head. “They hear way too well.”

Asher chuckled and took the spatula, his hand brushing mine in the process. The air whooshed from my lungs, my vision blurring as my pupils dilated and contracted. Deep in the shadows of my soul, my wolf howled. My knees buckled, and Asher dropped the spatula, catching me around my waist. When I met his eyes, the confusion in his gaze matched my own.

“What the hell was that?” I whispered.

He blinked as though he was trying to clear his vision. “You felt it, too?”

I nodded. His other arm came around me. My heart hammered against my rib cage, and I stared up into his eyes. His gaze wandered over my face, his head bending lower. And just when his lips were about to touch mine, Bart raced into the kitchen.

“Mama, I thought you were coming. Ben won’t give my pants back, and it’s not funny!”

From down the hall, Ben squealed, “Is too!”

Bart crossed his arms. “See?”

We straightened up like two teens caught necking in the back seat of a car. Asher stepped away to pick up the spatula. “You go ahead. I can make eggs and bacon.”

I cleared my throat, praying my voice would work. “All right. Thanks, Asher.”

His dark eyes met mine, and a sexy hint of a smile quirked the corner of his mouth. Distinctly not a friends-only grin. “We’ll talk later.”

“Okay,” I squeaked.

I freakin’ squeaked. What the hell was happening to me?

Bart caught my hand, dragging me away. “Why you so slow, Mama?”

“I’m coming.” I chuckled.

When we turned the corner, Ben was jumping on the bed with his brother’s jeans on his head. The legs hung down his back like big denim bunny ears. He grinned as soon as he noticed me in the doorway. “I’m a monkey!”

“Is that what you are?” I snatched him off the bed, pulled his pajama shirt up, and blew a raspberry on his belly. His giggles filled my heart in a completely different way. These boys kept me from losing my mind during Caldwell’s reign. No matter how sick and twisted things got, I fought every step of the way for my sons. And I’d keep fighting.

After they were dressed, they sprinted down the hallway to see Asher, and I took the break to get myself ready for the day. I even brushed my hair.

By the time I came out to the living room, I’d almost forgotten about that strange moment in the kitchen. Until I made eye contact with Asher. This time it went beyond the lusting I’d been doing the night before. This was more primal, as if a thread were being pulled tight between us. I needed to touch him.

Obviously, those pheromones he was rocking were messing with me—big-time.

Chandler sat on a stool at the bar. He was pale, but otherwise you’d never know I had shot him last night. “Asher’s going to drop me off at my car after breakfast, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

“No problem.” I pulled out the stool next to him and sat down. “Thanks for trying to warn me last night, by the way. I’m sorry about…shooting you.”

He shook his head. “I’m grateful to be breathing. My own fault for getting too eager to chase down the story.”

“About that.” I snuck a quick peek at Asher, but his back was to me as he worked at the stove. Focusing on Chandler again, I waded into uncharted waters in my combat boots. “It’s not really my place, but what would you think about joining our pack here in Sedona?”

His eyes widened for a second. “But I’m not a…”

“I know you’re not a werewolf, but there are jaguar shifters in the Reno Pack, so why not here, too?”

Asher glanced over his shoulder at me, but I didn’t make eye contact. I’d come this far, I wasn’t going to stop now.

“You think your pack would accept me?” Chandler asked.

“I don’t know, but I could find out.” I rubbed my palms on my jeans. “We’re stronger together, right? We could help one another.”

Asher turned off the stove and came over to the bar. His deep voice had my wolf on edge as he spoke. “You could let us know if you hear through your news channels about wild animal attacks that might be the work of jaguars, and when you’re chasing a few down, we could give you backup so last night doesn’t happen again.”

Chandler chuckled. “Dammit.” He sucked in a pained breath, shaking his head. “Hurts to laugh.” He sobered, glancing between us. “You guys make a good team. If you think the rest of your pack might go along with it, I’d like to meet everyone.”

I smiled. “You know where the Wolf Pack Bar is?”

Chandler raised a brow. “You’re not going to tell me that real werewolves own that bar.”

“We do.” I buffed my nails on my shirt. “I made the logo.”

“Wow.” He shook his head. “I guess there’s something to be said for hiding in plain sight.”

“Guys, we’re starrrrrrrving!” Ben whined from the table.

Bart chimed in, “Sooooooo hungry!”

I got up to make them plates. “Think about it. I’ll give you my cell number and we can talk later.”

Asher moved aside so I could fill the plates, and his hand warmed the small of my back, steadying me. It was a simple touch, nothing sexy, but it was a loud and clear, I’m here, and it was all I could do not to turn around and kiss him.

But I didn’t. Besides, my hands were full of eggs and bacon.

I delivered the food to the little monsters and went back for my own. Asher had already filled a plate for himself and our injured maybe-future packmate. He went around the bar, delivering the meal and leaving me alone with my thoughts as I shoveled some eggs onto my plate.

What the hell had happened? It was easier now to imagine I had exaggerated the whole thing. We were a little sleep-deprived, right? And there was waking up to find him and Ben sleeping on the chair…

Seeing one of them dozing on Asher’s chest had made me painfully aware that I wanted my boys to have a dad. Gage was good to them, and they loved his little boys, too, but it wasn’t the same as having a father to idolize. An image of my dad popped into my head, his tight jaw and crossed arms as I left for the West Coast. Okay, maybe part of the reason I wanted them to have a dad to worship so bad was because I never really had that myself. But did the reason even matter?

When the twins were born, their dad had been locked up in a unit at Caldwell’s storage facility, and when the revolution hit, Brock had been one of the casualties. My boys didn’t have any memories of their father, and I barely knew him, either, so I couldn’t even pass on stories to help them craft some idea of who he might’ve been.

I picked up my plate, refusing to venture any further down the rabbit hole. Something had happened when our hands touched. Asher felt it too, so I wasn’t imagining it. But maybe it wasn’t as big a deal as I’d thought.

I sat at the table with my boys, enjoying their giggles and trying not to look over at Asher.

Ben swallowed a mouthful of eggs and grinned. “Did you see the Ka…Ka…”

“Katsina.” Asher winked at Ben.

Ben beamed. “—Katsina dolls we made?” He pointed his fork at Bart. “One’s for you, Bart. Asher made yours. I made my own. It’s a grandma.”

Bart munched his bacon. “We don’t have a grandma.”

And we were right back to the nontraditional family model. “You have a grandma; you just haven’t met her yet.”

Ben chimed in. “Mrs. Vega is like a grandma.”

Cole’s parents were the only elders left in our pack, and Cole’s mom had embraced being a new grandma to both my twins and Gage’s. She even babysat in a pinch when we needed her.

I finally risked a peek in Asher’s direction only to find him looking right at me. I quickly focused on my plate, silently bemoaning the heat rising in my cheeks. Asher was my friend. He’d seen me in sweats, with messy hair, and even covered in blood. Why was I suddenly blushing around him? Maybe I had hit my head during the fight last night.

Asher stood up. “I’m going to take Chandler back to his car. I’ve got two tours on the schedule today, but I’ll check back as soon as I can.”

“Okay.” I started picking up the boys’ empty plates. “Gage has the day off today, so…”

“Why don’t you bring Bart and Ben over to my office?” He smiled. “I can take you guys out in the Jeep after my last tour.”

“I don’t want to be in your way.” But I was floored that he had offered.

“You won’t be.”

Suddenly, I had two tiny werewolves clinging to my legs. “Please, Mama? Can we? We’ll be good!”

I carried the plates into the kitchen, dragging one giggling little boy on each leg. “We’ll see.”

Asher turned back at the front door. “Hope I see you soon.”

He and Chandler left, and even though I was washing dirty dishes, I could not stop smiling.


CHAPTER 7


Asher

I waited out front for the security gate to close behind my Jeep before pulling away. My wolf paced deep in my soul, restless and agitated. The full moon was still a couple of weeks away, but even if it were tomorrow, this animal inside me made it pretty obvious this wasn’t moon related.

This was about her.

When my fingers had brushed Naomi’s hand this morning, that simple caress had sent an electrical charge shooting through me, and there had been a recognition, a knowing. The wolf in me recognized her somehow. Luke had warned me about the wolf finding its one true mate, but I guess I figured since I’d been bitten and not born a werewolf, I didn’t have one. Or maybe this was just a carryover from my realization last night that somewhere along the way, I had started falling for Naomi and her boys. Who the hell knew? Regardless, it was safe to say my wolf wasn’t thrilled with my decision to leave without her.

Truth be told, I wasn’t either. After the attack, I wanted to keep her close so I could look out for her, but I knew Naomi better than anyone else in this pack, and if I started hovering, she’d notice. And then she wouldn’t hesitate to remind me who had the black belt.

I grinned just thinking about it.

“Was Naomi serious about me joining your pack?” Chandler asked.

Shit, I had almost forgotten I had a passenger. I glanced his way. “Yeah. But it’s not up to her.”

Chandler loosened the seat belt across his chest. “She told me you guys don’t have an Alpha right now.”

I raised a brow, keeping my attention on the road. How much had she shared with this jaguar? I trusted Naomi’s judgment, but we were all caught off guard last night. Trusting a newscaster had me questioning everything.

I cleared my throat. “We’re working on it.”

“Well, when you figure it out, maybe you could put in a good word for me.”

I stopped at a light, my hands sliding to the bottom of the wheel as I looked over at him. “You seriously want to join our pack?”

“Maybe.” He shrugged and looked out the passenger window. “I think I’d like having a tribe I could turn to if I need supernatural help, and I’d be there for you guys too. Two way street.”

I chuckled, driving through the intersection. “And you won’t expose us on live television?”

He shook his head with a crooked smile. “If you think that’s a possibility, then you’ve obviously never met General Miller Sloan.” He let out a halfhearted whistle. “I have no plans to cross that man.”

“The Reno Alpha’s uncle, right?”

Chandler nodded. “Yeah, he could scare the shit out of Grizzly bear. I have no intention of exposing shifters. Ever. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to stop the ones who murder innocent people though.” He pointed to the next block. “That’s my car.”

I pulled over and parked behind the black Nissan Z-Car. “Nice wheels.”

Chandler opened his door, looking back at me. “Maybe when we’re packmates, I’ll give you a ride in it.”

I laughed. “Are you bribing me?”

He sobered, leaning against the door. “It’s lonely carrying around this secret. I hate that a lunatic shifter stole my future from me, but I figure there are probably a few of you in this pack who can relate to my situation.”

Huge understatement. And then I finally recognized what Naomi must’ve realized the night before: Chandler was one of us. Once you were bitten, you didn’t belong anywhere anymore. You were no longer human, and you couldn’t tell any of your friends or family. But you weren’t born into a pack, so you didn’t have a village to protect you, either. Even if we actually became a real pack, we were still bitten. New. Lesser.

Damn, I was sick of being an outcast.

I reached my hand out to him, and when he started to bring his hand toward mine, I stretched a little farther to clasp his forearm.

Chandler smiled. “The pack greeting.”

I nodded. “You have been up in Reno.” I released him, my gaze on his. “If I had any say in it, you’d be welcome in my pack.”

“Thanks, Asher.”

“I’ll call Adam later. He has your cell number, right?”

“Yeah.” He chuckled. “And then you’ll know I’m who I say I am.” He straightened up and stepped onto the sidewalk. “I know it’s none of my business, but if this pack needs an Alpha, you should look in the mirror.”

[image: * * *]

Sedona was home to plenty of tour companies. Bus tours, trolley tours, and even a line of pink Jeeps with seating for large parties frequented the roundabouts on the scenic drive along Route 89A. With stunning scenery and mystical energy, our city attracted a staggering number of tourists during the spring, summer, and fall. Things moved at a much slower pace in winter.

My tour company, Wild Sedona Tours, specialized in off-the-beaten path hiking and Jeep tours of the Red Rocks and vortices. I took my groups to remote places other companies wouldn’t touch. My clientele enjoyed the paths less traveled. Usually I’d drive the my customers out in my Jeep, and then we’d climb the Red Rocks or hike unmarked trails, depending on their interests. Today, I had a Jeep tour, and the second group was adding a hike, too. I’d warned them to bring cold weather gear—hopefully parkas and boots—otherwise it was going to be a short walk.

Becca was already in the office and on the phone when I walked in. She’d worked for me for five years now, first as a receptionist, but she’d grown into my right hand with scheduling, bookkeeping, and website maintenance. She had come to Sedona on a spiritual retreat and never left.

“Hey, Becca.” I hung up my coat and headed for my desk. The Wild Sedona Tours office consisted of two desks and a counter where customers could ask questions and purchase tour packages, all packed into a five-hundred-square-foot space.

I opened my laptop. “Anything I should know?”

“Both tours are confirmed for today. Still nothing on the schedule for tomorrow.”

I looked up. “Let’s take that as a sign. Leave tomorrow open. We’ll take a day off.” It would give me more time to prepare for the jaguars stalking us during the new moon tomorrow night.

“All right.” She glanced my way. “But it’s been a slow month. Are you sure that’s a good idea? Maybe we’ll get a walk-in.”

Normally, I’d agree, but there was nothing normal about the jaguars working together last night. And then there was the…whatever it was with Naomi this morning.

I shook my head. “We’ll be fine. Tomorrow, we’re closed.”

Becca smiled and focused on her computer again. “You’re the boss.”

After clearing out my e-mail, I took out my cell phone and pressed Adam’s name. With Becca in the office, I’d need to be discreet, but Adam’s side of the conversation would be protected and it was too damned cold to talk outside if I could avoid it. My office manager was human. She couldn’t hear both sides of a phone call like a werewolf could.

“This is Adam,” he answered.

“It’s Asher. Can you talk?”

A horse sneezed in the background. “I’m at the barn, but I’ve got time. What’s up? How have you been down there?”

“I’m in my office.” I was pretty sure Adam would get the hint that I couldn’t speak freely. “But I met Chandler Williams last night.”

“How’s he doing? He took a news job in Phoenix, right?”

“Yeah.” Tension that I hadn’t realized I’d been storing up in my shoulders released. Chandler hadn’t been lying. “He said you could vouch for him.”

Adam paused, lowering his voice. “He’s the older brother of one my packmate’s best friends. His younger sister works for Taryn at her real estate office in Tahoe. Sebastian’s younger brother bit him hoping Chandler would expose shifters to the world.”

“But he didn’t.” I dug a pencil out of my desk drawer.

“Right. Chandler’s entry into our world was rough, but he seems like a stand-up guy. Life just went a little sideways for him.”

I nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

“Anytime.” He cleared his throat. “Sebastian tells me there might be a Nero satellite facility not far from you. It’s new moon tomorrow night. Need any backup down your way?”

“I’m not the one to ask.” His offer was gracious, and if I were the Alpha, I might’ve jumped at it, but…I wasn’t. And it was getting awkward to keep talking about this in front of Becca. “Thanks for the offer. I’ll pass it along. We’re good for now.”

Adam didn’t back off, his voice dropped and my wolf recognized the compulsion to obey. “Can you get someplace where we can talk freely?”

I glanced at Becca and stood up. “I forgot something in my Jeep. Be right back.” I went outside, cursing under my breath at the icy gust of air that greeted me. “Okay, I’m outside, you can turn off that Alpha magic or whatever the hell that was.”

Adam must have sensed my less than eager attitude to discuss the Alpha situation here in Sedona. His tone eased up a notch or two. “What’s your pack doing about a new Alpha? Luke told me there are a couple sets of twin boys down there. They need to be well guarded.”

“You think I don’t know that?” A menacing growl rumbled from deep within me. My wolf was almost as protective of those boys as I was. “I may not have been born a werewolf like you, but I watch over my own. I would lay down my life for those kids. They are our top priority. We killed two more jaguar assassins last night without any Alpha or assistance from your pack, so I think we’re good.”

“Shit.” Adam groaned. “I wasn’t saying you weren’t capable.” He started to say something else and stopped himself. “Look, I’m not going to tiptoe around this. I’m offering to help you during new moon because if those jaguar assassins shift and come at your pack full force, you’ll fall without an Alpha.” There was that push in his voice again. No one wants that, Asher.”

“If you feel that strongly, why are you asking me?” My skin burned in spite of the cold temperature. Rage was its own furnace. I wasn’t even angry with Adam as much as I was with my situation. As an outsider, there was only so much I could do. It was frustrating as hell. “You know damned well I’m not the Alpha here.”

“Maybe not, but you’re the one the others look to. That’s good enough for me.” Adam sighed. “My intent here isn’t to push you around. I’m trying to be your friend.”

“My friends don’t usually force my compliance with their Alpha magic or whatever the hell that was,” I grumbled.

“Okay, I may have come on a little strong.” Adam chuckled on the other end of the line, the sound convincing my wolf we weren’t being attacked. Then he sobered. “My mate is a jaguar shifter, so I need to protect her while she shifts tomorrow, but I could send Luke and Raven your way. Since Raven is from Sedona, they know everyone in your pack already.”

“You act like I have the authority to make this decision. I don’t.” I stared out at the massive red mountains. “If Luke and Raven want to visit Sedona, they’re always welcome.”

Adam sighed. “Do you have a problem with me, Asher?”

Did I? Naomi’s voice whispered through my mind. Why shouldn’t we have an Alpha as different as we are?

“No. You’re not my problem.” I kicked at a rock on the ground. “And you’re right. We need an Alpha, but none of the born wolves here are willing to accept the job. We’ve all done things…” I stared up at the blue sky. “We’ve all sinned. Caldwell never broke me, but he pushed me farther than I ever should’ve gone before I finally stood up.” My mouth tasted like ash just saying the words out loud. “I guess none of us feel worthy to lead, and no one wants to fight for the position anyway.”

“I don’t think you need to.” Adam paused for a second. “My father, Malcolm, became the Alpha in Reno even though he wasn’t an Alpha’s son. We don’t have many elders left in our Pack, but Luke’s dad was there with Malcolm. He’d remember how that went down.”

“But Malcolm was at least born a werewolf. I was bitten.” And there it was, the naked truth of my inadequacy. Even before I’d been bitten, I’d spent much of my life never quite finding where I fit in. This pack was no different. Naomi and Cole might be able to overlook it, but what if the rest of the pack couldn’t? What if I couldn’t?

The intensity in Adam’s voice rose as the volume dropped. “The moment they bit you, you became just as much werewolf as any of us.”

I rubbed my forehead. I barely knew Adam, and opening up wasn’t really my thing anyway. How could I get anyone to understand that, deep down, I wasn’t sure where I belonged? And that had started years before I’d even been bitten.

“I’ll give Luke a call. If he and Raven want to come down here for the new moon, I know everyone would be glad to see them.”

“All right.” Adam’s voice rumbled, the pull of the Alpha calling to my wolf again. “You don’t have to walk this path alone.”

I shook my head, my wolf pushing back. “I’ve been walking alone way before I was bitten. It’s the one thing I do know. Thanks for the information about Chandler.”

I ended the call and shoved the phone into my pocket as a group of five college-aged kids with brand new obviously never been used backpacks went into my office. Time to get to work.


CHAPTER 8


Naomi

Gage had the day off, so that left me and my boys on our own. Since Caldwell’s death, and with a little help from our friends in the Reno Pack, we managed to funnel all the pack’s assets, including Caldwell’s custom-designed home, into a trust. We also returned Asher’s tour company and Kaya’s restaurant profits back to them. Caldwell had a standing rule once a human was bitten, all their assets became pack assets, and Kaya’s five-star restaurant had been an income boon for him.

These days, the pack’s trust fund was fed by the Wolf Pack Bar and Caldwell’s other real estate investments.

The trust made it possible for me to raise my boys and help watch Gage’s twins without the pressure of a day job. It wasn’t like we had a lot of options. We couldn’t take them to day care without attracting attention. There wasn’t a good enough excuse for why these toddlers were already as verbal as a kindergartener and learning to write their names before they were even three years old. Their coordination and verbal skills were far beyond human children their age, plus it was tough to get the kids to understand why they couldn’t tell strangers they smelled like humans.

I wasn’t complaining. Don’t get me wrong, I loved designing logos and coming up with marketing plans. I had just opened my own graphic design company before Caldwell had turned my life upside down, but any bitterness evaporated the second one of my boys smiled. For now, I still designed the graphics for the Wolf Pack Bar and its website, so my skills weren’t getting too rusty. Maybe once the boys were in school, I’d start hunting for more business.

The day flew by in a blur of coloring, singing, dancing, and karate practice. By the time I picked up my cell phone, I had two texts. One was from Asher saying he’d be done at five if I decided to bring the boys over, and the other was from Connie Vega:

Please call me when you get a chance.

I glanced at the napping werewolves on my couch and went into the kitchen with my phone. I couldn’t imagine what Connie—Mrs. Vega to my kids—wanted to talk about. I hadn’t asked her for any help with the boys today.

Her phone rang twice before she answered. “Naomi?”

“Hi, Connie. I got your text.”

She cleared her throat. “Thanks for calling me back. Cole came over this morning and mentioned his idea for Asher to become our new Alpha.”

“He told me about that, too. Seems like a good—”

“I’m hoping you can convince Asher not to take this step,” she cut in.

“What?” I blinked, staring out the kitchen window. “Why?”

“Oh, come now.” She tsked. “He’s only been a werewolf for a couple years. How can he possibly lead a pack?”

I frowned. Suddenly my wolf was growling in my head. I crossed an arm around my middle. “Asher patrols our territory, and he’s already the one we all reach out to if there’s trouble. He’s the natural pick for Alpha.”

She sighed. “I think it’s a mistake. I already explained it to Cole, but since he lost his brother, he’s bullheaded when it comes to pack business.”

Did she want Cole to become Alpha instead? I wasn’t sure where this was coming from—or going. Maybe I had been naive when I’d encouraged Asher to accept Cole’s proposition.

I cleared my throat. “If not Asher, then who?”

“Well…” She stopped and started a few times before she finally blurted out, “I think it needs to be someone who grew up as a shifter.”

“Seriously?” My hip jutted out to the side as her words struck an ugly chord inside me. “You all looked the other way while Caldwell was having his werewolf thugs, Blake and Bo, bite us. We were made part of this pack against our wills, and now you don’t think we’re wolf enough to lead?”

“You know that’s not what I’m saying.”

“No, actually, I don’t think I do.” I pulled my hair back from my forehead. “Why don’t you explain it to me?”

“You’re upset.” Her tone softened. “I’m fond of Asher, we all are, but there are jaguar assassins sniffing around Sedona and we need an Alpha they’ll respect, even fear.”

She wasn’t bringing me over to her side. “Asher saved me and the boys last night. There were two jaguars.”

“Oh my god. Are you all right?” There was the Connie I thought I knew. “I’m sorry, honey. No wonder Cole was so insistent on our pack needing an Alpha.”

I started to relax my stance. “And it was Cole who pointed out that Asher is the most qualified to become Alpha.”

She was quiet for so long I almost thought the call had dropped. Finally, Connie broke the silence. “I told Cole to talk to Dex or Deacon. One of them should ascend to Alpha.”

I tried to picture either of the twin brothers as a leader. They were both strong fighters, but they depended on each other like a single unit. They even worked together—Stewart Brothers Construction. Dex was a general contractor, and Deacon was a landscape architect.

“I don’t see it.” I looked down to find a sleepy-eyed Bart wrapping his arms around my leg. The kid had a sixth sense when it came to my moods. Apparently, I needed some support right now. I mussed his hair. “I guess my opinion doesn’t matter much anyway since I haven’t been a werewolf my whole life.”

“I only want what’s best for this pack, to keep all of us safe.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sounds to me like you’re willing to trade our safety for some outdated tradition.”

“I think it’s worth taking the time to see if any of the original pack members are interested in leading first.” She was only digging the hole deeper.

“I see.” Sarcasm sank into my voice. “Asher is acceptable, but only if there’s no other choice.” I shook my head. “Good luck with that, Connie.”

I ended the call before I said something I might regret later. Truth was, the kids loved her, and until today, I’d never had an issue with her. But when I examined every male in this pack, Asher was the only one I could imagine leading us. Yes, he was my friend, but I didn’t think our friendship was clouding my judgment.

When I was trapped in the house by those two jaguars last night, Asher was already on his way over. His instinct was to protect us even though we weren’t technically his responsibility. Sure, if I had reached out to Ryker at the bar or tried to find Cole, they would have dropped everything and fought the jaguars, too, but with Asher, I didn’t even need to ask. He was the one who called to warn me.

My phone buzzed. Speak of the devil. I smiled and answered. “Hey, Asher.”

“Hi. I know you’re probably hip deep in monkeys, but could you come over?”

“Werewolves,” Bart mumbled against my leg.

My smile faded, muscles tensing. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah.” He paused. “I just need some clearheaded input on something.”

And he had called me. I quashed the weird infatuation brewing in my stomach. Asher was my friend; of course he would call me. But my wolf was alert just at the sound of his voice. What the hell was wrong with me?

“Sure. Once Ben wakes—”

“I’m not sleeping.” Ben stretched over on the couch.

I chuckled. “Apparently we can head your way in a few minutes.”

“Great.” He sounded relieved. “I’ll be waiting in my office. Becca just went home.”

“Perfect. See you soon.”

I ended the call and looked at my boys. “Time to put on your shoes. We’re going to see Uncle Asher.”

Happy toddler howls echoed through the house as they scrambled for their shoes and I opened the hall closet to grab coats. I pulled mine on and instinctively dipped my fingers into the pocket. The tips of my throwing stars poked my fingertips, reassuring me. Not that I expected any trouble, but ever since I’d been bitten, I liked to be prepared. Just in case.
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Asher’s scent filled my lungs the second I opened the door to Wild Sedona Tours. He got up and came toward us, but Bart and Ben tackled him before he reached me. Asher’s smile intoxicated me as he wrestled the twins. Finally, he scooped them up, one in each arm.

He looked from one face to the other. “Did you boys take good care of your mom today?”

Ben giggled. “She’s the grown-up, silly.”

Bart took the question more seriously. “Mrs. Vega called and made Mama upset.”

Asher lifted his head, his gaze on mine. “What happened?”

I raised my brows and pointed at his iPad. “Maybe we can get Hotel Transylvania going for the boys, and I’ll fill you in.”

Ben was already wriggling for freedom. “Yay! It has a werewolf!”

Bart got down with his brother and raced to the desk. I pulled up the movies and got it started. The boys didn’t get a lot of TV time at home, so the special treat would keep them occupied while Asher and I talked.

He locked the front door and turned the sign to closed before coming back to the other desk. He sat down, keeping his voice hushed. “I called Adam from the Reno Pack to verify Chandler’s story.”

I frowned. “Was he lying to us?”

“No. He told us the truth. That’s not why I asked you to come over.” He glanced at the boys. Bart’s head snapped back to the iPad. The corners of Asher’s mouth twitched, his dark eyes shining. “Maybe we should talk outside.”

“Good idea.” I zipped my coat and called over to the boys. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

“Okay,” Ben replied without tearing his eyes from the movie.

I followed Asher out the back door. The wind whistled around us, and I gasped at the sudden temperature change.

Asher raised a brow. “Too cold?”

“Nah, I’ll be fine.” But it was definitely freeze-your-ass-off frigid. This wasn’t going to be a long conversation or we’d be wolf-sickles. “What did Adam have to say?”

“He’s worried about our pack. Sebastian informed him about the Nero satellite facility in Flagstaff, and since it’s a new moon tomorrow night he wants to send us backup.” Asher didn’t look happy or relieved.

I frowned. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

His eyes met mine. “I’m not the Alpha here. I have no right to speak on the pack’s behalf. I told him we’re handling things fine on our own.”

The dead jaguar assassins popped in my head. “Those Nero rejects will be even more deadly when they shift into huge black cats tomorrow night. Maybe some backup wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

“You’re probably right.” He shook his head. “But neither of us can speak for the Sedona Pack.” He stared out at the snow-dusted red mountains. “Adam agrees with you. He thinks I should step up and be the Alpha here.”

Connie’s phone call taunted me, but I tried to push it away. “I think Adam’s right.”

He turned toward me. “Even if I was willing, no one will respect a bitten Alpha.”

“Says who?” I asked, wishing my earlier conversation with Connie hadn’t popped into my head.

He looked like he might answer me, but then he broke eye contact. “Doesn’t matter. I think Luke and Raven might be coming down to visit tomorrow. They’re all the help we’ll need if the jaguars come to town looking for trouble.” He crossed his arms as another gust of cold wind slammed into us. “What happened with Connie? Bart said she upset you.”

Oh shit. This wasn’t a good time to verify his fears about not being accepted as an Alpha. But dammit, I sucked at lying. Luckily, I excelled at changing the subject. “It’s not important. Now, what about that Jeep ride you told the boys about?”

His smirk made it clear my segue way wasn’t as smooth as I had hoped, but thankfully, he didn’t press it. “It’s pretty cold.”

I took out a pair of gloves from my pocket and pulled them on. “We’ve got gloves and hoods.”

“You’re sure?” Asher asked. I nodded, and he treated me to a grin. “Let’s do it.”

God, I loved seeing him smile. And I loved knowing I had something to do with it even more.


CHAPTER 9


Asher

We got the car seats fastened into the back seat of the Jeep, then buckled in the two wriggly, pint-sized werewolves. The temperature had dropped steadily when the sun vanished behind the mountains. I’d have to take it slow tonight; I had precious cargo on board. Naomi got into the passenger seat and buckled up. The wind blew her dark hair across her face, and her scent filled my lungs. Jasmine and something else. Sage? Didn’t matter. She smelled like heaven.

Suddenly, my wolf was agitated and wide-awake right below the surface. It would have been expected if the full moon were coming soon, but we were two weeks away from that. When we’d touched earlier in her kitchen, the connection had been primal, a possessive recognition. It wasn’t a big leap to assume it was what Luke had warned me about: the wolf recognizing its mate. But I didn’t trust myself to know for sure.

I cared about Naomi. Hell, last night, when I’d thought I was too late…damn. She and her boys were the sunlight in my world. What were the chances I’d be lucky enough for her to be my one mate for life? Probably pretty slim. Since the brush of our hands, I worried that I had imagined the connection, exaggerated how it felt, because I wanted it to be her.

Her gloved hand came to rest over mine on the gearshift. “Are we going?”

“Yeah.” I chuckled and started the engine. “Sorry. Got distracted.”

With the hood up on her coat, and that sly smile on her lips, she had my heart in knots. God, she was beautiful.

I forced myself to focus on the road and pulled out of the lot. In a few minutes, we were off the pavement, bouncing slowly along a firebreak road with a blanket of stars twinkling above us. I worried at first that it might be too cold for them in my open Jeep, but Bart and Ben squealed with delight from the back seat, and every once in a while, a bump had Naomi joining them.

Shit. I may never stop smiling.

Once we reached a lookout point over the valley, I killed the lights and turned off the engine. Naomi scanned the sky overhead. The waning moon was barely a sliver in the sky, allowing the stars to shine brighter. The dusting of snow on the top of the Red Rocks glowed in the dim starlight.

She rested her gloved hand over mine. “It’s gorgeous out here.”

“I see constag…consta…constaglations,” Ben said from the back seat.

“Constellations,” Naomi corrected.

I pointed up at a bright star to the north. “Recognize that one?”

The little guys followed my arm. Bart narrowed his eyes and finally shook his head. “I don’t know that one.”

I lowered my arm, twisting back to look at the boys. “It’s the wishing star. Make a wish.”

“I wish…for a new LEGO set,” Ben said with a solemn, reverent tone. “The real ones, not those big DUPLO blocks.”

“I’m still thinking,” Ben replied without taking his eyes off the star.

I glanced over at Naomi. “What about you?”

“I wished for our pack to pull together and be stronger for the next generation.” She met my eyes. “Your turn.”

I lost myself in her eyes. My true wish was for my wolf to be right, for this amazing woman, my friend, to be the other half of my soul. But out loud, I answered, “That whatever comes our way, I can keep all of you safe.”

We stared at each other for a moment. Could she see my true wish in my eyes?

Bart snapped us back to reality. “I wish for a dad.”

My gut twisted. I reached back to grasp his ankle, and his bright eyes met mine. “Your dad was a good guy.”

He nodded. “Mom said he saved us from the bad man.”

“Yeah, he did.” I faced forward again.

Next to me, Naomi was staring up at the stars again. When she glanced my way, tears welled in her eyes, but she smiled in spite of them. “Seems like a waste to come all the way out here and not throw a single snowball.”

Sedona got a dusting of snow each winter, not enough for a snowman, but we could muster enough for a few snowballs. The boys whooped their approval. I scanned the area. There hadn’t been a scent out of place since we left my office. Tomorrow night, all the boys would be on lockdown during the new moon so we could protect them from any rogue jaguar shifters.

I finally nodded. “Okay, but you need to stay close to the Jeep, understand?”

Ben was already working at unbuckling his car seat. “Yes!”

I got out and popped my seat, pushing it forward so I could get to Bart. I unfastened him and lowered his feet to the ground.

“Thanks, Uncle Asher.” He ran for a snow drift, bumping his brother on the way.

Naomi came around to stand beside me. I looked down at her, but all her attention was on the boys. I kept my voice low, hoping the wind might keep our conversation private from little ears. “You never told me what Connie had to say.” Her shoulders visibly tightened, and I could hear her heart rate quicken. Having heightened senses made it easy to spot when someone was hiding something. I frowned. “Are you okay?”

She glanced my way. “Cole was right about his parents being less than excited about having a bitten werewolf as our Alpha.”

I’d expected as much. Hell, I sort of agreed with them. But getting confirmation that I didn’t fit in—again—pissed me off. I ground my teeth, watching Bart bean his brother with a snowball. “Maybe it’s for the best.”

Naomi turned to face me, a crease marring her brow, her dark eyes narrowing. “How can you say that?”

I shrugged. “This isn’t new for me.” I focused on the boys again. “I just want you to be safe. I don’t give a shit who they make Alpha.”

Naomi grabbed my jacket in both hands, tugging me closer. My gaze cut to hers. Her voice was even, intense. “You better start giving a shit, because I don’t trust any of those born wolves to lead us. Wake up, Asher. They didn’t say a word while Caldwell had us bitten and stole our futures. He didn’t hold a gun to their heads. They chose not to see the horror because they didn’t think they could fight him with Bo and Blake at his side.” She pointed to Ben and Bart. “My boys were born shifters, but I’ll be damned if they ever look at us as lesser because we aren’t.”

I searched her eyes, my pulse speeding up to match the sound of hers pounding in my ears. She was right. But somewhere along the way, I’d learned to be an outsider, accepted it.

“They can only judge us if we let them.” She dropped her hands to her sides. “Don’t let them, Asher.”

I yanked off one of my gloves and brought my warm hand to her cool cheek. I needed to touch her skin. The Earth didn’t tilt this time, but my wolf calmed inside me. Everything did. I bent to kiss her and paused, enjoying the heat of her breath on my skin. She fused her lips to mine, touching, caressing. Her mouth opened as my tongue swept past her lips. She moaned, and my pulse quickened. My other arm slid around her waist, pressing her tight against me.

And suddenly an icy ball of snow connected with my ear, followed by raucous giggles. I broke the kiss, whispering against her lips, “War was just declared.”

She grinned, releasing me, and I chased after Ben and Bart, launching snowballs in return fire until we all collapsed on the ground, shivering and laughing. I turned my head and caught Naomi smiling at me.

For the first time in my life, I was right where I belonged.
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By the time we got back to my office, the boys had dozed off. I transferred them, while they were still in their car seats, from the Jeep into the back of Naomi’s car without either of them waking.

I straightened up with a chuckle. “I think we finally tired them out.”

She stared up at me. “I guess I better get them home.”

I did not want her to leave, but I nodded slowly. “Probably.” I caught her hand. “Maybe I should follow you over there. Just to be sure there aren’t any jaguars waiting.”

A smile toyed at the corners of her mouth. “I didn’t smell any.”

“Me neither.” Her pulse matched mine again. I cleared my throat. “Guess I’m just not ready to say goodnight yet.”

“Then don’t.”

I raised a brow. “If I go with you, I might not be able to resist kissing you again.”

“Oh, I’m counting on it.” She grinned. “Get in.”

I went to the passenger side, my mind racing. This was uncharted territory for me. Relationships were never really my thing. It wasn’t for a lack of trying, but I’d managed to sustain one past the one-year mark. Naomi and I had been friends for almost three. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure if I was willing to risk that bond. And if I fucked things up, I wouldn’t just be losing her but the boys, too. And then there was the whole pack.

She pulled through the security gate of our pack compound and glanced my way. “You’re awfully quiet over there.”

“Sorry. Just wondering if this is a good idea.”

She parked and turned off the car before meeting my eyes. “If what is a good idea? Being Alpha? Coming here with me?” She paused and then whispered. “Kissing me?”

Aw, fuck. The hurt was plain in her voice even without werewolf hearing.

“Kissing you was the best idea I’ve had in years,” I said. She smiled, but it faded as I went on. “But you’re my only real friend in this pack. If I decide to force the issue and try to lead, I’m going to need you at my side.”

Her head tilted slightly, questions lining her face. “You’re afraid if we get involved as anything more than friends, I won’t be right there beside you all the way?”

“No.” I shook my head. “But I don’t trust myself not to fuck it up. You could end up hating me.”

“So…it’s you, not me?” She rolled her eyes. “We’re seriously going there already?”

I wasn’t sure how she did it, but she coaxed a chuckle out of me. “I sound like a dumb shit.”

“A little.” She agreed way too quickly. “Let’s get the monkeys to bed and then we can talk, okay? Clothes on and everything.”

I carried Ben into the house after Naomi and Bart. The boys awoke for a minute while we got them changed and into their beds.

“Night, Uncle Asher,” Ben mumbled against my ear.

I kissed his forehead. “Night, champ.”

We tiptoed out of the room to the kitchen where Naomi filled a kettle with water. “I need some tea. You want some?”

“Sure. Thanks.” I sat on a stool at the bar, watching her every move. There was a fluid, athletic grace about Naomi. And now that I’d kissed her and held her in my arms, I was noticing other things I hadn’t allowed myself to see before. Like the way she wet her lips as she turned the knob on the stove and fired up the burner, and the way her hips swayed when she crossed the room to grab mugs from the cupboard and drop a teabag into each one.

She spun around with a sparkle in her eyes. I was pretty sure she just caught me staring at her ass. She came around the bar and took the stool next to me while the water heated. “You’re my friend, so I’m just going to blurt this out and you can’t freak out.”

I chuckled, pretty damn sure she was about to scare the shit out of me. “All right.”

“Yesterday, when you came out of the bathroom in a towel, I just about choked on my tongue.” She fanned herself playfully until I swore heat was rising in my cheeks. Then her smile faded, her gaze locking on mine. “And this morning when I came out and saw Ben sleeping on your chest—” she shook her head “—my knees went weak.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but she silenced me with a slow, tender kiss. My heart hammered against my rib cage when she pulled back and whispered, “Then you touched me and my wolf… I don’t know what it was, but something happened.”

I nodded. “I felt it, too.” I traced my finger along the edge of her jaw, struggling to put everything into words. “My turn to tell you something…and you can’t freak out, either.”

“This sounds promising.” She smiled as the kettle started to whistle. “Hold that thought.”

She poured the water into the mugs and carried them over. Steam twisted up as she blew over the surface of the tea. She took a small sip and nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.”

“Luke told me that even though we were bitten, we would have mates. Raven was like us, and when she touched Luke, they both knew.” I waited for that to sink in. When her eyes met mine, I whispered, “I think you’re my mate.”

I don’t know what kind of reaction I expected, but her calm, knowing smile wasn’t it. “That’s what I was trying to say—in a super lame, try-not-to-freak-him-out kind of way. But I wanted to be sure you knew I was having a tough time keeping my feelings for you platonic way before my wolf got involved.”

She sobered, picking up her tea again. Her gaze was locked on her mug as she went on. “The whole ‘mate’ concept is a struggle for me since Caldwell. It seems like it should be romantic, but it’s not a big leap to see it as a prison.”

I reached for her free hand, brushing my thumb over her knuckles. “I wish we had gotten rid of Caldwell sooner.”

“No.” She shook her head, her eyes lifting to meet mine. “If I hadn’t been bitten and assigned as a mate to Brock, then I wouldn’t have Bart and Ben. I’m not going to allow regret to steal any of the joy they bring into this world.” She blinked back tears and cleared her throat. “I’m just saying that, at least for me, this isn’t some kind of pairing that is out of our hands like when Caldwell was alive. I chose you as my friend because, out of this entire pack, you were the one I trusted. And if I’m going to give my heart to someone, it’s going to be my choice, not my wolf’s.”

I lost myself in her eyes for a second as her words turned me inside out. My voice trembled under the weight of my emotions. “I’ve spent my entire life never really fitting in anywhere. That’s part of why I love being outdoors. The Red Rocks don’t care if you’re an orphan. They don’t give a shit about the color of your skin or how pure your bloodline is.” I laced my fingers with hers. “I feel that same sense of peace and acceptance when I’m with you, and that has nothing to do with my wolf or yours. It has everything to do with who you are.”


CHAPTER 10


Naomi

I’d known Asher long enough to know he was usually a man of few words, and he was as far from a player as you could get. If he dated at all, I didn’t know about it. I also never caught him in a lie. So when he told me his attraction to me was about who I was, not because of some primal wolf instinct, I believed him. I wanted to pinch myself.

But then he kissed me. Only this wasn’t a sweet, chaste kiss like the one we’d had in the snow. This was a hungry, possessive kiss. I surrendered to the passion, my desire for him consuming me. My fingers slid back into his long, silky hair, clutching fistfuls and enjoying the growl rumbling his chest. He got up from his stool without breaking the kiss and lifted me into his arms as though I weighed nothing.

My teeth grazed his lower lip as he walked us down the hall toward the master bedroom. Holding me with one arm, he closed the door and then lowered me until my feet touched the ground. I slid my hands under his shirt, lifting it over his head, and he did the same to mine before claiming my lips again. The heat from his body warmed me all over as he held me tight against him, and I suddenly needed to get rid of my bra, my pants—Hell, everything had to go. I didn’t want anything coming between us. Ever.

“Need you naked,” I gasped into the kiss, my voice so breathless I almost didn’t recognize it.

Dear god, I’d never seen such a sexy smile on Asher’s face before. Wolfish. Damn, if he ever discovered the power of that grin, I was in trouble.

“You first.” His voice was deep, raw, and even sexier than his smile, if that was possible. He had my bra unhooked and off in record time. His fingers worked on my jeans as he kissed me again. My hardened nipples brushed his chest and I moaned, heat curling low in my belly. I ran my hands down his chiseled abs and unbuttoned his pants. I slid his boxers and jeans down over his perfect ass. He caught the front before his erection got in the way, and his pants fell to the floor.

I wriggled out of my own, and suddenly, insecurity swamped me. I hadn’t been naked with a man of my own choosing since before I was bitten, and with no one at all since I gave birth to twins in that storage facility. The last time I’d had a boyfriend, I didn’t have stretch marks right below my belly button, my boobs were probably perkier, and although I was still fit, my bikini body was long gone.

Asher’s gaze wandered over me, and I fought the urge to cover myself. His head cocked slightly. “What’s wrong?”

I walked my fingers up his tan, rock-hard abs and finally met his eyes. “Truth?”

“Always.” His large hand slid up my back as he drew me closer to him. His touch was reassuring, and while his erection pulsed between us, his gaze remained patient. The desire was there, but he clearly wasn’t going to rush me.

And I loved him for that.

Wait, I what?

He frowned. “We can slow this down. I’m not going anywhere.”

I shook my head, pushing the shock of my revelation away. “No, I want this.” I chuckled, rolling my eyes. “It’s just…I wish I was as hot as you are.”

“You’re shitting me.” His smile made my heart skip. “You are so beautiful, Naomi.” For a moment, he seemed to be searching for words, then finally chuckled. “I have never in my life wanted a woman more than I want you right now. I…” He shook his head. “Sorry, it’s tough to get the blood back up to my brain.” His admission made me laugh, and his brow rose. “I’m not kidding. I wouldn’t change a single thing about you.”

I stared up into his dark eyes and wrapped my arms around his neck. As my breasts brushed against his hot chest, I realized that since I’d been bitten, I’d forgotten this feeling, this passion, this heady power.

His hand moved lower, cupping my ass as he kissed me. He bent his knees, and suddenly I was weightless in his arms as he carried me over to the bed. He laid me down and settled over me without breaking the kiss. Our tongues swirled together, urgent and hungry, and my entire body ached for him. I needed him closer. Now.

I parted my legs, his hips sinking between them until this tip of his erection brushed my core. Heat blossomed inside me, my hips writhing under him as he broke the kiss, his forehead resting on mine. I slid my hands down his back, my fingernails skimming the curve of his ass until he pressed forward.

He entered slowly, and every inch of him filled me so completely I couldn’t form words. Maybe we didn’t need them. Our gazes stayed locked on each other as I drank in the pleasure of our bodies becoming one, and deep in my soul, my wolf howled. Even though I wasn’t raised as a shifter, I recognized her call, the song. She’d found the other half of us. Asher.

His gaze scanned my face before his lips fused to mine. I moaned into the kiss, tangling my fingers in the back of his long hair. Everything about him, his scent, his taste, his touch, had me on teetering on the edge of oblivion. I’d never experienced this level of connection with anyone before.

Mine.

His lips trailed down my neck as I gasped for breath, sliding my legs up around him so his thrusts reached even deeper. His teeth grazed my shoulder, shorting out my overloaded senses. I arched my back, and he took my breast into his mouth, his tongue teasing the taut tip. His eyes met mine from under his dark lashes. He was so damned sexy I was about to lose it already. But at the same time, I didn’t want it to end.

One of his hands slid between our bodies, his fingertips searching.

“Right there,” I gasped.

He stroked me faster, his thrusts getting more erratic, harder and deeper. His lips pressed to mine again, our tongues exploring urgently as our bodies raced for release. This passion was new, and I would never get enough. Suddenly, my inner muscles clenched so tightly my breath caught in my throat. Asher’s hips slammed into me with enough force to clunk the bedframe against the wall. He froze as he erupted, his warmth spreading through me.

My heart thundered in my sensitive ears, and he rested his head on my chest. We both struggled to catch our breath. I kissed his hair, smiling as I closed my eyes. I was never going to be able to stop smiling.

Asher abruptly lifted his head, looking over at the door. Then I heard it, too.

Little footsteps.

He rolled off me with a devilish smile. “Want me to hide?” he whispered.

I chuckled. “They’d sniff you out in a heartbeat.”

“Mama?” Bart’s sleepy voice moaned on the other side of my door.

“Just a second, baby.” I slid out of bed on wobbly legs. Oh my god, sex had never been this good. But somehow I made it to the closet and pulled on my robe, and as the blood returned to my brain, so did the realization that we didn’t use any protection. Male shifters couldn’t get a human woman pregnant. She had to be converted first.

But I was already a werewolf.

I wanted to smack my forehead. Damn it. How could we have been so stupid? I shoved the panic aside. We couldn’t turn the clock back. There was nothing I could do about it at this point. I needed to check on Bart. I struggled to keep my breathing even and cracked the door, smiling down at my little boy. “Did you have a bad dream?”

“No. I heard something hit the wall.” He rubbed his eyes, took a deep breath, and looked up at me. “Did Uncle Asher stay over?”

Blood was beginning to return to my brain. This…thing with Asher was new. I wasn’t sure what it all meant yet, and until he and I figured it out, I hated to get my boys mixed up in it. It was no secret they wanted a dad, and they already loved Asher, but what if it didn’t work out? My heart wouldn’t be the only one broken. For now, I needed to protect them.

“No, honey. His scent is just around because he helped me get you guys into bed.”

Sorta true.

I slipped out of the room and closed the door behind me. Taking his small hand in mine, I walked him back across the house to his room.

“You smell like him,” Bart mumbled.

I shrugged and lifted him up into his bed. “I hugged him a lot before he left.”

He snuggled into the covers and looked up at me with a knowing smile. “You like him.”

I nodded and kissed his forehead. “Get back to sleep.”

He closed his eyes and whispered, “He loves us.”

My heart melted, and tears brimmed my eyes, surprising me. I went to the door and glanced back at my sleeping twins. I had thought my life was over the night I’d been bitten. I had never dreamed it might have just been beginning.

I closed their bedroom door and took a slow breath. My eyes drifted closed as reality crushed the hope that had just washed over me. My sweet little boys were never going to have the traditional family they hungered for or the safety they deserved. It was easy to forget all of that in Asher’s arms, but the truth was staring me in the face. Tomorrow night was the new moon. Tomorrow night jaguar shifters would be hunting and my boys would be locked in the safe room.

No amount of love was going to change that.


CHAPTER 11


Asher

It was impossible for me not to hear them in this quiet house. I didn’t understand Naomi’s reasons for lying about me going home, but little Bart was right on the money. I did love them. All of them.

There was no hiding from it. Not anymore. Being “just friends” wasn’t going to be enough. Not for me anyway. Making love to her had shaken me on many levels. It wasn’t like I had many lovers in my past. Dating wasn’t something I ever liked very much; it only enhanced the feeling that I might never find somewhere I truly belonged. The few relationships I’d been in were usually because the women had pursued it and eventually I’d fucked it all up. Not on purpose, but I apparently enjoyed being alone too much and I sucked at communication—or so I was told. Over and over again.

Sex was enjoyable, but damn, being with Naomi was phenomenally better than enjoyable. I didn’t have words to sufficiently describe tonight. Seeing the pleasure on her face, losing myself in her until I forgot where I ended and she began… Shit. I’d always thought that romantic crap was fiction. I didn’t know that kind of connection truly existed.

Before we touched, she was my closest friend and fiercest ally. Then my hand brushed hers and my wolf pulled the strings between us even tighter. My mate. The other half of my soul. But Caldwell had soiled the mate bond by forcing men and women together. Naomi already told me the wolf suddenly recognizing her mate had spooked her, as if the animal within had stolen her free will. And if I spoke the words my heart was whispering right now, I’d probably only make it worse.

The door opened, and I flinched. I’d been so lost in my own head, I hadn’t noticed her footsteps coming back down the hall. I sat up, keeping my voice to just above a whisper. “Do I need to go?”

“Probably.” She bit her lower lip without making eye contact. “I don’t know.” She looked over at the master bathroom. “Let’s talk in there.”

She went inside and turned on the shower. I got out of bed and followed, closing the bathroom door behind me. She cranked the knobs on the soaking tub across the room too, and then turned around to face me. Her gaze wandered up my naked body and back down again. Finally, she swallowed and met my eyes, desire smoldering in her gaze.

Okay, I fucking loved that she wanted me all over again.

But instead of touching me, she grabbed a big bath towel and tossed it over. “Put that on or I’m never going to be able to concentrate.”

The water would mask the sound from small ears, but I knew Naomi would have no trouble hearing me. I chuckled as I wrapped the towel around my waist. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Oh, it is.” She nodded without smiling. “But right now, we need to talk.”

My gut clenched. Shit, had I already screwed everything up? My past clawed its way to the surface, shaking my confidence. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No.” She lifted her head. “We both did.”

I didn’t like where this was headed. “Clue me in.”

“First off—” she rubbed her forehead “—we didn’t use any protection. I haven’t been even mildly interested in men, so I’m not on any kind of birth control, either.”

Holy shit, she was right. A condom hadn’t even crossed my mind. “Dammit. I’m sorry. I should’ve stopped. I—”

She put her hand up and shook her head. “Honestly, even if we had realized it, we didn’t have one, and I probably would’ve killed you if you had stopped.”

I moved closer to her, but I didn’t touch her. Not yet. “I need to tell you something.”

“Wait,” she said, “if I don’t get this out now, I might chicken out later.”

I nodded, trying to ignore the dread building in my gut.

She took a breath as steam billowed around us. “I told Bart you went home. I didn’t want to get his hopes up. He and Ben love you, Asher. It wouldn’t be fair to them to get excited about a family unit they’ve never had when we don’t even know what this is or where it’s going. I have to put them first.”

I frowned. “How is pretending you’re not my mate going to protect them?”

“This instinctive wolf thing is superstrong.” She turned to go to the sink, putting a few feet between us. She faced my direction again, but her gaze was on the floor. “But tomorrow is the new moon, and we just killed two jaguars yesterday. If more of them show up looking for revenge, we need to figure out how to morph this group into a real pack, a unified front.” She sighed, lifting her eyes to meet mine. “We need an Alpha. That’s more important than our love life right now. You should focus on that. Let’s get the pack together. I don’t want to be a distraction.”

The muscles across my shoulders tensed. “Nothing about being with you made me feel weak, Naomi. You’re not my girlfriend, or a hookup; you’re my mate. And I’m smart enough to know that if I have any chance of uniting this pack, it’ll be with you at my side.”

She blinked and took a step toward me. I prayed to any god listening that she would reach for my hand, but she didn’t. Her voice was soft but firm. “I’ll be at your side, Asher, and not just because my wolf recognizes you as her mate. I’ll be there because you’re the best man I’ve ever known.”

My heart clenched. “Then why are you pushing me away?”

She stared up at me, and I caught myself wishing this mate bond included mind reading. There never had been secrets between us before. Already things were getting complicated.

“I’m sorry.” She finally took my hand. “Bart said you loved us while we were on the way back to his bed. If we’re not careful, it’s not just our wolves that will be pushing us to be together. If the boys get a whiff of what’s growing between you and me, they’re going to be pulling our strings, too. I just don’t want to see them disappointed.”

Honest words, but fuck, I hated hearing them. I kept my voice low. “What if I don’t want to pretend nothing’s changed? What if I want to shout from the top of the Red Rocks that you’re my mate and I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the world?”

She rolled her eyes, a flush of color staining her cheeks. “I don’t want to pretend, either, but what if—”

I kissed her long and slow, savoring her soft, warm lips. I rested my forehead against hers, losing myself in her eyes. “You’re my mate, Naomi. I am the luckiest being on the planet. Don’t ask me to hide that.”

She didn’t reply. I slid my arm around her waist, bringing her closer. “I know we’ve got problems coming our way tomorrow, and an uphill battle to bring this pack together, but we’ve got each other. Tonight was new for us, but it feels right. I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life.”

She smiled and rose up on her toes to kiss me as she tugged the towel free from my waist. Her robe fell to the floor next, and I carried her into the shower.
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I woke up with the sun and Naomi asleep next to me. I memorized every angle of her beautiful face. Her full lips, the dusting of light freckles across the tops of her cheeks, and the curve of her eyebrows all spoke to me.

She blinked and smiled. “How long have you been awake?”

“Not long.” I shrugged. “Happy to see last night wasn’t just a dream.”

She scooted in closer to me, her lips caressing my chest. “I wish we could stay here all day.” She peered up from under her dark lashes. “But it’s new moon tonight.”

I didn’t want to think about it, even though she was right. “Yeah. I should get up and call everyone. We need to meet at the Wolf Pack Bar and make a plan.”

“Are Luke and Raven coming down to help out?”

“I’m not sure.” I met her eyes. “I left the door open either way.”

She smiled. “You’re going to be a great Alpha.”

I chuckled, wishing I were as confident. “I better get moving.”

“Me too.” She checked the clock and groaned. “Gage is working today, so I’ve got a half hour before my brood doubles in size.”

I kissed her forehead. “Our pack is lucky to have you.”

“I’m happy to do it.” She pulled away and got out of bed. “And Kaya helps when she can, too.”

Kaya was from the Navajo tribe and a savvy businesswoman in our community. Caldwell had marked her to be bitten, but he hadn’t known at the time she was also a skin walker. After she’d been converted by the bite, he’d discovered that not only did she shift into a wolf during the full moon but the rest of the month she could take the form of a lynx at will. That extra gift kept her from being mated to any of the other wolves. Caldwell had been wary of her. Maybe he had sensed that by having her bitten, he’d inadvertently made Kaya stronger than any of us. He left her in locked in the storage unit with the other women, and Kaya helped deliver Bart and Ben and Hawk and Henry. And as they grew, she would shift into her spirit animal to entertain the little guys, making their interment more bearable.

But her skin walker abilities were only part of her identity. She had put herself through culinary school and opened her own five-star restaurant. The Red Coyote boasted tasty seasonal menus and had grown into a busy nightspot in the heart of Sedona’s uptown. Every time she cooked for the pack, we were reminded how lucky we were to know her.

Naomi went to the closet, and just watching her walk across the room had me aching to drag her back to bed. I couldn’t get enough of her. Damn.

I threw the covers back and stood up, reminding myself of the danger headed our way tonight. Jet-black jungle cats were going to be hunting under the moonless sky. I needed to get my head together.

After dressing in yesterday’s clothes, I made a stop in the bathroom to comb my hair and swish some mouthwash. When Naomi came in, she was wearing a pair of black sweatpants and a long-sleeved thermal shirt. I surrendered the sink and kissed her cheek on the way out. “I’m going to run home and change before the monkeys see me in yesterday’s clothes, but I had Becca keep the schedule clear for me today, so if it won’t make you nuts, I’ll come back and make calls from here. That way I can watch for any unwanted visitors.”

“Sure.” She glanced over her shoulder at me. “I’ll be out in a sec.”

I went into the living room and stared out the oversized picture window at the massive red mountains. My world had changed so much in the past three years, but the mountains remained constant and unchanging. The peace they offered was a priceless gift and one I never took for granted.

“Uncle Asher!” I turned around as Bart wandered into the room. So much for sneaking out before they woke up.

I picked him up and mussed his hair. “Hey, Bart. How’d you sleep?”

“Good, I guess.” He peered around the room and back to me. Then he whispered, “My mom likes you.”

I chuckled. “You think so?”

“Yep.” He leaned in closer. “And I think you like her, too.”

“You’re pretty smart for a little guy.”

He gave me a crooked smile and wriggled to get down. “Are you going to live with us?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.” Maybe someday. I hoped. But I couldn’t tell him any of that. Naomi didn’t want to get their hopes up. Mine already were.

“Hey, baby!” Naomi came into the room with her arms open. Bart raced for her, squealing as she scooped him up.

“I’m not a baby, Mama. I’m a wolf!”

She blew a raspberry into his belly and put him down while he was still cracking up. She patted his backside toward the other hallway. “Go wake up your sleepyhead brother. Breakfast in ten minutes.”

He was off in a flash.

I walked over to her and wrapped her in my arms. Holding her seemed natural; she was a perfect fit. I kissed her hair. “I think he knows I stayed over. I didn’t get out of here in time.”

She chuckled. “He’s a smart one.”

“Just like his mom.” I stepped back. “I better start tracking everyone down.”
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My phone rang before I got a chance to make my final call. I didn’t recognize the number. “This is Asher.”

“Hey, it’s Chandler.”

It took me a second to place him, and then it hit me: the news anchor who also happened to be a jaguar shifter. I hadn’t given him my cell number. “How did you—”

“Adam gave me this number. I don’t have much time, but you should be aware of a story that’s floating around. I’ve already talked to my producer and we’re not going to cover it, but the fact that someone is leaking it is worrisome.”

“What story?”

“There’s a new guy running for the Senate in Arizona—Brad Newport. Have you heard of him?”

I didn’t pay much attention to politics, but it was tough to miss Brad Newport’s commercials. They were on every local television and radio station all the time. “I’ve heard of him.”

“Well, the tip we got was to prod Newport about a classified military project to modify the DNA of certain members of the American military to make them into super soldiers.”

I swallowed. I knew exactly what he was talking about now. “Nero.”

“Probably,” Chandler replied.

Shit. I ran my hand down my face. “How could he have found out about the Nero experiments?”

Over thirty years ago, Caldwell had sent some young werewolves from his pack, including Adam Sloan’s father, his twin brother, and a few others, to work with the Nero Organization on a top-secret project for the military called Operation Moonlight. Luke’s dad had been part of it, too.

Adam’s father had broken them out, and they escaped to Reno where they formed their own pack. That was all Luke had shared with me. The files were classified, and as long as they stayed that way, we were safe from being hunted by frightened humans.

Chandler sighed. “I’m guessing since they forced General Miller Sloan to retire, the Armed Services Subcommittee on Strategic Forces isn’t as tight-lipped as they used to be. There’s definitely a leak, but that’s all it is right now.”

My mind raced with worse case scenarios. Five minutes ago the threat was jaguar shifters under the new moon. Now, we teetered on the brink of the entire human race hunting us. Fuck. I wasn’t sure what to do with the information Chandler was giving me. I wasn’t even the Alpha here yet. This made me wonder if I’d ever be ready for that step.

I cleared my throat. “Did you tell Adam all this?”

“Yeah. He asked me to fill you in, too.”

“Why? He knows I’m not the Alpha here.” I went to the window, praying the rocks might give me some peace.

“Because Newport is running to be our senator in Arizona, as I said. If he wins and he wants a peek at the super soldier experiments, we could all be at risk of being exposed—and hunted. According to Adam, Nero recorded everything on video. They’ll see men shift into animals under tortured conditions. Adam said the footage he’s seen is brutal and violent.”

I clenched my jaw. The kids were giggling in the kitchen with Naomi. I couldn’t let anything happen to them. Somehow, I needed to protect them from this, but damned if I knew how.

The sink was on and bacon sizzled on the stove—lots of noise. I kept my voice low anyway, hoping they wouldn’t overhear. “If Adam is expecting me to do something about this, why didn’t he call me himself?”

Chandler paused, his words coming out slowly. “I might have told him I was joining your pack.”

“Oh, you’re shitting me.” I shook my head, struggling to keep from shouting. “I haven’t gotten the born wolves to accept me yet, and now Adam thinks you’re in our pack, too?”

“Sorry, man.” Chandler didn’t hesitate to add, “I’ll let you know if I get a line on where the story is coming from. Talk to you later.”

The call ended. I lowered the phone, wrestling with my thoughts.

“Everything okay in there?” Naomi called from the kitchen.

Things were miles from fucking okay.

Shit.


CHAPTER 12


Naomi

As the boys finished breakfast, Gage pulled in the driveway. Asher hadn’t reappeared from the office yet. Apparently, he was still making calls. I saved him some bacon and eggs and wondered what was going on, but it was tough to pin him down with little ears trailing around after me.

The front door opened, and Hawk and Henry raced over to squeeze my neck, their dad followed, closing the door behind him.

Hawk pulled back with a grin. “Daddy work!”

“Yes. Your dad is working today.” I smiled up at Gage and straightened.

Although his boys were only about six months younger than mine, being near them accentuated the rapid development of baby shifters. It was hard to believe in another six months, these little guys would have no trouble with full sentences and have the dexterity to catch a ball one-handed.

Gage handed me their diaper bag, a quick hug, and headed for the door. “Thanks, Naomi. by the way, Asher wants us to meet at the Wolf Pack Bar at five o’clock.”

I nodded. “Want me to bring all the boys over?”

“That’d be great. I’ll see you there.” He eyed his little guys. “Best behavior.”

“Yup!” Hawk and Henry saluted their dad and burst into giggles.

As the door closed, Asher came around the corner. I caught his scent before I could see him. And he looked worried. We needed to talk.

I took all the boys into the living room and boosted them up onto the couch one by one. “Bumps on a log. We don’t get off, okay?”

“The floor is lava!” Ben squealed.

“Yes. The floor is lava.” I made eye contact with each of them. “I’ll put a DVD on. No roughhousing, understand?”

They all nodded, and then cheers erupted as I popped Finding Nemo into the player. Once I was sure they were engaged, I went to Asher’s side. “I saved you some breakfast.”

He chuffed and took my hand. The simple touch sent a jolt of awareness through me. “Not really hungry right now.”

I raised a brow. “Werewolves are always hungry.”

He finally met my eyes and almost smiled. “Maybe later.”

We sat in the breakfast nook. The open floor plan of the desert estate meant the Red Rocks were visible no matter where you were in the house, but it also lent itself to being able to keep an eye on the toddlers.

“What’s going on?” I whispered.

He shook his head. “Someone contacted the news station. Chandler said they claimed that a politician running for the Senate, Newport, knows something about some military super soldier experiments.”

“Super soldiers?” I tried not to laugh. “Seriously? Like the Terminator?”

“No. Like Operation Moonlight. It was one of Nero’s projects to experiment on turning werewolves into the ultimate soldiers.”

Nero trained jaguar shifter assassins, that much I knew. But I had no idea they were mixed up in the military too. My cluelessness must’ve shown on my face, because Asher quickly started filling in the blanks about Nero and their top-secret government contracts to experiment on werewolf soldiers. The ultimate goal was to give them the ability to shift without waiting for a full moon. And it had killed almost all of them.

I frowned. “Jett was in some kind of experiments at Nero, too, right?”

Jett Kendrick made Asher seem chatty. I’d heard from Cole at some point that Jett’s twin brother hadn’t survive the project at Nero. None of the other werewolves had; Jett was the sole survivor. No one knew what they’d done to alter him, and Jett seemed fine with that. I thought Caldwell had sent him, but finding out the government was also involved, sent a chill down my spine.

Asher nodded. “From what I’ve heard, Jett was in the next generation of super soldier experiments.”

I rubbed my forehead, trying to organize my thoughts. “We can’t let the world find out about those experiments or we’ll all be exposed.”

“Right.” He tensed beside me. “But first, we have to live through tonight.”

“Gage said we’re supposed to be at the Wolf Pack Bar at five, right?”

“Yeah. Ryker’s putting signs up that we have a shareholders’ meeting. He’s sending Alexandra and Mike home early, too.” Alexandra and Mike were the only humans employed at the Wolf Pack Bar. We all liked them, but they didn’t know our secret.

Asher met my eyes. “I asked Vance and Chandler to come to the meeting, too. They’re going to check in before they shift. I don’t know how much control Chandler has over his jaguar, but Vance said he can convince the cat to stick around the bar and keep other cats away. Maybe Chandler will be able to help him.”

I sighed. “I know it was my idea to bring them into the pack, but Cole’s folks are already hesitant about a bitten wolf being our Alpha. Pushing them to accept jaguars into our pack at the same time might be a bridge too far for them.”

“Vance visited the Nero satellite facility in Flagstaff, and Chandler has the leak about the Nero experiments. I want the others to hear everything they have to say firsthand. And if Vance is right and they can keep the Nero assassins away from us tonight, then the rest of the pack should see that Vance and Chandler would make us stronger.”

“Pretty risky gamble.” I tried not to envision the two jaguars trapping all of us inside the bar.

Too late.

Asher must’ve sensed my apprehension because he took my hand and laced his fingers with mine, uniting us. “Vance has known where our compound is for years. Has he ever attacked us during a new moon?”

I thought about it and finally shook my head. Asher was right. “And Chandler knows where we live.”

He nodded. “We’ll find out tonight if he can control the jaguar when he shifts.” Asher rolled his shoulders back. “We don’t have time to screw around with werewolf traditions. You were right about diversity being who we are. I’m betting it’ll make us stronger.”

His acknowledgment of my opinion further cemented my belief that he was our best chance at an Alpha. Asher might not see it yet, but he was a born leader. He brought everyone up with him instead of ordering them around. He wasn’t burdened by pride or entitlement; he was empowered by integrity and determination. Werewolves also tended to be hotheaded, with the physical strength to back up their mercurial moods, but Asher radiated peace. We all enjoyed being near him. He made us better.

His phone buzzed, and he frowned. “It’s Vance.” He took the call, knowing I’d be able to hear both sides of the conversation. “Hey, Vance.”

“Asher!” Vance was quick to smile for a man who could kill you just as quickly. It baffled me how he could be such a walking contradiction. His tone darkened a little as he went on. “I wanted to talk before the meeting at the bar. I ran into a money weasel today.”

Asher caught my eye, and I shrugged. I didn’t know what the hell Vance was talking about either. “What’s a money weasel?” Asher asked.

“They’re couriers who deliver funds to grease the palms of politicians. This guy works for some of the shadier dark money lobbyists out there.”

I leaned in closer to the phone and asked, “Why were you hanging out with a politician?”

“Hey, Naomi.” Vance cleared his throat. “I wasn’t hanging out with the wanker. An old mate from Nero, Duane Clarkson, is staying at their station in Flagstaff, so I was tracking him to see if I could figure out where they were planning on shifting tonight. Imagine my surprise when the money weasel from DC shows up.” He whistled and cursed under his breath. “Shocked the shit outta me. Anyway, Duane took an envelope of cash from the guy and sped away, so I tailed the weasel. When I got him alone, he spilled everything. The money wasn’t for a hit; it was for an abduction.”

Asher frowned. “Why would a lobbying firm want someone in Arizona abducted?”

Worry burned a hole in my stomach. What if the two jaguars who had penned me inside the house were after the boys all along? Maybe I was being paranoid, but the thought of someone hunting my children was a whole new level of terror.

“Your guess is as good as mine, mate, but none of the ex-Nero jaguars will be able to snatch someone tonight when they have paws, so it’ll either go down before sunset or not until tomorrow. Might be a quiet new moon tonight. I doubt they’ll spill blood if they’re planning a kidnapping. Best not to have the police sniffing around for evidence, if you know what I mean.”

“A murder would have the authorities on high alert,” Asher agreed. “Thanks for the heads-up. See you later at the meeting.”

He ended the call and met my eyes. “What if this payment is connected to Chandler’s super soldiers story?”

I frowned. “I’m not following.”

“The jaguars surrounded our compound last night. If they were looking for revenge, why not just pepper the place with gunfire? You told me they were covering both doors. They didn’t want anyone to escape.”

I glanced over at the boys and back to Asher, my voice dropping to a whisper. “You think they wanted to kidnap us?”

A muscle in Asher’s cheek tensed, his shoulder tight as he shrugged. “I’m just guessing, but if someone saw the classified experiments on shifters and wanted to prove to the rest of the world they were real, how better to do it than to capture one?”

My mouth went dry. “And the easiest would be…”

“A child.” He squeezed my hand and waited for me to make eye contact. “I could be way off base here, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

For the first time since Caldwell’s death, raw terror clawed its way into my consciousness. “If anything happens to my boys—”

“I won’t let anyone touch them.” He brought my hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. “We’ll be cautious.”

“Okay.” The intensity and confidence in his gaze calmed the swell of panic. I swallowed the lump in my throat and glanced at the clock. “Can you move up the meeting at the Wolf Pack Bar? We need to get everyone on the same page.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” He tipped his head toward the television. “They can bring the movie with them. There’s a DVD player in the back office of the bar.”

“Good plan.” I busied myself packing snacks and putting little boots on the boys for the trip across the valley.

Asher grabbed Hawk and Henry’s car seats from the bench by the door where Gage had left them. “I’ll go put these in the Jeep.”

“Okay, I’ll meet you out there.”

He nodded and went outside. Once I had wrangled all four boys into jackets, I hoisted my bag onto my shoulder. “Everyone hold a hand.”

I glanced out the picture window as I reached for the door. Asher was by the Jeep, but as he straightened and closed the door, his hand snapped up to his shoulder. A second later, he collapsed, falling face first onto ground. I started to turn the knob to go help him, but two men in camouflage fatigues rushed out from the brush, guns drawn.

Adrenaline shot through me, and I dragged the boys away from the door. “Hiding place. Now.”

They raced for the closet in Ben and Bart’s room. Ever since the fight to free ourselves from Caldwell, we have practiced with them to hide in the safe room at the back of the boys’ closet. I had hoped like hell we would never need it, but they had been born into a dangerous world.

Once they were all inside, I knelt down, my heart in my throat. “Remember: be quiet and wait for someone from our pack to open this door.”

Bart caught my hand. “Be careful, Mama.”

“I will, honey. Stay safe for me.”

He nodded stoically as I closed the door. The lock engaged, and I ran down the hallway to the coat closet. I felt around the shelf over the jackets until I found my Glock stashed there. I checked the magazine and slammed it into the gun, pulling back the slide. I peered out the window. Still only two of them. One had a rifle pointed at Asher’s head and the other guy had one hanging from his shoulder. His handgun was aimed at my front door.

Sweat rolled down my forehead as I struggled to keep a grip on myself. I had a black belt in martial arts. Self-defense was nothing new, but until I’d been bitten, facing someone with a gun was far from the norm. Add to the mix that I had no idea if Asher was dead or alive, and I was split hair away from losing my shit. Crying was not going to help my aim.

“Right now, he’s only got a tranquilizer dart in him,” one of them shouted, looking straight at our front door. “If you’re not out here by the time I count to five, my partner will put a bullet in the wolf’s brain.”

Fuck. I couldn’t let Asher die. And I wasn’t about to let these guys get the boys, either. I took out my cell and pressed Kaya’s name. Unlike the rest of us, Kaya could shift at will, and the jaguars wouldn’t be expecting her. I shot her a text.

Jaguars. Boys in the safe room. Need you.

I hit “Send” and tucked my phone into my pocket. Gripping my gun with both hands, I opened the door and stepped out.

The second man’s rifle snapped up in my direction. “Drop your weapon.”

“Fat chance,” I replied. “You’ll be dead before you can pull that trigger.”

The guy with the handgun smirked. “We don’t have time for a pissing contest.” The rifle went back to Asher’s head. “Maybe we should just kill him.”

“No,” I shouted, lowering my gun as my mind raced. If they wanted the boys, why bother tranquilizing Asher?

“Drop the gun,” he said again.

I didn’t move. The rifle shot deafened my ears, but I could still hear my scream as red dirt exploded beside Asher’s head. No scent of blood, thank god.

“Next one is in his brain. Your choice.”

And then I understood why they had only tranquilized him. Asher was their leverage. If he was already dead, they didn’t have a bargaining chip. Plus, I’d be pissed and more likely to go down in a blaze of glory. As long as there was a chance I could save his life, they had me.

I dropped my gun, praying Kaya would be here soon. “Don’t hurt him.”

The one with the rifle aimed at Asher stayed at his post while the other one with the handgun came toward me, his gun aimed at my chest. He had zip ties on my wrists so fast I gasped.

“Don’t struggle or he dies.” He got behind me, pushing me down the driveway.

Suddenly, I wished we had neighbors. But sadly, on our remote ranch, there was no neighborhood watch.

Come on, Kaya.

Behind me, the rifle went off again, and I lost it. I threw my head backward, cracking it into the jaguar’s nose. The scent of blood awoke the wolf inside me. I pivoted and landed a solid spin kick to the guy’s face. He fell in the dirt, and I ran back to the house, toward Asher. The one standing with Asher turned the rifle and fired at me. The bullet skimmed my right shoulder, knocking me off-balance. I barely registered the pain; all my focus was on Asher.

The guy hooked the rifle strap over his shoulder and tackled me. He was bigger than his partner, who was still holding his busted face, and my hands were bound, but I still kicked the crap out of his shins as he wrapped his arms around me and lifted me against his chest. In spite of my struggling, he had no trouble carrying me farther away from the house where a black van sat parked on the shoulder of the private road.

I didn’t know if Asher was dead or alive, and my heart ached more than my shoulder. It would be so easy to sink into tears, but those boys in the safe room still needed me to fight. I leaned in closer to my abductor and bit his shoulder until the coppery taste of blood filled my mouth.

He dropped me on my ass in the dirt. “Fucking bitch bit me!”

I spat his blood on the ground and scrambled to my feet. “You shot him anyway. I’ll kill you.” I pivoted to run, but he caught my bound wrists, jarring my shoulder.

“Shut the fuck up.” His partner jerked me to my feet before jamming a gag into my mouth. “You’re lucky we need you alive.”

They dragged me to the van and threw me in the back. I stared at the house, at Asher as the door rolled closed. He never moved.


CHAPTER 13


Asher

“Asher?” The voice was far away but familiar.

I blinked until my vision cleared. What the hell happened? The fog in my head slowed my recollections. How did I get on the ground? Pain stabbed through the haze. I looked up and frowned. “Kaya?”

“You’re bleeding.”

I lifted my head and growled. My right leg had been shot. I moved my toes and tentatively bent my knee. It ached, but it wasn’t broken. “Missed the bone.”

Kaya helped me up, and a sudden gust of wind carried Naomi’s scent. And blood.

Adrenaline cleared out the last vestiges of unconsciousness as I scanned the area. “Where’s Naomi?”

“I’m not sure yet.” Kaya wrapped an arm around my waist. “Let’s get you inside first.”

As we got closer to the house, we found the Glock that was usually hidden in the coat closet discarded in the dirt. Not a good sign. I picked it up as we hobbled up to the door, rage and worry deadening the pain in my leg. “Where are the boys?”

“Safe room.” She grunted, helping me forward. “Naomi sent me a text.”

I shook my head and reached for my shoulder, plucking a small dart free. “I never smelled them. How did jaguars sneak up on me?”

She inspected the dart and set it on the windowsill. “Probably a long-distance rifle. Once you were down, they moved in.”

I limped down the hall toward the boys’ room. I prayed Naomi was inside with them. I entered the combination into the digital keypad, and the door opened. Four scared little boys stared up at me, but there was no sign of Naomi.

Kaya knelt, hugging the boys and reassuring them while I leaned on one of the twin beds and took out my phone. I hit Vance’s number.

“Hey, Asher. What’s up?”

How much time had I lost? I didn’t know. “Are you at the Wolf Pack Bar?”

“Yeah. All the wolves are here and a pretty-boy newscaster.” He paused. “Havin’ car trouble?”

“Trouble, but the cars are fine.” I stared at the hole in my leg. “Tell everyone there’s a change in plans. I need them to come to me at the ranch.”

Vance chuckled. “Not many are happy to see me here, mate. Might be better to have a wolf passin’ down your orders.”

I lowered my voice in case others were standing near Vance. “That abduction you warned me about.” I clenched my jaw and spit the words out. “They took Naomi.”

Vance cursed under his breath. “It’s new moon tonight. Me and the Pretty Boy will be shifting in a couple hours. We won’t be much help.”

“Tell Cole I’ve been shot, and I need his kit. You and Chandler can shift on the pack property out here. Dex and Deacon can track you and make sure you stay away from the humans.” Making plans forced the panic to back the fuck off so I could think. “Tell Gage the boys are safe.”

“Will do. See you soon, mate.”

I ended the call and tossed my phone on the bed. Bart came closer, all his attention on the blood draining down my leg.

He lifted his face, meeting my eyes. “Who hurt you?”

Truthfully, I never saw them, but the stench in the yard was all jaguar. “The jaguars came back. But they’re gone now.”

He glanced at the bedroom door and back up to me. “Where’s Mama?”

His simple question gutted me. It took a second for me to steady my voice. “I’m not sure, buddy, but I’m going to find her.”

And I meant it. Every damned word.

In that moment, staring into Bart’s eyes, my future was decided. There wasn’t time left for anymore fucking around. This pack needed a leader, and I was beyond caring what the elders thought. I’d become the Alpha of the Sedona Pack, and I pitied any wolves who tried to get in my way.
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Cole finished stitching me up and straightened. “Go easy on that leg, but you should be fine.”

I nodded and looked over at our pack doc’s parents, who were on the sofa doting on the four boys. I appreciated them, even if the feeling wasn’t exactly mutual. I stood up, struggling not to wince. If I was going to convince this pack to follow me, weakness wasn’t going to get the job done.

I cleared my throat. “Naomi is missing. I’m going to find her, but I need your help to bring her home.”

I scanned the room. Cole, Ryker, Gage, Vance, Chandler, Kaya, and even our newest member, Shane, were all ready to fight with me. Deacon, Dex, Jett, and Cole’s folks didn’t look nearly as determined.

“I invited Vance and Chandler to meet with us tonight because I think they can make us stronger.” I paused, half expecting them to contradict me. Instead, they iced me. I shook my head with disgust. “Don’t you see? We can’t go on pretending we’re a pack. We’re not human anymore; some of you never have been. The point is, these ex-Nero assassins are going to keep coming at us until we fold.” I stared directly at Grant and Connie Vega. “I won’t let that happen.”

Cole’s dad got up, his jaw set. “I was born into a pack. Having a strong Alpha that other packs respect is important.” He opened his hands. “You’re a good man, Asher, but you were only a man a few years ago. We need a real wolf.”

Naomi’s voice whispered through my memories as I growled. “All of you real wolves allowed humans like me, Naomi, Gage, Ryker, and Kaya to be bitten and caged like animals, so you’ll understand when I say I don’t give a flying fuck about your opinion. Right now, bringing Naomi home is all that matters. Help me, or get the hell out of my way.”

Cole came over and stood beside me, followed by Gage, Kaya, Ryker, and Shane and his mate, Piper. Their support meant more to me than I could articulate.

Cole stared at his parents and the other born wolves. “If one of you is willing to step up and be our Alpha, do it. Otherwise, shut the hell up and get behind the man who is.”

A car engine roared outside. I tensed, grabbing Naomi’s discarded gun.

Vance went to the window and turned back with a smile. “Were we expecting Luke and Raven?”

The cavalry. I limped to the door, opening it as Luke and Raven came inside. We clasped forearms, and Luke frowned. “Who shot you?”

“No clue. They tranqed me first.”

Luke raised a brow. “Why would they bother knocking you out before using a bullet?”

“Probably to convince Naomi to go with them willingly.”

His eyes widened. “They took Naomi? Why?”

Chandler came to my side. “Someone knows about Operation Moonlight. They called the station anonymously. I think they’re working with Brad Newport.”

“The guy running for senator?” Raven glanced at Luke and then back to me. “This is bad. General Sloan retired, so we don’t have an ally on the Strategic Forces subcommittee anymore. What if someone is trying to declassify that research?”

“Then we’re fucked.” I ground my teeth. “The world will know shifters are real, and they’ll see footage of tortured men at their most dangerous. We’ll be hunted down like vicious animals.”

Jett crossed his arms, his deep baritone voice cutting through the room. “We’ll take Newport out before he ever gets to Washington.”

Jett had been a Green Beret before volunteering for a mission codenamed the Wolf Project. From what Sebastian had told us, the Wolf Project was the next generation of Operation Moonlight. And somehow, Jett Kendrick had survived.

He had intimidation down to an art form, but I’d grown up under judgmental and disapproving glares, so Jett’s tactics had no effect on me. “Killing a candidate for the Senate is a great way to bring the police right to our doorstep.” I narrowed my eyes, daring him to contradict me. Hell, half of me hoped he would. Punching someone would be a welcome distraction from the stabbing ache in my heart. I had promised Naomi I would protect her, and they had gotten to her anyway.

Shoving my self-loathing aside, I scanned the room. “The Nero assassins were hired by someone to capture a werewolf. If we don’t bring her back before the full moon, they’ll have all the proof they need that shifters exist, and that Nero’s research records are real.”

“We helped Sloan destroy Nero.” Jett crossed his arms. “These are rogue jaguars. How would anyone know they exist, let alone hire them?”

I glanced at Vance and back to Jett. “Nero had satellite facilities across the country and they’ve got a new leader. They’re organized and right now, we’re not. That needs to change. Now.”

Silence settled over the room.

Vance cleared his throat. “One other thing, mate.” All eyes went to the Australian. “You’re our ace in the hole for now.”

“Me?” I frowned. “Why?”

“Because the Nero jaguars, and the wankers who hired them, think you’re dead.” Vance glanced at the rest of the room. “I have a guy on the inside, too.” He focused on me again. “You’re on the short list of wolves worth protecting. My mate must’ve been the one who shot you, or that bullet wouldn’t have hit your leg.”

I raised a brow. “You make it sound like I should be grateful.”

Vance shrugged. “You’re only breathing because he was at the trigger. Anyone else would’ve followed orders and put that bullet in your brain.”

I scoffed. “Would’ve been better if he hadn’t hit me at all.”

“Not a lot of choices. Jaguars may not have a wolf’s keen sense of smell, but we still have much stronger senses than humans. He needed the scent of your blood in the air or his partner would’ve known he didn’t follow his orders. His cover would be blown.”

Before I could reply, Jett interrupted. “All of Nero must know by now that Vance helped kill their leader.” His dark eyes narrowed on the jaguar. “Why would any of them help you?”

Vance’s trademark smile faded. “Many of us weren’t loyal to Antonio Severino. He offered us a safe place to shift and a cover to hide our secret, but nothing beyond that. He was a sadistic bastard. Now that Antonio’s gone, some are hell-bent on revenge, but not all. There are jaguars out there who just want a fair shot at a new life. My mate, Trager, is one of those.”

I zeroed in on Vance. “If he’s your inside man, then he can tell us where they’re holding Naomi.”

Vance wiped his forehead. “It’s probably safe to say she’s at the satellite facility in Flagstaff. I can get more details, but if I don’t get outside soon, there’s going to be a jungle cat in your living room.”

He went to the back door, and Chandler started to follow. The newscaster turned back, his eyes locked on mine. “I didn’t ask for any of this, but I’m here and I’ll help you however I can.”

They closed the back door, and I turned to face the others—the men and women of my pack. “Dex and Deacon, can you keep an eye on Chandler and Vance? Be sure the jaguars stay here on the ranch, far away from the tourists.”

The twin brothers glanced at each other and back to me. “You’re not the Alpha yet,” Dex growled.

Luke cleared his throat. “Raven and I can watch them.”

“You sure?” I raised a brow, grateful for my friend from Adam’s pack in Reno.

Luke clapped my shoulder as he passed behind me, his voice barely a whisper. “You belong here. Don’t let them make you feel otherwise.”

Once he and Raven were gone, I sat on one of the barstools, resting my throbbing leg. “Yesterday, I didn’t give a shit who became the Alpha, but today, Naomi is gone, and I’m finished waiting for someone to step up. We’ll be stronger with those two jaguars in our pack, so I asked them to join us.”

Cole’s father frowned. “I know you’re new, Asher, but a wolf pack is only for wolves.”

“Who says?” I crossed my arms. “Last time I checked there’s no werewolf manual. Our pack can be whatever we choose.” I glanced at Kaya. “We already have a skin walker.” I focused on Grant again. “The pack in Reno has three jaguars now, plus the Alpha’s daughter is a jaguar shifter, too. Inviting a couple of loyal jaguars into our pack isn’t that radical.”

Connie sighed, taking the little boys off the sofa. “I think Jett should be our Alpha.”

“Fine.” I shrugged, looking over at Jett. “Works for me.”

“No.” Jett shook his head emphatically. “No way.”

I turned to Connie again. “Any other nominees?”

She rolled her eyes and walked the boys down the hall toward their room.

“I’m serious.” I scanned the room. “Anyone else?”

Deacon and Dex didn’t make eye contact. Cole stayed next to me and cleared his throat. “I can find out how Malcolm Sloan founded the Reno Pack without being an Alpha’s son.”

Grant chuffed. “Malcolm Sloan had no respect for our traditions.”

“Then I like him more already,” I growled and got to my feet, stars lighting the edge of my vision. “I’m going out front to see if I can track the guys who took Naomi. I’d like my packmates to help, but if you’d rather sit in here and debate birth records, you can go fuck yourselves.”

Outside, I kicked myself for not grabbing something to use as a cane or walking stick, but there was no way in hell I was going back into that room. The childhood chip on my shoulder was in full force and effect, but I didn’t bother trying to talk myself down. Fuck them. I just wanted Naomi back in my arms, wanted her safe. I didn’t give a shit about being Alpha.

Gage, Cole, Ryker, Kaya, Shane, and Piper all followed me out into the darkness. Once we had Naomi, maybe we’d make our own smaller pack while the others pretended that they were safe without an Alpha.

Cole patted my back. “Sorry, man. They’ll come around.”

I shrugged it off. Masking my hurt came so naturally, it had become a part of who I was. “Not sure I want to be Alpha over so many blowhards anyway.”

Cole didn’t respond. What could he say? They were his parents. I appreciated the balls it took to walk out on them and come outside with me.

Gage approached with a broken manzanita branch. He snapped off its smaller branches and handed it to me. “Thought you could use this.”

I took the walking stick and smiled. Instant relief flooded me as it took the weight off my wounded leg. “Thanks, Gage.”

“Welcome.” He looked up at the house and shook his head. “For what it’s worth, I’d be proud to call you my Alpha.” He clapped my shoulder and disappeared into the darkness before I could respond. His vote of confidence gave me hope.

I made my way farther down the driveway with the light from my cell phone illuminating the dirt. If they had left a trail, I’d find it. Most of my life had been spent outdoors, and I still volunteered for the Yavapai County Search and Rescue Team. I was an experienced rock climber, rescuing more than my fair share of lost or trapped hikers. This was my specialty.

I quieted the worry for Naomi that had been screaming in my ears and the simmering rage at the judgmental assholes inside the house, and I focused on the story that lay out in front of me in the dirt. Naomi had put up a fight. The footprints showed two men, plus Naomi, though many of the prints were marred from the struggle. Then Naomi’s footprints were suddenly gone, and one of the jaguar’s gaits changed, his strides now smaller. He was probably carrying her.

A few feet closer to the street, I stopped and bent over, wary of my wounded leg. I reached down and brushed my fingers along the dark drops in the already-red dirt. Bringing my fingertips to my nose, relief swelled. This was a jaguar’s blood, not Naomi’s. She had hurt him. It also confirmed my suspicion that they needed her alive until the full moon.

When I got to the street, I found something else: a cell phone. I picked it up and lit up the screen. Bart and Ben’s smiling faces in the bathtub glowed in the darkness. I lifted my head, staring up at the stars. A breeze tugged at my hair as I closed my eyes. “I’m coming for you, Naomi.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and whispered, “I’ll never stop.”


CHAPTER 14


Naomi

They jerked the black bag off my head and left me alone in a white, windowless cell. My hands were still bound behind me when the lock engaged.

“Where am I?” I shouted.

Nothing.

“I know you can hear me!” I circled around the small cell and stopped in front of a tiny security camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling. I narrowed my eyes, imagining myself staring right at the bastard. “You’re going to regret this! You can’t keep my hands tied forever.”

Even as I shouted threats, part of me wondered if the others would even be searching for me without Asher leading the charge. I wasn’t so sure. I had complete faith in Asher, but he was… I couldn’t even think it.

Silence was the only response.

I sat on the bench, burying the swell of emotions brewing inside me. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. But god, my heart had never hurt like this. They’d separated me from my little boys, and if I didn’t get out of here soon, I might never see them again. And then there was Asher. They shot him. I smelled his blood. I wanted to curl into a ball and cry, but that wouldn’t get me out of this cell. I needed to keep my head and find a way out.

It didn’t help that my wolf was agitated too, growling close to the surface of my soul, aching for her mate.

How was I supposed to explain to her that he was gone?

I leaned forward, head down, staring at my dirty tennis shoes. I never got to tell Asher how I felt. I’d only just discovered it myself. I thought we’d have more time. It would be so easy to dive into the bottomless well of grief and rage, but madness wasn’t going to get me out of this cage. My boys needed me to make it home.

Once again, I needed to be strong for them.

The lock turned behind me, and I shot to my feet. A tall woman dressed in all black entered the room. She lowered her key card on the lanyard around her neck, inspecting me with her aloof gaze. Her scent was all jaguar as she circled me. She wore her blond hair pulled back in a tight French twist, and even without make-up, she seemed…put together. Dangerous.

And if she didn’t get out of here soon, she’d be a big jungle cat in my cell.

The door closed behind her, and she came a step closer, shears in hand. “Sit down and I’ll cut your hands free.”

I did as she’d instructed, biting back a groan as my hands came loose from the bindings. My shoulders ached like crazy as I rubbed my raw wrists.

The blonde tapped the flat side of the blades against her palm. “I sent them for a child, and here you are in my holding cell.” She pulled in a slow breath, and a smug smile curved her lips. “At least you’re a wolf.”

“I have a name. It’s Naomi.” I tensed, lifting my head as I rose to my full height. My feet instinctively found my fighting stance. “And you have no right to keep me here.”

“I’m Natasha,” she countered, “And you don’t have any rights. Not anymore. Since you wolves destroyed the Nero facility, we lost Antonio Severino’s government contracts. We need money, so because of you and your wolf friends, we’ve been forced to accept work we never would have considered before.”

I rolled my sore shoulders. “Abduction of children. You must be so proud.”

She strode forward, tucking the scissors into her back pocket. “Judge me all you like, but I’ll have enough money for free passage out of this country, and you and the rest of the wolves will be studied like monsters and then hunted into extinction.”

I shook my head. “You’re naive if you think they’ll let you live. After they wipe out werewolves, jaguars will be next.”

“Not if they don’t know we exist. Severino only experimented on wolves for the government.”

“As far as you know,” I snarled.

She blinked and turned on her heel toward the door. “I’m not here to debate the future with you.”

“Why are you here exactly?” I crossed my arms, bottling up my despair and worry over my boys and Asher and exchanging it for some white-hot rage. “My pack will find me. They won’t give up until they do. And then you won’t be leaving the country unless it’s in a body bag.”

She chuckled. “Don’t get your hopes up. You’re three stories underground, and we’ve been watching your group. They’re far from a true pack. And now that their Alpha is dead, they’re probably arguing right now about who will search for you. Wasting precious time.”

I didn’t take the bait. There would be time to mourn Asher later. Right now, I needed to figure out how to get out and back home to Bart and Ben. “You still haven’t told me what you want.”

She stood up. “This transaction requires a living werewolf, so I needed to confirm you were still breathing.” She went to the door. “Mission accomplished.”

I was not going to be her “transaction”. While her back was turned, I rushed forward and kicked the back of her knees. She crumpled, crashing to the floor. I leapt over her, racing for the exit and praying I got out before she shifted.

Natasha hopped to her feet with catlike reflexes. I had to hurry. Shit.

I scrambled to find anything that I could grab and use as a weapon. With any luck, between my enhanced werewolf strength and the adrenaline coursing through my veins, maybe I could Hulk my way out.

Natasha pulled a Taser from her belt, a grim sneer on her face. “There’s nowhere for you run.”

Come on, come on, come on. I made it to the door at the end of the hallway, but there wasn’t anything to grip to pull it open. Without a key card, I wasn’t going anywhere.

She shot the Taser, and I rolled to the side, the prongs slamming into the metal security door.

She cursed under her breath, her eyes narrowing. “I’ll kill you if I have to.”

“Bullshit. I’m worth nothing to you dead.” I kept eyeing the lanyard around her neck. I needed her key card.

“Every floor is guarded 24-7 by jaguar assassins.”

I bolted forward, colliding with her so hard we both went down. I grabbed her lanyard to jerk it off over her head. “I’m willing to take my chances.”

The door behind me burst open. Electricity vibrated through my body, and blood filled my mouth as I bit my tongue. When the current finally stopped, I collapsed onto the floor and the world around me went dark.


CHAPTER 15


Asher

Against his better judgment, Cole drove me to Flagstaff. He was right. I was in no condition to go on a rescue mission with a hole in my thigh, but there was no way I could sleep not knowing if Naomi was all right.

I wished Vance were with us. He knew the location of the Nero satellite facility, but he was also a hulking jaguar right now. Tough to drive with paws.

The new moon was another reason I wanted to go now. All the Nero jaguars would be outdoors in their animal form by now. They’d need human mercenaries to guard their prisoner. Even wounded, I was stronger than any human. This might be our best chance to bring Naomi home.

Shane and Piper stayed behind to guard the two sets of twins. Not that I didn’t trust Cole’s folks, but I felt better knowing Shane was nearby. He was handy with firearms, and Piper was a veterinarian like Cole, so if any injuries came up, she could help.

Gage and Ryker filled the back seat. Gage had been fresh out of the military when he was bitten, and of the four of us, he was the best marksman. Ryker gave us brute strength, and with Cole at my side, hopefully he could keep me patched up enough to stay vertical.

“Vance didn’t give you an address?” Gage leaned forward from the back seat. “How are we going to find this place?”

I glanced over my shoulder. “I know it’s in the woods off the highway. We’ll ditch the car and follow their scents.”

Ryker grunted from the back seat. “You’re not exactly ready to hike, Asher.”

“I’ll be fine.” I clenched my jaw, staring out into the darkness. “We’re scouting. I want to know where they’re keeping Naomi. If we see an opportunity to grab her, we’ll take it. Otherwise, we get a lay of the land and come back with the rest of the pack tomorrow.”

Cole tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Sorry about tonight. I knew my folks would be a problem, but I really thought the others would support you.”

“None of them volunteered, either. Maybe they’ll come around.” I shrugged and looked at Cole. “If they don’t, I’m fine with splitting off and starting our own pack.”

Cole exited the highway onto a two-lane road that snaked through the forest. He kept his focus forward as he spoke. “I think that would be a big mistake. Werewolves are territorial even when we try not to be. You’ll constantly be defending an invisible border. No one wants that.”

I scanned the shadows for any sign of a building in the woods. “I meant what I said about not trusting them to lead us.”

Cole sighed. “You have every right to be wary, but speaking as one of the wolves who looked the other way while Caldwell had his goons biting humans, I didn’t understand the scope of his rapid growth plan, and he never told us about the storage units. We thought a few women had been bitten. Raven had dated Bo, so we were led to believe they were mates.”

I wasn’t going to debate this with him. There was no way to justify what had happened in Sedona. The sins committed under Caldwell’s leadership could never be repeated, and I was bound to that cause more with every passing hour.

A dirt turnout on the right caught my eye. I pointed it out to Cole. “Let’s park there.”

My leg protested as I got out, but I did my best to hide the pain. I closed my eyes, allowing my other senses to reach out. Ryker and Gage popped the trunk, taking out their weapons. I registered the sound and filed it away, focusing instead on the scents—rabbit, deer, and…jaguar. More than one.

The others stopped beside me. I opened my eyes and turned to Cole. “I want you with me in case my leg gives out.” My gaze slid over to Gage and Ryker. “You two tail us. Let me know if the jaguars come back. Remember they probably outnumber us, so we’re not here to start a war. If we see an opening, getting Naomi home safe is our only priority tonight.”

Gage met my eyes. “Be careful.”

“You too.” I glanced at Cole as I pulled my gun free of the holster at my belt. “Ready?”

He nodded, drawing his weapon. “Let’s do this.”

I tracked the jungle-cat scents deeper into the woods, keeping my attention on the soil for any sign of footprints. The moonless sky made it tough for me to see, but the jaguars would have no issue. They could be watching us right now for all I knew. I shook off the unsettling thought and focused on hunting for Naomi.

The Oak Creek Vista overlook was one of the most popular tourist spots for pictures. It sat on the edge of a sheer cliff face. Why were the jaguar scents here? Nero wouldn’t want their satellite facility in the open. They’d want privacy while they worked on Antonio Severino’s sick vision of a new world order built on hired hits and modified shifter DNA.

I frowned and inhaled the night air. Why would the Nero team be shifting near a park? It didn’t make sense. But the scent was definitely stronger in this direction.

Under my breath, I whispered to Cole, “I don’t like this… Stay alert.”

He nodded, scanning the darkness. “Too many different people have been around here. I’m not catching any jaguar scents.”

But I was. I filtered out all the other distractions, keeping my attention on one faint but fresh scent: blood.

The pain in my leg was instantly forgotten. I moved as quietly as I could, making my way east, the scent getting stronger with each step. I tightened my grip on my gun. Cole followed me, his weapon at the ready. I signaled him to wait, and brought my weapon in close to my chest, pulling in a deep breath before I circled a large pine tree, aiming my Glock at a man tugging on his jeans. A man who just shifted back from his jaguar form.

“Put the fucking gun away,” he hissed as he picked up his shirt.

“Not until you tell me where to find Naomi.” There was a crescent-shaped wound on his shoulder. It oozed, probably broken open when he shifted. It looked suspiciously like teeth marks. The drops of jaguar blood in the dirt popped in my head. “She bit you when you were trying to abduct her, didn’t she?”

If she had been in wolf form, the bite would’ve made this guy a wolf-jaguar hybrid, but our bites didn’t pack that kind of punch without a full moon. As a human, they’d hurt, but there was no modifying DNA, no converting into a werewolf. Only the wolf could accomplish that.

The jaguar straightened with his shirt in his hand as his green eyes narrowed into slits. “We weren’t trying. We did take her.”

“Go ahead.” I caressed the trigger. “Bait me one more time.”

“And alert all the other jaguars that we’ve got an intruder?” He raised a brow. “Vance told me you were smart.”

“Wait.” I lowered my weapon. “Are you Trager?”

“Yeah.” He pulled his shirt on. “And if you want to live long enough to save her, you’ll get your ass out of here before the others come back.”

This was the bastard who shot me. I ground my teeth, reminding myself that Trager’s partner had thought he’d put a bullet in my head, not my leg. “I’m not going anywhere until I know she’s all right.”

He ran a hand back through his hair. “She attacked Natasha earlier and got herself Tased, but otherwise, she’s fine.” He checked the area and whispered. “Tell Vance I’ll meet him at the Wolf Pack Bar tomorrow night.”

“Can you get a message to Naomi?”

“I can try.” He shook his head. “No promises.”

“Tell her I’m alive, and I’m coming for her.” I paused and added, “Why are you helping us?”

“I owe Vance a favor.” He met my eyes. “And I think shifters have no business in politics. If the humans discover Nero’s genetic testing, they may go after werewolves at first, but it’s only a matter of time before we’re all in danger.” A branch snapped in the distance. Trager flinched. “Shit. You better go. Now.”

“Tell Naomi.”

He nodded. “If I can, I will.”

That would have to be good enough.
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Kaya was the only one at the ranch when we got back. She got up from the couch when I came through the door, concern lining her eyes. “Did you find her?”

“Not exactly.” The house was too quiet. “Where are the boys?”

She smiled. “All four are asleep in Bart and Ben’s room.”

I scanned the living area. “I thought Shane and Piper were sticking around as backup.”

“You just missed them. They went out back to sweep the yard for any sign of Nero jaguars. They should be back soon.”

I nodded, finally releasing a pent-up breath. “Thanks, Kaya.” I sat on the couch and put my leg up on the table. “I met Vance’s inside man tonight. Naomi’s been giving them hell in there, but she’s all right for now.” I shook my head, lifting my gaze to Kaya’s face. “We’re lucky it was Trager we found. I shouldn’t have run off half-cocked like that. I’m in no condition for a fight.” I rubbed my hands on my jeans. “Fear is new for me, and apparently, it makes me stupid. I could’ve gotten all of us killed.”

Gage came in the front door and took a seat on the other couch. “Don’t be so quick to take all the credit. Nobody forced us to go with you.”

I chuckled and glanced at the door. “Where are Cole and Ryker?”

“They both have to be at work in the morning, so they took off. I had to come and collect my little squirts.” Gage looked around the room and back at Kaya. “Speaking of, where are they hiding?”

“Sleeping with Bart and Ben. Are you working tomorrow?”

Gage nodded. “Yeah.”

“Why don’t you just let them sleep?” Kaya settled back into the couch. “I’ll watch them.”

“You sure?” Gage asked. “Don’t you have to work, too?”

She swiped her hand. “I told my restaurant manager I was sick. They can handle things for a couple days.” She sobered, her gaze alternating between me and Gage. “Naomi will be back soon anyway, right.”

God, I wanted that to be true.

I looked over at Gage. “Thanks for backing me up tonight. Hopefully my leg will be a lot better tomorrow, and with Vance’s help, maybe we can bring Naomi home.”

Gage got to his feet. “Let me know if you need me.”

He disappeared down the hallway to peek in at the boys, and I glanced over at Kaya. “Did the born wolves say anything when they left?”

“No one else volunteered to be our Alpha if that’s what you’re wondering.” Although Kaya was recognized as a part of the Navajo tribe by the government, being a skin walker was a secret that kept an outsider on the reservation. We shared the yearning to belong. Somewhere.

She met my eyes. “Give them some time. I think they’ll come around.”

I shook my head, dropping my gaze to my hands. “Naomi is my mate.”

The words surprised me. I hadn’t planned to blurt them out or tell anyone in the pack. It seemed wrong to announce it without Naomi at my side.

Kaya scooted forward on the couch, turning to face me. “Like a real mate? Like Luke and Raven?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “We touched the other day, skin to skin, and my wolf came unglued inside me. She felt it, too.”

“Wow.” Kaya shook her head. “I thought since we weren’t born wolves, we didn’t have true mates.” A line creased her brow. “Why didn’t you tell the others?”

“Feels weird to say anything to anyone without Naomi here. We’re still trying to navigate what it all means.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’ve never had a connection like this with anyone before.” I sighed, meeting her gaze. “The wolf is agitated with her gone, too, and it’s making it tough for me to think straight. What kind of Alpha am I to lead my pack into Nero territory during the new moon? We were outnumbered, and I’m not at full fighting strength. It was reckless and stupid.”

“Enough.” Kaya punched my shoulder with a smile. “Ease up on yourself. You’ve never been an Alpha before. I’m pretty sure there’s a learning curve, right? Plus, Naomi is strong. She can handle herself until you can get in there and break her out.”

She was right. Naomi was a fighter.

The back door opened, and Shane and Piper came inside. Shane sat at the bar and looked over at me. “No trace of Nero on the property tonight, and Luke and Raven just left. They wanted me to tell you that Vance and Chandler are shifting back now.”

Piper took the stool beside Shane and rested her head on his shoulder. “I might have to sleep right here.”

Kaya chuckled and got up. “There are three guest rooms in this house. You might as well stay here. I’m spending the night too. Come on, I’ll help you get settled.”

“Thanks, Kaya.” Piper got up and gave Shane a peck on the cheek. “You should rest, too.”

“I’ll be there in a sec.” Shane watched them disappear down the hall and then came over to sit beside me on the sofa. “What’d I miss?”

I rested my head back on the cushion, staring at the ceiling. “The born wolves think a bitten wolf can’t be Alpha, but none of them will volunteer.” I glanced his way. “Then I took the few who are willing to follow me up to Flagstaff to hunt for Naomi.” I resumed my inspection of the ceiling. “They all could’ve died because I was thinking with my heart and not my head.”

“But they didn’t. You got everyone back safe, and we’ll get Naomi home, too.” Shane cleared his throat. “I talked to Luke tonight while we were patrolling the property. He told me Adam’s dad wasn’t the son of an Alpha, either. This can be done.”

“He was still born a werewolf.”

“True.” Shane paused. “And the way Luke tells it. His Dad and packmates joined the military with Malcolm, which ended up roping all of them into Operation Moonlight. Malcolm got everyone out in the end, but they never would have been there if they hadn’t followed him into the military in the first place.”

I turned to look at Shane. “And they still chose him to become their Alpha?”

“Yeah.” Shane nodded and met my eyes. “From what I hear, he was a damned good one, too.”

I broke eye contact. “Tonight cemented that I don’t have a clue what I’m doing. I don’t want to be responsible for anyone getting hurt.”

Shane puffed out a breath, his gaze going distant. “My Alpha wasn’t perfect, but his love for the pack always held us together. Every single member mattered to him, and they never doubted that he’d fight for them.”

I ran my hand down my face. “I don’t give a shit about the title, though. I just wanted us to be able to stand and defend ourselves and our territory. Now Naomi is missing, the Nero assassins are being paid to kidnap werewolves, and Chandler thinks Operation Moonlight might not be as secret as we thought. I’m drowning, and I’m not even the Alpha yet.”

“Shane glanced down the hall. “You’re not alone in this. We’re a pack. We’ll face it together—one voice, one family, one pack.”

I chuffed. “I don’t know if we’ll ever get that kind of unity here.”

Shane shrugged and got up. “Maybe not tomorrow, but I think they’ll surprise you.” He headed for the guest room and his mate. “’Night, Asher.”

“’Night, Shane.” The back door opened again, and I caught the scents of Vance and Chandler. “Welcome back.”

“Hey, Asher.” Vance came around the bar and pulled out a stool. “Are you the Alpha yet?”

“No. Definitely not.” I scoffed. “But I did meet Trager.”

Vance’s smile melted away. “Oh shit. Did he come back here?”

“No.” I glanced over at the jaguars in the kitchen. “I made Cole drive me up to Flagstaff and I tracked him.”

“Risky move, Asher.” Vance shook his head. “You’re lucky to be breathing.”

“Yeah. It was batshit crazy, but I had to know she was all right.”

“Don’t let Asher make it sound like he’s an idiot. There were other forces at work.” Kaya came back into the room, smiling over at Vance. “Naomi is Asher’s mate. As in one mate for life, not the Australian kind.”

Vance raised a brow. “Seriously?” He looked at me again. “No wonder you’re not thinking clearly. Your wolf’s got you all fucked in the head.”

That was an understatement. I got up, wincing when I tried to put weight on my injured leg. “After I get a little sleep, I need you to take me out to the Nero satellite facility. Trager said Naomi fought with someone named Natasha and got tased. They must be keeping her at the satellite facility there.”

Vance crossed his arms. “Did any of the others see you chatting with Trager? They’ve got to keep thinking you’re dead.”

“We left before anyone saw us.”

“Good.” Vance’s shoulders loosened. “And our girl is safe?”

“Not sure safe is the word I’d use, but he said Naomi’s alive.”

“All right.” Vance nodded. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow we’ll make a plan.”

I nodded. I didn’t think there was any way I’d be able to sleep, but I sure as hell was going to try.


CHAPTER 16


Naomi

I woke up with my wrists bound again, but at least my hands were in front of me this time. My surroundings had changed, too. I was back in the stark white cell. Alone.

In the windowless underground cell, I had no concept of the passage of time. How long had I been unconscious? It didn’t really matter except that I wanted to know how long I’d been away from my boys. The memories of their smiles inspired me to keep fighting until I found a way out of this place.

I glared up at the security camera. “I need to use the bathroom.” Nothing. I sighed and narrowed my eyes and held up my bound hands. “Oh, come on. How much damage can I do like this?”

Finally, the lock beeped, and the handle turned on the door. A big guy with dark-brown hair, bright-green eyes, and a bruise on his forehead came inside. I recognized his scent immediately, and cold hatred shot through my veins. This was the guy who shot Asher and carried me to the van. Sarcasm tainted my voice. “How’s your shoulder?”

He looked up at the security cam in the corner before meeting my eyes. “I’ve only got a couple minutes before someone notices the camera is disabled.”

“Disabled?” I blinked, second-guessing myself. “You’re the one who put me here.”

He nodded without an apology. “I work with Vance, and if I’m going to stay on the inside, I’ve got to maintain my cover.” He glanced at my bound wrists and back to my eyes. “Behave and she might give you another chance to get those off.”

“Behaving isn’t really in my nature.” I narrowed my eyes. “Why should I believe anything you say?”

He pointed to the camera. “Besides that?”

“Please.” I rolled my eyes. “For all I know they’re watching us right now, hoping you’ll get me to accidentally spill information about my pack.”

“I don’t have time for this shit.” He went to the door and glanced back at me. “I came in here to pass along a message: Asher’s coming for you.”

I gaped like a fish out of water. “But he’s…”

“I shot him in the leg, not the head.” He walked out before I could respond.

The door locked behind him, and my knees wobbled. I sat on the bench, my eyes welling with grateful, relieved tears. I kept my head bent down, hiding my face from the camera. It was probably back on by now. No way he would’ve told me what he did if any of his associates were listening.

The weight of grief and pain lifted from my shoulders and my heart. In spite of my struggle to make my inner wolf understand that our mate was dead, neither of us had accepted it. Maybe, on some level, she could sense he was still breathing, still with us.

But now it was confirmed. Asher was alive. That was all that mattered.

I wiped the tears away as I lifted my head. Right now, I had another problem to deal with. These Nero bastards had been after my boys, but they weren’t the masterminds. They were hired guns.

I scanned the room for any clues that might help me figure out who was behind this. The room was sterile, white, and every drawer and cupboard had a lock. Not much to work with. The Nero logo was embossed into the back of the white metal door. The lion head with an N on the center of its head was tattooed on the inside of one wrist of every jaguar shifter employed by Nero. When Severino had been alive, they not only worked for him but they belonged to him, were his property.

Apparently, these jaguars hadn’t seen Severino’s death as a chance at freedom the way Vance had.

I got up and paced the small room, realizing I never did get to use the restroom. I rolled my eyes. I had bigger problems at the moment.

The lock beeped, and Blondie came in again. “Trager told me you needed a bathroom.”

I raised a brow. “You shifted back so I could pee. I’m flattered.”

“Hardly, it’s almost dawn.” She pressed her lips together, her eyes narrowing. “Let’s go. I’ve got more important things to do than take you on a potty break.”

“More children to abduct?”

“Keep on talking, wolf.” She reached out and snatched my zip-tied wrists, jerking me forward so quickly I almost fell flat on my face. Her mouth tugged into a smirk. “I could gag you, too. Your call.”

I did my best to rein in my frustration. My rage wasn’t going to help me figure out who had hired them to steal my sons. I walked quietly down the tight hallway staying right beside my captor this time.

She opened a door to a small washroom and closed it behind me. A lock engaged from outside. I looked down at my bound wrists and sighed. This was going to be complicated.
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Back in my cell, I sat on the stool, and she cut the bands off my wrists. I opened and closed my hands, rubbing my red wrists. “You couldn’t have done this before the bathroom run?”

“Last time I did that, you attacked me.”

Fair enough.

I lifted my gaze to her face. “So how long will I be here?”

“I’m not sure yet. It depends on if I can convince our client to accept you instead of a wolf cub.” She crossed her arms, her posture imposing and cold, but she couldn’t hide the truth from me. It was right there in her scent. Since I’d become a werewolf, I’d learned that I could smell certain emotions, and right now, I caught a pungent mixture of determination and regret, like sweat mixed with mold.

I did my best to keep my poker face in place. “Before we took down Antonio Severino, his granddaughter was kidnapped. Did you take her, too?”

“I don’t remember seeing you at Nero headquarters.”

She deftly dodged my question, but the spark of revulsion in her eyes made it clear I’d hit a nerve. Natasha might be telling herself she was just following orders, but if it was up to her, seemed she wasn’t a fan of abducting children.

I rested my hands in my lap, trying to assume a nonthreatening posture. I was already sitting while she stood, though, so I couldn’t get much more submissive. “I wasn’t there, but some of my pack went to help Adam get his daughter back.”

“When Sloan found out his mate was Severino’s daughter, he should’ve protected his children more.” She glanced at the ceiling. “Doesn’t matter now. I worked for Mr. Severino. I wasn’t his keeper.”

“None of my business anyway, but there’s got to be a better way to make a buck than to sell out shifters. Eventually it’s going to come back to bite you in the ass.”

She lifted her chin a notch. “You’re right. It’s none of your business.” She reached for the door, and my pulse rate surged.

I stood up. “Wait.”

She looked over her shoulder. “Breakfast will be here soon.”

And then she was gone. The lock engaged from the outside, but that didn’t stop me from trying the handle. I rested my forehead on the back of the door as panic clawed at me. I needed to keep a clear head if I was going to get out of here.

I took a deep breath, thinking. Breakfast. That meant the new moon was over. And not only was Asher alive but he’d already been searching for me. I’d be home with my boys soon. Unless her “client” showed up before my pack…

And there was the panic again. Shit.

I was going to drive myself crazy. If I could find a pen and paper, at least I could draw. I usually made my designs on the computer, but I was all right with a pen. At least it would give me something else to focus on besides worrying about if I was going to be locked in a cage and observed during the full moon.

It was two weeks away. I had fourteen days to get away before humans had proof that werewolves were real.

Okay, enough. I looked up at the camera and shouted, “I’m more valuable if I’m compliant, right? How about a pen and paper so I don’t lose my mind?”

I watched the door. Nothing.

Screw it. I busied myself trying every cabinet and every drawer, but none of them would open. Before I could voice my frustrations again, the lock turned on the door. Trager was back with a tray in hand.

I had no idea if the cameras were on, so I played my cards close to the vest. “I don’t remember ordering breakfast.”

He set the tray on the counter and placed the plastic utensils on top. His eyes moved to the camera in the corner and back to me. “It’s in our best interest to deliver a healthy specimen.”

“Is that all I am?” I hated that my always-hungry werewolf belly was already growling at the scent of bacon. Made it hard to sell my tough-as-nails routine.

“You’re a job. It takes money to keep the lights on and feed everyone in this facility.” He dug something out of his pocket. “It’s just business.”

He kept his back to the camera, blocking its view with his broad shoulders as he handed me a pen and notepad.

Instead of Nero’s lionhead logo, the top of the notepad bore the number four in roman numerals with a laurel crown encircling the top of the I and the V. I tapped my finger on it. “What’s this mean?”

His voice was controlled and clipped. “Nero is dead. The board agreed on a new logo. Take it or leave it, I don’t care.”

I didn’t hesitate to take it, but as a graphic designer, I also understood that a strong logo became an identity not only for the company but for the entire team who worked there. Hell, Trager had the lionhead with the N on the forehead tattooed on the inside of his wrist. They all did. This new logo didn’t carry the primal kingly feel.

I tucked the pad and paper into my pocket, using him as my blockade for the security cam. When it was hidden, he turned around for the door. “I’ll be back for the tray in a half hour.”

I rolled my stool backward until my back rested against the door. Hopefully by sitting underneath the security camera, they wouldn’t be able to see me writing. If Trager was really working with Vance, I didn’t want to blow his cover.

But first… Food.

One of the perks of being bitten was my new high-powered metabolism. I could feast on three times what I used to eat and never gain a pound. The flipside was that by the time I got to eat, I was usually ravenous and gulped it down fast, barely getting a chance to enjoy it.

I polished off the huge helping of scrambled eggs, ten pieces of bacon, and two slices of wheat toast so fast, I hardly tasted it.

I took out the notepad and pen, studying the new logo again. It was cold—a number devoid of personality, and the laurel wreath called up images of the Roman emperors who demanded loyalty or death.

Trager might’ve blown it off as a meaningless business decision, but as an artist, this four was making a bold new statement: the king was dead. But where did the emperor come from? Maybe one of the jaguars on the board was Greek. It could be that simple. Or maybe I was reading too much into this.

I quickly jotted down my thoughts. Getting them on paper eased the anxiety in my head.

1.   Who hired Nero jaguars to kidnap a werewolf child?

2.   They’d have to know Nero trained mercenaries for hire and that they were still available after the Nero Organization disbanded.

3.   Blondie seemed to think their client didn’t know jaguar shifters existed.

4.   What would this person do if they could prove werewolves were real?

5.   Who is leading the Nero jaguars here?

I tapped the pen against the paper while my mind worked all the angles. If I could figure out the answer to number five, maybe we could reason with them not to follow through on this job. Exposing werewolves wouldn’t end well. If the human world could prove there was a race of humans that could shift into wolves, it wouldn’t be much of a leap to discover jaguar shifters and skin walkers were real, too. Hell, there were probably bear shifters too out there for all we knew.

My hand kept moving while my thoughts tumbled over and over. When I finally glanced at the paper, I’d sketched the original Nero logo. I stared at the lion head as if it might have answers for me. My pen kept tracing the N on the big cat’s forehead. As the letter darkened, a thought crystalized in my mind. What if Nero wasn’t the only contractor who was working on a super soldier for the government? What if there were more?

A chill skittered down my back. I needed to get the hell out of here.


CHAPTER 17


Asher

I opened my eyes to find Bart sitting cross-legged on the floor, staring at me. My gaze flicked to the clock. Apparently, exhaustion had won out over insomnia. I’d managed four hours of sleep. I focused on the toddler again. “How’s it going, buddy?”

Bart got up and came to the bedside. “Can I come up with you?”

“Sure.” I lifted my arm as he crawled into bed with me. He pulled him in close, resting my chin on top of his head. “You okay?”

I didn’t know what Kaya had told the boys about last night, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t that I had gotten shot and their mom had been abducted by jaguar shifters.

He shook his head. The innocence in his voice tore me up inside. “Mama didn’t make breakfast. And she always gives us hugs first thing every day, but she’s…gone.”

Dammit. We needed to get our shit together in this pack, if for no other reason than to protect these little guys. I held him tighter and pressed a kiss to his hair. “She’ll be back soon.”

He twisted under my arm, squirming until we were face-to-face. His dark, almond-shaped eyes stared right into my soul. His mother’s eyes. He put his hand against my cheek. “Your heart sounds scared.”

Sometimes I forgot the boys were werewolves and that their senses of smell and hearing were just as keen as my own. They didn’t always have the vocabulary to articulate what they were sensing, but they understood so much more than we gave them credit for.

I mussed his hair, willing my pulse to slow. “I miss your mom, too, and I promise I’ll bring her back home.”

He brought my forehead down to his, staring into my eyes, nose to nose. “Ben thinks Mama is working hard at Kaya’s restaurant.”

“What do you think?”

Bart’s gaze remained locked on mine. “Kaya’s heart is scared like yours.”

He didn’t have the words, but he sensed we were lying to him. And I couldn’t do it, not to his face. “The jaguars came back and took your mom, buddy, but last night I found where they’re keeping her, and tonight I’m bringing her home.”

Bart stared into my eyes, searching for… Hell if I knew. Finally, he nodded slowly. “I believe you.”

He hugged my neck tightly. I wrapped both arms around the little guy and closed my eyes. These boys were my mate’s heart and soul, and my desire to protect them bordered on visceral.

Bart loosened his grip, and keeping his voice low, said, “I won’t tell Ben. He gets scared.”

He scooted out of the bed, and I watched the pint-sized werewolf in Wolverine pajamas walk out the door. He was only a few minutes older than his twin brother Ben, but he wore the mantle of “big brother” with honor.

He’d make a strong Alpha someday.

I blinked at the realization. Bart would have to be the eldest son of an Alpha. Me?

I ran a hand down my face. There it was. My wolf was committed, and if I could shut down the ostracized little kid in me, maybe I could face the others and make them see that born or bitten, I cared for every member of this pack as if they were my blood, and I would lead and defend them until my last breath.
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The savory scent of bacon and eggs lured me to the kitchen. Kaya was at the stove with the four little werewolves perched on the stools at the bar, watching her every move. She talked as she worked, explaining to the boys that the secret to a good soufflé was room temperature eggs.

“What’s room tempa…tempra…temperature?” Ben struggled to get the word out.

Kaya smiled over her shoulder. “It means the eggs feel the same as the air in this room. They’re not cold like the refrigerator.”

I stayed back for a moment, drinking in the normalcy. Tonight, I’d be leading some of my pack into enemy territory to bring home one of our own. This scene made it all worth it. This was what we were fighting for.

Kaya’s grin widened. “Hey, Asher. How’s your leg?”

I bent my knees a little, proud of myself for not wincing. Werewolves healed faster than humans, but we weren’t superheroes. My muscles were sore, still knitting up the hole from the bullet. I was lucky it hadn’t hit the bone, or I would’ve been laid up longer.

“Not one-hundred-percent yet, but better.”

“Good.” She nodded with a knowing look. She opened the oven and took out a tray with a perfect soufflé in the center. “Not bad if I do say so myself.”

The boys giggled, and Henry and Hawk clapped their pudgy hands. Kaya set the platter on the stovetop and dusted the dish with salt. “Who’s hungry?”

Squeals deafened my ears and the monkeys slid off the stools and infiltrated the kitchen. I walked in, only a couple of strides hindered by a limp. If I was careful, running might be possible by tonight.

Shane and Piper came into the kitchen from the guest room. Shane clasped my forearm. “You’re upright.”

“Feeling better.” I gripped his arm tightly before releasing it.

“Do we have a plan for tonight?”

I tipped my head toward the little guys, a silent hint that we needed to keep things vague. “Trager is supposed to meet us at the bar at eight o’clock. We’ll go ready for the trip.”

Shane nodded, thankfully catching my drift about the boys. “Sounds good. I’ve got to run Piper to the vet clinic, and then I’m working at the bar with Ryker, so I’ll see you there later. I’ve got my equipment in the truck.”

“Thanks, Shane.”

Piper took Shane’s hand, but her gaze was focused on my leg as if she could see right through my jeans. She met my eyes. “Tonight might be pushing it.”

“I’m well aware,” I said. “But I’m not waiting until tomorrow.”

She rolled her eyes, squeezing Shane’s hand. “Stubborn werewolves.”

Shane chuckled and kissed her forehead. “You know it.”

They headed out, and I grabbed a plate, standing between Bart’s and Ben’s stools. Kaya’s food was amazing, silencing even the little guys while we feasted. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I frowned. I pulled it out and found a text from Chandler.

Call me. It’s important.

Shit. I carried my plate into the kitchen and placed it in the sink. I glanced over at Kaya. “You cooked; I’ll get the dishes.”

She arched a brow with a crooked smile. “Naomi is a lucky wolf.”

I chuckled. “Doing dishes hardly makes me Prince Charming.”

“Maybe not, but it doesn’t hurt.”

I turned to the boys. “Be right back.”

Ben waved his fork. “Careful, Uncle Asher.”

“Always, buddy.” But I hadn’t been last night. As much as Shane had tried to convince me of a learning curve, I couldn’t get it out of my head that any one of us could’ve died, and the blame for rushing in half-cocked rested completely on my shoulders.

Outside, I hit Chandler’s name on my phone and waited for him to answer.

“Asher?”

“Yeah.” I scanned the backyard. “What’s up?”

“Brad Newport wrote an op-ed for the Arizona Republic. Did you see it?”

I frowned. “I haven’t looked at any news today.”

“Short version, he’s pitching the masses on government transparency and hinting at military defense contracts that border on science fiction. He teased it enough that some of the TV stations are taking the bait and inviting him on for interviews.”

“Shit.” I pulled my hair back from my forehead. “Why are you telling me?”

“Because”—he lowered his voice—“I don’t think this guy gives a shit about the experiments or he would’ve gotten national coverage with the entire sensational story.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I think he’s using it as leverage for a payoff.” Chandler cleared his throat, greeting someone on the other end of the line. A door closed, and he finally spoke again. “I’m trying to tell you that I think he might be the money behind Naomi’s kidnapping. He’s not ready to reveal the experiments until he has proof that werewolves exist, and in the meantime…”

“He’s indicating to anyone involved that his silence can be bought.” I took in a slow breath. “We’re meeting with Vance and his inside man at the Wolf Pack Bar at eight tonight. Can you make it?”

“I’m anchoring the six o’clock broadcast, but I could probably be out there by eight thirty.”

I raised a brow. “That’s making pretty good time out of Phoenix.”

Chandler chuckled. “I don’t drive a Z for nothing.”

A smile tugged at my lips. “See you later.”

I ended the call and went back inside where the boys were squealing in the living room. I took in the chaos with a grin. Anyone else would’ve lost their shit when they found the boys tossing pillows at a large lynx in the middle of the house, but this was a wild animal that would defend those kids with her life. The boys loved roughhousing with Kaya in her lynx form.

Another reason we couldn’t put them in preschool. All we needed was for the boys to invite friends over to watch her shift.

The lynx turned my way, her ears twitching in silent communication, her body language asking if everything was all right.

I nodded. “All clear for now.”

Movement outside caught my eye. A classic Mustang pulled up to the house, and a weary smile curved my lips. Luke and Raven got out, and I went to the door to let them in. The lynx abandoned the pillows and bounded over the furniture to rub against Raven’s legs.

She laughed, scratching behind the big cat’s ears. “Good to see you, too, Kaya.”

Luke chuckled. “Sedona has a pack like the world has never seen.”

“We’re working on it.” I clasped his forearm. “Are you guys heading out?”

Luke glanced at the boys and back to me. “Maybe we could talk outside.”

I nodded. “Good idea.” I led him through the kitchen and out the back door. The sudden change of temperature stung my face. “What’s going on?”

Luke kept his voice low. Even outside, there was a chance the boys might hear. “I called Adam this morning and told him what happened last night.”

It shouldn’t bug me that he reached out to his Alpha in Reno, but it did. I liked Adam. But for some reason my wolf snarled deep in my soul, and aggression bubbled in my gut. “I’m handling it. I don’t need Adam’s help.” My voice dropped an octave. “He’s not my Alpha.”

Luke shook his head slowly. “I wasn’t calling because you needed help.” His gaze searched my face. “I called him to let him know you were ready.”

I frowned. “For what?”

“To lead this pack.”

I chuffed. “Not sure they agree with you.”

Luke crossed his arms. “Remember how I told you Alphas have an extra…something when it comes to their pack? Adam calls it his Spidey sense, but he knows how we’re feeling even if we aren’t in the same zip code.” He cleared his throat. “And there’s a—Fuck, I don’t know what to call it, but it’s something in his voice. Like a mental push or maybe a compulsion that speaks directly to the wolf inside us.” Luke paused, his gaze laser-focused on mine. “You have that, Asher.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Please. If I did, the born wolves would’ve agreed to follow my lead.”

“Doesn’t work like that. We all felt the push, but until your wolf takes theirs into his care, makes them his pack, they won’t submit.”

He was speaking English, but I was having a tough time following. “What’s Adam got to do with this?”

“He’s meeting with the elders of my pack to find out how his dad ascended to Alpha. Once the ritual or whatever the hell it was is performed, the wolves will accept you as their Alpha.”

Acceptance was rare in my life, and after last night’s fucked-up meeting, I didn’t give a shit about the born wolves. I just wanted to get Naomi home safe.

“I know you’re trying to help, but—” I raked my hair back from my forehead “—I don’t see the born wolves ever accepting me as their Alpha.”

Luke took a step forward and gripped my shoulder. “The wolf inside you is an Alpha. He just needs the man to catch up.” He stepped back and glanced at the house. “Are you going after Naomi tonight?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

He met my eyes. “Need us to stay one more night and help?”

“No,” I replied. “Thanks for patrolling for us last night, but we’re not looking to start a war tonight. I just need to bring Naomi home.”

He nodded slowly. “All right. When you’re ready, call us. This pack needs an Alpha, and whether you’re ready to believe it or not, your wolf has already stepped into his power.”

Luke went back in the house, but I hesitated, struggling to process his words. I’d thought being bitten was the strangest thing that would ever happen to me, but shit, this Alpha thing might be even further out there. I blew out my frustrations and followed him inside. Raven gave me a hug, and they headed for their car while I second-guessed sending them home. I’d never seen a better shot with a long-distance rifle than Luke. We probably could have used him.

But my gut, or maybe my wolf, didn’t feel right about asking him to put his life on the line. He wasn’t part of my pack.

Mine.

Shit.

I went into the kitchen, and for once, I was grateful for a sink full of dishes. The mundane task would give me time to think things through. Naomi’s face, her smile, and the taste of her lips filled my head. Deep in my soul, my wolf howled, and a jolt of awareness shot down my back. I blinked, not recognizing my surroundings. I was in a stark white exam room of some sort. I scanned the area as Naomi’s scent filled my lungs. She must be here somewhere. This was where we’d find her tonight. Somehow, I needed to get that message to her. Tonight.

An empty tray of hospital food sat on the counter, and when I looked down, a notepad rested on her lap. Her lap. Wait. Where was I?

I stumbled backward, pain stabbing through my bad leg. What the hell? I gripped the edge of the countertop to steady myself. Her scent still teased my nostrils. My head swiveled, searching for her, but I was in the kitchen. I’d never left. Yet I’d seen the world through her eyes.

It was batshit crazy, but I’d bet my life it was real.


CHAPTER 18


Naomi

I rubbed my forehead, my wolf pacing, clawing her way to the forefront of my consciousness, answering the call of her mate, her Alpha.

Asher.

I glanced down at my notepad. Between all the doodles and the Nero logo, I’d written one word: tonight. But it wasn’t in my handwriting.

Goose bumps rose on my arms. What was happening?

The lock turned on the door, and I stuffed the notepad and pen into my pocket. I rolled the stool away from the door just as Natasha opened it.

She crossed to pick up the tray. “Good news. Our client will accept you for our trade tomorrow. Your boys are safe from us.”

A silent for now hung in the air between us.

I gripped my knees. “You seriously think this will all end with werewolves? If you hand me over to them, and I shift during the full moon, the world will never be the same. Shifters will be hunted. All shifters.”

“Don’t waste your breath. It isn’t up to me.” Natasha’s grip on the tray tightened, but her facial expression was a mask of calm. “Unlike wolves following a leader blindly, we set up a board of directors after Antonio Severino’s death.”

“Do you have a seat at the table?”

“Why would I tell you?”

My eyes narrowed. “Because I think you know this is a horrible idea.”

She opened the door and glanced back at me. “Tomorrow’s exchange can’t get here soon enough.”

Once the lock engaged, I rolled the stool back underneath the security camera and took out the pad:

Tonight.

I wish I’d paid more attention to Asher’s writing. Not that he did much of it. He worked outdoors, and Becca handled the office paperwork. I ran my finger along the letters. It was impossible to believe he’d somehow written the message, but how else could I explain it? It might’ve been my fingers holding the pen, but this wasn’t my printing.

How it happened wasn’t important right now. If I was interpreting it correctly, Asher was letting me know he and the Pack were coming for me tonight, which meant I’d miss my date with the science lab tomorrow. That was really all that mattered.

Too bad I had no clue when the sun would set.

The lock turned again, surprising me. I jammed the notepad back in my pocket, zoomed the wheeled stool across the tiny room, and tried to look casual as the door opened. Trager came inside with my jacket under his arm.

He closed the door and tossed the coat my way. “The camera’s off, but I’ve only got a minute.”

“All right.” I slid my hand into the pocket, my fingers searching for my weapons.

“The stars are still in there. Don’t let Natasha find them or we’re all fucked.” He grunted. “The board is in a meeting to work out the details for the exchange with our client.”

“Natasha said it’s happening tomorrow, so I need to be out tonight.”

“Yeah.” Trager nodded, his gaze falling to the jacket. “I’ll reboot the security cameras at midnight. That gives you ninety seconds to get out of the building. We’re almost two miles from the service road, so you’re going to need the coat.”

“Thank you.” And I meant it. I had no doubt he was risking his life by helping me.

“I’m not doing this for you.” He shook his head. “There’s one board member who thinks exposing werewolves will lead humans right to our door, and a small group of us are of the same belief. I’m just protecting myself.” A muscle in his cheek flexed. “At midnight, I’ll unlock this door. When you hear it, count to thirty and then get the hell out of here. Once the cameras reboot, they’ll know you’re gone, and everyone will be sent out to bring you back. Vance is going to try to find you before we do, but remember, we can see better in the dark than you can.” He went to the door, glancing back as he turned the knob. “Good luck.”

When the lock engaged, I jerked my throwing stars free and slipped them into my sock. Hiding the coat would be tough, and if Natasha discovered it, I didn’t want her to take my only weapons, too. I checked the other pocket and found a folded piece of paper. Frowning, I stuffed the paper in my pants pocket and slid the jacket underneath the thin pad on the exam table. It wasn’t a great hiding place, but everything in the tiny space was locked so I didn’t have many options. It would have to do.

I wanted to prod Trager to see if he knew anything about this “client,” but he was gone before I could wrap my head around the fact that he was helping me escape. He wasn’t much of a talker anyway.

With my back to the camera, I unfolded the paper. It was a map of the facility. Natasha had mentioned they were keeping me three stories underground, but beyond that, I had no idea how to get out.

Trager had given me a rudimentary diagram with four simple directions:

Exit the room to the right, take elevator at the end of the hall up to the ground floor, then make two rights, and run like hell.

At the bottom of the paper was a single line:

After the fall of Nero, the rise of the four emperors began…

What was that supposed to mean?

Then I remembered Nero’s new logo. Maybe instead of a king like Antonio Severino had been, the four was a nod to having more than one leader, maybe a team of four. But why call themselves emperors?

I shoved the questions aside. I could worry about it after I hugged my little boys. For now, I just needed to keep my head. With any luck, midnight would be here before I knew it.


CHAPTER 19


Asher

In the parking lot of the Wolf Pack Bar, I checked my clips and secured them in my holster. I’d tried a couple of times during the day to mentally connect with Naomi again, but the weird remote viewing didn’t happen. Maybe I had a damn brain tumor.

But it had seemed so real.

Satisfied with my weapons check, I went inside. Ryker and Shane were behind the bar, Gage stood near one of the tables with Cole, and Deacon, Dex, and Jett gathered in the far corner. I guess I should’ve been grateful they even showed up. Seeing the factions we were splintering into lit a fire inside me. We needed to be a united front. Wolves were strongest as a pack, not individuals.

The door opened behind me, and I turned around as Vance strutted into the bar. He glanced at the clusters of wolves and then came straight toward me, clasping my forearm. “Hey, Asher.”

“Thanks for coming, Vance.” I scanned room to be sure we’d cleared out all the humans. Satisfied we were the only ones in the bar, I took a couple of steps into the center of the room. “Enough of this bullshit. This isn’t a fucking playground. You’re either in or out. If you’re willing to come with me to Flagstaff and bring Naomi home to her boys, then get over here. If not, then get the hell out of my way.”

Ryker and Shane came around the bar to stand with Vance at my side. Gage and Cole followed. I narrowed my eyes at the other three, my voice rumbling with something…extra. “Naomi needs our help. Your pack needs you.”

I wasn’t sure what was happening, but Dex and Deacon shared a look, shock sparked in their eyes. Deacon turned to Jett, but the mysterious Green Beret was already headed in my direction. He stopped in front of me, his face a mask of cold, hard angles. His ice-blue eyes were in stark contrast to his dark-brown hair and tan skin, and his gaze dared me to look away. The wolf inside me bared his teeth, and gradually, I realized a primal growl rumbled in my chest.

I clenched my fists, my body tight, ready for a fight. “If you want to challenge me for Alpha, do it.” I narrowed my eyes, not blinking.

Tension sizzled in the air around us. I waited, but he didn’t make a move. Not physically anyway. It started with a tiny voice, whispering to me, tempting me to walk away. I ground my teeth, fighting the compulsion.

A bead of sweat rolled down Jett’s forehead, and my wolf howled in my soul. I shoved him backward with both hands, enjoying the surprise on his face as I pursued him. “Get the fuck out of my head!” I roared, unsure if it was me or my wolf. Maybe it was both of us.

Jett’s eyes widened as he shook his head, and his mouth curved into a faint smile. “You may not have been born a wolf, but you’re all wolf now.” He held out his hand. “Sorry I doubted you.”

My adrenaline was still pumping, making it tough to rein in the aggression. “What the hell was that?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Jett lowered his arm, his expression hardening. “I’ll fight with you.” He looked over his shoulder at Deacon and Dex. “You two coming?”

The last surviving adult twins in the pack shared a silent communication and then came forward. Deacon cleared his throat. “We’re with you, too.”

Dex nodded. “What’s the plan?”

My nostrils flared as I struggled to calm the wolf. Whatever had just happened with Jett had set off a primal chain reaction I didn’t have time to examine right now. I looked over at Vance. “I thought your inside man was coming.”

The door opened right on cue. Trager was dressed in black from head to toe, his green eyes locked on Vance. “I can’t stay long.” He turned to me. “The exchange is scheduled for tomorrow, so this rescue needs to go down tonight. I gave her a map out of the facility, and at midnight, I’ll reboot the security cameras. That’ll give her ninety seconds to get out. Once the cameras go live again, it won’t take long for them to discover she’s gone. I can’t slow down the hunt without blowing my cover.”

I nodded slowly, piecing together a plan. “Understood.”

Jett crossed his arms, rolling his shoulders back. “And we’re just going to take this jaguar’s word for it, because Vance says he’s all right? He could be leading us right into a trap.”

I pivoted to face Jett. “I’m going to take him at his word because his orders were to put a bullet in my head, and instead, he shot me in the leg.” I searched Jett’s eyes, my voice deepening with that same strange push. “You’re either with me or you’re not. I can’t have you second guessing my leadership on this.”

He blinked and dropped his hands to his sides. “You’re right.” A muscle flexed in his cheek as he met my gaze. “What do you need me to do?”

The wolf settled inside me, and clear thought pierced through the fog of aggression. I looked over at Trager. “We need to know how many jaguars will be hunting her. I’m assuming they won’t be able to use lethal force, so what are we facing?”

Trager glanced at Vance and back to me. “They’ll have Tasers for Naomi, but they’ll still be armed. I did get her throwing stars back to her, but otherwise, she’ll be unarmed.” He drew his Glock from the holster at the small of his back. “This is our standard issue. I’d say there will be at least ten jaguar shifters after her. And we know the terrain and have the night vision on our side.”

“Enough.” I shook my head, taking solace in the fact that Naomi was deadlier with her ninja stars than a gun any day. “I realize it’s going to be dangerous.” I looked at each member of my pack. “Our mission is to grab Naomi and bring her home. Once we have her, everyone stands down and heads for the ranch, got it?”

One by one, they all nodded. But before I could start partnering them up, the door opened again. Chandler came in still dressed in his suit with a black duffel bag in hand.

Vance chuckled. “Just a mite overdressed for a covert mission, mate.”

Chandler held up his bag. “I brought a change of clothes.” He stopped when he noticed Trager. “Who is this?”

I cleared my throat. “This is Trager. He’s Vance’s inside man at the Nero satellite facility.”

Chandler shifted his focus onto me. “I was hoping to talk to you alone about—”

“Newport,” I interrupted, my attention landing on Trager. “Do you know Brad Newport? He’s dangling a carrot to the press about government defense contracts and super soldier experiments. Any idea where he got that from?”

“I don’t know.” Trager shook his head without breaking eye contact. “A few months ago, I would’ve sworn it didn’t come from us, but since they voted Duane Clarkson to be chairman, anything is possible.”

Vance frowned. “Duane is the asshole who took the payoff from the DC money weasel. He could be the leak. If Duane’s only telling him about werewolves, maybe he thinks he can keep the jaguars secret.”

Trager ran his tongue over his teeth, shaking his head. “He’s going to put targets on all our backs.”

I crossed my arms. “Assuming Duane’s the leak and Newport was behind the payoff to abduct a werewolf, how would Newport have come in contact with Nero in the first place?”

Silence. Fuck. I didn’t have time to unravel it right now. We had a couple hours to get our shit together and get in position. The rest would have to wait.
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Chandler came out of the men’s room in black jeans, a black turtleneck, and a black ski jacket. The only remnant of his profession was the garment bag tossed over his shoulder. He glanced around the room. “Trager left?”

“Yeah.” I narrowed my eyes, examining my packmates. “We’re going to do this in teams. They’ll be expecting Naomi to run back to her pack, so if we can lure them to follow a couple of us away from the facility, the others can intercept Naomi.”

Shane and Ryker came forward. Shane cleared his throat. “I know I’m new around here, but I’m fast and I’m a good shot. I could give her cover once she’s out.”

Ryker nudged Shane’s shoulder. “And I’ll make sure he gets back to the bar in one piece.”

“Fair enough.” I nodded and focused on the others. “Since they think I’m dead and don’t know Vance is part of the pack, we’ll make the grab for Naomi while they’re after Shane and Ryker.”

Gage straightened. “What about the rest of us?”

I took a deep breath. “You’re not going to like it, but I need you and Cole to stay at the ranch with Kaya. We’ve got to protect the cubs, and that’s asking too much of one pack member.”

Cole shook his head, crossing his arms. “I should go with you in case anyone needs medical attention.”

“That’s why you can’t go. We can’t risk something happening to you.”

He frowned as my words sank in. “Wait. We’ve got Piper as a backup now.”

Shane’s mate was a veterinarian at Cole’s clinic, but the only werewolf she’d ever worked on was Shane. I wasn’t ready to put our entire pack in her care.

“Piper doesn’t have enough experience working on us yet.” I tried to focus that influence the wolf seemed to give out, but now that I needed it…nothing. Dammit. “I know you want to fight with us, but we’ve got enough boots on the ground. If anyone’s wounded, we’re going to need you at your best.”

I braced myself for more pushback, but it didn’t come. Cole nodded. “You’re right. I’m on it.”

Next, I met Gage’s eyes. He was a military man. Following orders, even the ones he didn’t like, wasn’t a new concept. “Are you on board?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yeah. The kids will be safe.”

“What about us?” Jett asked.

I turned to the final three members. “You guys will stay downwind and out of sight. When I signal that we’ve got Naomi, you’re going to cover us so we get her home safely.”

Deacon raised a brow. “This could be our chance to clean out that satellite facility.”

“Not yet.” I shook my head. “It’s too risky. We can’t afford to lose any pack members on a fool’s errand.”

His eye twitched, but he didn’t fight me on it. Maybe there was hope for this pack yet.

Gage looked over at Chandler. “What about the anchorman?”

All eyes landed on the news reporter. While he dressed the part, all in black and ready for action, the truth was, Chandler had been tracking jaguar shifters without a weapon a few nights ago. His shoulder was probably just as sore as my leg.

“Chandler, you’ll be heading to the ranch with Gage. You’ll be his backup to protect the kids, and maybe you can do some digging online to see if you can find any connections between Nero and Brad Newport.”

Chandler laid the garment bag over the back of a chair. “I can help you tonight.” He opened his jacket to expose his shoulder holster. “I have a gun this time.”

I crossed my arms. “You’re also still recovering from a bullet wound.”

“I could say the same about you.” He glanced over at Jett and the born wolves. “I want to prove I’m valuable to the pack.”

“You are valuable.” I nodded slowly. “We’ve got enough pack members to bring Naomi home. But we need to know who is leaking intel about Operation Moonlight and who wanted a werewolf abducted. You’re the only one with the skillset to find that information.”

Chandler didn’t look happy about it, but he picked up his garment bag and looked over at Gage. “See you at the ranch.”

They walked out of the bar, and I faced the others. “Everyone understand the plan?”

Nods all around. Good.

I checked the time. “We’ve got an hour before Trager disables the camera and Naomi attempts to escape. We’ll meet at the Oak Creek Vista viewpoint and go on foot from there. Let’s go.”

I went out to my truck and sent up a silent prayer to the gods to keep her safe until I could do it myself. My hands trembled. This was new. I’d been a loner my entire life. The only person I’d ever worried about was myself. Now, Naomi and her boys, the men who were risking their lives to help me bring her home, they were all my responsibility. My pack.

From the depths of my soul, my black wolf howled. At least one of us was ready for this. I clenched my teeth as I started the engine.

I would bring Naomi home to her boys tonight.

Or I would die trying.


CHAPTER 20


Naomi

The waiting was killing me. I wasn’t a very patient person by nature, and knowing my window to escape was eminent wasn’t helping. I got up for the hundredth time and paced the cramped room—four steps to the door, four steps back.

I lost count of how many times I’d made the tiny circuit when the lock beeped. I started to reach for my hidden jacket, jerking my hand back when the door opened.

Natasha came inside and closed the door. “One of the sentries outside thought they caught the scent of wolves on the wind. Just thought I’d better check on ours.”

I ground my teeth, praying the wolf outside might be Asher. “I’m not yours.”

“Not for much longer.” Her gaze paused on the bed. My jacket. Shit.

I got up from the stool and sat on the edge of the thin mattress. “If you’re satisfied, I’d like to try to get some sleep.”

She nodded slowly before meeting my eyes again. “If anything happens to you, we’ll come looking for your boys.”

I raised a brow. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s a promise.” She tucked a lock of blond hair behind her ear.

“You’d have to get through my entire pack first,” I growled.

She ran her tongue along her teeth. “We have the firepower to do it.”

“I don’t get it.” I frowned, staring up at her face. “You know they won’t stop hunting at werewolves, I can see it in your eyes. Jaguars will be next, yet you’re still going through with all this.”

“Not my call. The board has voted.” She gestured for me to get up. “I need to search you, just as a precaution.”

I got up, eager to get her out of the room. I had no clue what time it was, but I wanted her far from my cell when Trager reset those cameras. She patted me down, sliding a tiny folded piece of paper into my hand as she made her way down my leg. I tried not to react. If someone was watching those cameras, she obviously didn’t want them to see the exchange. She stopped short of my ankles; my throwing stars were safe for now.

“You’re clean.” Natasha straightened and went to the door, whispering under her breath so the camera wouldn’t be able to pick it up, “Be careful.”

I blinked in shock as the lock engaged from outside. No human would have heard her, maybe no jaguar either for that matter, but I’d caught it. Was she in on the escape? I sat on the wheeled stool again and pushed it back against the door so I was underneath the camera before opening the small piece of paper.

Tell Vance the emperor must die.

What the hell did that mean? Hopefully it would make more sense to Vance. I just needed to live long enough to give it to him. I jammed the paper in my pocket and got up to do some stretches, kicking myself for not asking Natasha for the time. Either way, I wasn’t going to sleep, and I wanted to be loose and ready to run when the door unlocked.

I’d gone through two different katas by the time the lock disengaged, breaking my concentration. Keeping my counting measured and slow was a challenge. When I finally got to thirty, I jerked my jacket free from under the mattress and put it on, then cracked the door and peered out. I pulled in a breath, checking for the scent of any guards. Nothing. I reached for my throwing stars and tucked them into my pocket.

Here goes nothing.

I opened the door. The hallway was deserted. So far so good.

I sprinted to the elevator, each second ticking away in my head as if I were trapped in a sick game show. The elevator doors finally slid open.

Empty. Thank God.

I moved inside and hit the button to go up to the ground floor. My feet instinctively moved apart, taking up a fighting stance as the elevator rose, prepared for whatever came next.

When the doors opened, a jaguar guard turned my way. I kicked the side of his knee before he could make a move. As he crumpled to the floor, I caught him in a sleeper hold and dragged him into the elevator by his neck. He struggled, but my werewolf strength trumped his injured panic. When he lost consciousness, I pressed for the bottom floor and hopped out of the elevator, sending him back down in my place.

I made the two rights on Trager’s map and found the front doors. My heart was in my throat as I sprinted toward the exit.

Almost there.

“Freeze!”

I pushed my legs faster. The jaguars needed me alive, so I was betting my life that this guy wouldn’t fire. Footsteps echoed behind me as he raced after me. I burst through the doors, the cold night air shocking my system. The desert wind howled, stinging my cheeks and pulling at my hair, but I didn’t slow my pace.

Nero assassins shouted commands, but I ignored them and kept going. I’d discovered a familiar scent on the wind: clean and wild, like the desert after a monsoon.

Asher.

I scrambled through the trees, tracking my mate. My side ached, the stabbing pain slowing my strides, so I found a spot behind a mound of boulders and bent over, fighting to catch my breath. A branch snapped behind me. I spun around, plucking a throwing star from my pocket, when I noticed the red laser dot hovering over my heart.

I stared into the darkness, trying to make out a face. Even though I couldn’t see him, the scent was clear as day. This was a Nero jaguar. I raised my hands, keeping my star hidden against my palm. “You need me alive,” I shouted.

“You’re not the only wolf in town, lady.” His voice was deeper than Trager’s with an accent straight out of Jersey Shore. Whoever this was, I hadn’t come in contact with him inside the facility. “Let’s go.”

The red dot taunted me, as did Asher’s proximity. I could smell him, but I couldn’t see him. If I went back with this guy, tomorrow I’d be locked in a lab someplace. This was my only chance at escaping.

I took a couple of steps toward the building, struggling to get a lock on the jaguar’s location. If I could gauge the distance, I could use my star, but I’d only get one shot.

“They’re trading me to human scientists.”

Come on, asshole, talk.

“They’re going to prove shifters exist,” I tried again. “They’ll be hunting you, too.”

He chuffed. “Less talking, more walking, wolf.”

There you are.

I launched the star in the direction of his voice, and a bullet whizzed past my head as the assassin crumpled to the ground.

“Fuck.” I turned at the sound of Asher’s voice. He came out of the shadows of the trees, concern lining his eyes. “Shit. I got here as fast as I could. Are you all right?”

My heart pounded like a sledgehammer in my chest. “Yeah, he missed me.”

Asher pulled me into his arms for a tight hug. I closed my eyes, breathing him—my mate—into my lungs. I looked him up and down. “How’s your leg?”

“I’m better now. Let’s get out of here.”

Another shot rang out, followed by two more in rapid succession. Vance jogged toward us, no trace of his usual smile. “There are at least three more jags unaccounted for. Shane and Ryker are taking them deeper into the forest.” His eyes flicked to me and back to Asher. “Get the lady out of here. We’ve got this.”

“Thanks, Vance,” Asher answered as he took my hand, gripping his gun in the other.

We headed in the opposite direction of the gunfire. I looked up at the starry sky, trying to get my bearings. They’d brought me to the facility bound and blindfolded, so I had no idea where we were, but no one knew this terrain as well as Asher did. I clung to his hand, following him farther into the woods.

When my eyes had adjusted to the moonless night, I noticed a dark spot growing on Asher’s jeans: he’d broken open the bullet wound in his thigh. Before I could say anything, he stopped so fast that I slammed into his back.

“Freeze. Don’t move, wolf.” An armed man stepped into the clearing, gun raised. “Just give me the prisoner and no one has to get hurt.”

Asher shook his head. “Take me instead.”

“No.” I struggled behind him, but his grip on my hand didn’t give.

The jaguar seemed to be considering the offer, but then he spat on the ground. “My orders are to bring back the female.”

“Think about how much more money you could get for an Alpha,” my mate goaded.

“Asher, no!” My wolf was clawing her way to the surface, eager to protect not only her mate but her Alpha. I blinked at the revelation.

“You’re the Alpha?” The man chuckled. “Tell me another one. We know you killed Caldwell and that there’s no Alpha now.”

Asher’s voice dropped to a menacing growl. “Take. Me.”

“No.” Jett bolted out of the darkness, stopping in front of Asher. “I’m the one you want.”

I peered around Asher. What the hell was happening? Jett was defending Asher? I looked past Jett to the Nero assassin and frowned. The man’s hand trembled as he slowly turned the barrel away from Asher and pointed it at himself. With the gun aimed at his temple, and no trace of fear in his eyes, he pulled the trigger.


CHAPTER 21


Asher

I wasn’t sure what I’d just witnessed, but there was no doubt in my mind that Jett had just saved my life. He looked over his shoulder at me, wiping at the blood running down from his nose. “Get back to the ranch.”

“Thank for…stepping in,” I said.

Jett smirked. “A pack protects their Alpha. Go.”

There wasn’t time to allow his words to sink in. I turned to Naomi, squeezing her hand. “We’re almost back to the truck. Are you all right?”

She glanced down at my leg and back up to my face. “Jett’s not the only one bleeding.”

“It’s a scratch,” I answered without giving the wound any attention. I might never stop staring at her. She was alive, safe. I cleared my throat. “I’m fine.”

She didn’t look convinced, but she let it go. “I’m okay, too.”

“Good.” My gaze wandered over her beautiful face, lingering on her lips. I shook my head. “We better get back to the car.”

Her mouth curved into a sexy, knowing smile. “I’m aching to kiss you, too.”

Her admission had my blood pumping all over again. I grinned. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

We made our way through the rough terrain as fast as my injured leg could carry me. Random gunshots echoed in the distance, and I worried about my pack. Jett and Vance both knew I had Naomi; they should be retreating by now.

When we reached the truck, I fired off a text to Shane.

Naomi and I are out. Meet us back at the ranch.

We got in the vehicle, but sitting pulled my jeans tightly against my thigh. Fuck. The gunshot wound was angry. I winced as my phone buzzed. Shane’s name lit the screen, but his message stopped me before I could start the engine.

Ryker’s hit. Vance saved our asses. We’re bringing him back to the ranch.

“They shot Ryker,” I growled as I typed my response.

I’ll let Cole know to be ready. See you there.

I sent warning to Cole and set my cell down, cursing under my breath. Naomi rested her hand on mine. “I’m sure he’ll be okay.”

Guilt swelled in my gut as I nodded, desperate to believe it. This was my plan, my responsibility, and if Ryker didn’t make it, I wasn’t sure how I’d move forward.

Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be an Alpha after all.
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When we drove through the gates at the ranch, Cole was already outside with his kit with Piper right beside him. I got out and clasped their forearms in turn. “Thanks for being ready. Shane didn’t tell me where Ryker got hit.”

Cole nodded, all business as he zeroed in on my bloody pant leg. “You need some attention, too.”

Piper cleared her throat. “I’ve got experience stitching up a werewolf’s leg.”

“Good idea.” Cole straightened up. “Take him inside and see if you can get the wound cleaned up again, and I’ll get ready for Ryker.” His attention shifted to Naomi. “What about you? Are you injured?”

“I’m fine just eager to—”

“Mama!” Bart raced out the door, followed closely by Ben.

She picked them up, one in each arm, turning and kissing one cheek and then the other. “I missed you guys so much that I’m not even mad that it’s after two o’clock in the morning and you’re still awake!”

Ben pulled back with a happy smile. “You worked at Kaya’s a real long time.”

Naomi’s gaze met mine, and I nodded in silent answer. I could explain later.

“Sorry I was gone so long.” She kissed Ben’s forehead. “I made new menus, and I’m still working on a big sign. But I can tell you all about it tomorrow. You should be sleeping.”

She carried them into the house, and Piper and I followed them inside. Getting out of the frigid wind and into the warm house had my hands trembling at the abrupt change in temperature.

Piper frowned. “If you’re feverish, it could be infected.”

“I’m fine.”

A crease lined her brow. “I’m the doctor here. That outranks the Alpha when he’s bleeding. Let’s work in the bathroom. There’s better light in there.”

There was that word again. Tonight sure made that title a reality, and knowing one of my pack had been shot because of me wasn’t sitting well. Life was much less complicated when I only needed to worry about myself.

In the bathroom, I removed my jeans, put down the toilet lid, and sat. Piper came in with four blue towels. “I’m framing the wound, and then I’m going to clean it out,” she explained gently. She inspected the edges with her gloved fingers, pressing the angry flesh until I had to clench my jaw to keep from cussing her out. She straightened up and reached for her kit. “I’m not going to lie, this is going to be much more than a little sting. I could go see if Cole has local anesthetic in his bag.”

I shook my head. “Just stitch it up. I want to help with Ryker.”

“All right.” She went to work, and I prided myself on not screaming.

She was right. This pain surpassed a damned sting. It fucking hurt. Once the bullet hole was closed up, she asked me to stand so she could check the exit wound. Having that one stitched up wasn’t as excruciating, but I was aching for something else to think about. “Did you guys set a date yet?” I asked.

Piper chuckled. “Wow. You must be desperate for a distraction if you’re starting a wedding conversation.”

“Pretty much.” I smirked, wincing as she started wrapping my leg.

“I think we’re going to wait until spring and have it outside here at the ranch. Neither one of us have any family left, so it’s not like we need to invite a bunch of people.”

I could relate as I nodded. “Maybe not blood, but you do have family. You’re part of the pack.”

She finished and stood up, meeting my eyes. “I’m not even a werewolf…yet.”

“But you’re Shane’s mate. Even if you never decide to become a wolf, you’re still our packmate.”

She searched my eyes, and a slow smile curved her lips. “Thanks, Asher. That means a lot to me.” She glanced down at my wrapped leg. “How’s it feel?”

Tentative, I put a little weight on it. “Sore, but it’s much better.”

“Good.” She collected her tools.

Car engines hummed in the distance. “The others are almost here,” I said.

She looked up at me as I opened the door. “You weren’t born into your heightened senses like Shane was. Is it still weird that you can hear and smell things you never could before?”

I shrugged. “Nah, not anymore. It was crazy at first, but your wolf becomes your partner, the animalistic side of your spirit that you never realized was there until after you’ve been bitten. I think if you’re not born a shifter, then it’s dormant, maybe only waking when we’re in fight-or-flight situations. But once you’re converted, you and your wolf learn to work together—two sides of the same coin in a way.”

“Good to know.” She nodded, her gaze becoming distant and pensive.

Piper would have to be bitten and changed into a wolf if she and Shane ever wanted to have children. If I had been offered a choice before being bitten, I’d like to think I would’ve given it plenty of thought, too. But my conversion had been decided for me.

I exited the bathroom, following Naomi’s scent. I needed to touch her, to know she was all right. I found her in the boys’ room. Bart and Ben were hopping around on the mattress with Hawk and Henry while Naomi sang about monkeys jumping on the bed. A smile spread across my lips, and for a second, all my worries, fears, and guilt vanished.

Yes, this pack had committed sins, but out of the darkness, these amazing little guys brought us light and hope. These kids were worth whatever sacrifices we needed to make to ensure they had a future.

“Okay, song’s over. Sleep time.” Naomi tucked the boys in, two per bed. Once they were settled, she came over to me, taking my hand. “That smile is a great look for you.”

I shook my head. “Haven’t had much to smile about recently.” I kissed her forehead. “I’ve got to go make sure Ryker is all right.”

Her arms slid around my waist as she looked up at me. My pulse raced in answer. Her voice was a raw whisper. “We need to talk later…without small ears.”

Ben giggled. “My ears aren’t small, Mama!”

“You’re supposed to be sleeping.” Her lips quivered as she bit back a smile and closed the bedroom door behind us. She smiled up at me, her hand sliding down to pat my ass. “Thanks for saving me tonight.”

“You saved yourself.” I winked. “I just gave you a ride home.”

I took her hand, our fingers lacing together as we headed for the living room. We made a good team; we always had.

When we joined the others, the change in atmosphere from the joy in the boys’ room was extreme. Shane and Jett carried Ryker inside. Ryker was covered in blood, and Shane was shirtless, his T-shirt wrapped tightly around Ryker’s head.

Fuck. A head wound?

My gut twisted as I rushed forward to help steady Ryker. We laid him down on the towels Cole and Piper had covered the floor with.

Ryker winced and blinked, staring up at me. “Naomi’s safe?”

I nodded, my chest tight. “Yeah. We got her back.”

“Good.” His eyes drifted closed again.

I moved out of the way while Cole removed the makeshift bandage. There was so much blood, but as he and Piper cleaned the wound, it turned out the bullet had grazed his head just above his ear. He’d been lucky.

Cole looked up at me, shaking his head. “Shit. This was close to catastrophic.”

“But he’ll be all right?” I asked.

“Yeah. Head wounds bleed like a son of a bitch, so he might be woozy for a couple days, but once we get him stitched up, he should heal just fine.”

“I’m right here,” Ryker whispered, without opening his eyes.

Shane shoved Ryker’s foot with a chuckle. “Rest up, smart-ass.”

Ryker’s lips curved into a smile, and I could finally breathe again. I looked over at Shane. “What happened?”

Shane sobered. “One of the jaguars had a scope. The red dot landed on Ryker’s forehead and I jerked him out of the way, but I guess I don’t have Superman reflexes. The bullet was faster.”

I caught Shane’s arm, waiting for him to meet my eyes. “Ryker’s still alive because of you. I’m glad you guys stuck together. I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened if—” I shook my head. “Thanks for all you did tonight.”

Wincing, I got up and met Jett by the door. “You saved my ass tonight,” I said. “I owe you.”

He shook his head, his gaze locking on mine. “You don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?” I crossed my arms, my defenses rising.

Jett glanced at our fallen pack member and tipped his head toward the front door. I followed him outside into the biting cold, scanning the frost-covered rooftops. They almost glowed in the faint light of the crescent moon. I braced myself for Jett’s accusations. Ryker had almost died because he had been helping me. I was playing a wolf’s game, and I was merely a bitten man.

Jett cleared his throat, following my distant gaze. “Until tonight, I didn’t think you could become our Alpha. Not because you’re not good enough, or strong enough, or smart enough, but good or bad, there’s a magic between an Alpha and his pack. Caldwell lost his way in the later years, but his connection with our wolves never faltered. He could find us anywhere, anytime, and our wolves protected him, even when we shouldn’t have.”

I shook my head, finally sparing him a look. “I don’t have that. Unless I caught your scent or found your footprints to track, I wouldn’t have a clue where you were standing.”

“Let me finish.” There was a gleam in his eyes that I didn’t recognize. Jett usually kept his distance from the pack. This was a rare peek behind the curtain. “Every Alpha has a different gift. I heard stories about Malcolm Sloan up in Reno and how he could sniff out a lie before you even spoke it out loud. And Adam knows when his pack members are in pain, or afraid, or happy, even if they’re in another state.”

I blinked. That moment when I could see through Naomi’s eyes popped into my head. “There was a thing with Naomi. I could see the room they had her locked in. I thought I was losing it.”

Jett shrugged his broad shoulders. “When I left Nero, they sent me home with a parting gift. Usually it makes me feel like a monster, and using it is like taking an ice pick to my brain, but earlier tonight… You are the first person who ever kicked me out of their head.”

“You think it’s some kind of wolf magic?” God, three years ago I would’ve laughed my ass off if anyone tried to tell me I’d be having this conversation.

“I heard your wolf, Asher. And mine accepted his leadership. You’re my Alpha, and I’d die to keep you safe.” He crossed his arms. “You don’t owe me anything. Just be the honest leader this pack deserves.”

Hearing him call me his Alpha again had doubt creeping into my head like a jungle cat stalking its prey. “I don’t know. I’ve always been a loner. I thought I could lead this pack, but tonight…” My hand trembled at my sides. “Ryker almost died. His blood would be on my hands.”

Jett shook his head, his intense gaze sizing me up. “It’s a dangerous world for shifters. Most of us have grown up in it, but you’ve had to catch up. Fast. In our world, it’s the Alpha who keeps us unified and gives us direction. That’s how we stay safe. Caldwell betrayed us, but I think you can heal this pack. But you’ve got to want it. Tonight was only the beginning. There will be more battles, and some we may not win, but we’ll face them together. That’s what a pack is all about.”

Fuck, I’d never wanted to hug a guy so bad in my whole life. So I did. I wished I could’ve seen the shock on Jett’s face, but after a second, he returned the embrace.

“Sorry, man.” I pulled back with a chuckle. “I’m not usually a hugger.”

He grinned. “Secret’s safe with me.” He sobered. “What are you going to do?”

I looked back at the house. “I’m going to talk to my mate.”

He raised a brow. “Naomi?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I’m the luckiest damned wolf on the planet.”

“Well, if you accept the call and become our Alpha, I’ve got your back with the elders. They’ll come around.”

I clasped his forearm. “Thanks, Jett.”

He went back inside, leaving me alone with my thoughts. If I did ascend to the Alpha of the Sedona Pack, I was going to need Jett in my corner.


CHAPTER 22


Naomi

It was nearing sunrise by the time the house quieted. Shane and Piper took Ryker back to their place so she could keep an eye on him, and the others went home one by one until it was just me, Asher, and my boys. I leaned against the doorframe watching Bart and Ben sleeping, unable to pull the door closed. I might never stop looking at them. I’d only been at Nero for a couple of days, but it felt like weeks.

Kaya had told them I was working for her so they wouldn’t worry, but somehow Bart knew it was a lie. I could tell when he looked at me. There was a purple bruise under my chin from where I’d hit the ground after the Taser incident, and he’d found it right away. But he didn’t ask about it or say a word, allowing his little brother to embrace the charade that I’d been making new signage for the Red Coyote.

I hated that I’d brought them into such a dangerous, violent world. Before I’d been bitten, I’d been blissfully naive about the secret world of paranormal creatures living among us. I became a black belt and a master with throwing stars for fun and exercise. Now I’d killed people in order to defend myself and my boys. I wanted them to have a childhood that didn’t include battles to the death and stitching up men on our living room floor.

Asher stopped behind me, his hands sliding around my waist from behind. I rested my head against his chest, marveling at how good it felt to have him close, how natural. I closed my eyes, savoring his scent. We’d been on the run tonight and then surrounded by most of the pack. I needed this time just the two of us.

“They missed you,” he whispered against my ear.

“I missed them, too.” I turned around, looking up into his eyes. “We need to talk.”

Worry lined his eyes as he nodded. I brought my hand up to cover his heart. “It’s not bad, I swear.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Thinking you were dead just put some things into perspective.”

He lifted my hand to his lips. “I couldn’t think straight when I realized you were gone.”

His eyes searched mine, and I knew. This wasn’t just a wolf instinct, and it wasn’t a manipulation. Asher was always honest with me; he deserved the same from me.

I rose up on my toes and kissed him, slow and tender. I sank back to earth and opened my eyes, my gaze locking on his. “I love you,” I whispered.

God, his smile was everything. Seeing the joy reflected in his dark eyes was like sitting in the warmth of the sun. And dammit, he didn’t have to say a word to make me feel as though I were the only thing in the world that mattered to him.

“I love you, too.” He shook his head slowly. “I’ve never felt like this before.”

I closed the door to the boys’ bedroom and led him to the darkened living room. We sat on the couch, and he took my hand, lacing his fingers with mine. “So much is changing in my world, but when I start to lose my way, your smile reminds me why it’s all worth it.” He caressed my cheek with his free hand. “Wherever you are, I’m home.”

My pulse jumped in answer. I tightened my hold on his hand. “Good, because I think we should leave. We can go someplace else. Have a new beginning.”

His eyes widened at my words. “You were the one pushing me to become the Alpha.”

“I know.” I shook my head. “But this life, all the danger, I don’t want that for Ben and Bart. They shouldn’t have to practice running into a safe room in the closet or become numb to seeing adults they know wounded and bleeding on our living room floor. I need to protect them.”

He raked his hair back from his forehead. “I wish they could have that, too, but moving won’t change that they’re werewolves. They can’t go to preschool, they’re always going to have secrets from their friends, and someday, they’ll shift under the full moon. They’re going to need their pack.”

Asher was right, but I couldn’t stop my brain from replaying that knowing look in Bart’s eyes. He wasn’t even three years old yet, and my boy had already felt what it was like to know his mom had been kidnapped. I worried my lower lip, struggling for words. “If anything ever happened to them…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence. I lifted my eyes to Asher’s handsome face. “I thought I lost you. I never want to feel that again.”

He stared into my eyes, silent and pensive. When he finally spoke, his voice was raw. “For months, I used to imagine leaving Sedona. I cursed the night was bitten. But when I woke up, shot in the leg and with you gone, I couldn’t go to the police. But my pack went with me to Flagstaff. It was a fool’s errand. A stupid risk to take during a new moon while the jaguars were shifting, but they still went.” He swallowed, shaking his head. “I finally learned what a pack truly is.” He shook his head. “They need us, Naomi. You planted that seed, and I’ve seen what we can do when we work together. We can keep the boys safe.”

It was true I’d been pushing him to become our Alpha, but there was more to it than that. Something had changed. I could see it in his eyes, in the way the others looked to him. Asher was becoming the leader I’d known was always there. He was finally recognizing that reflection.

And now I was asking him to leave it all behind.

He cleared his throat. “It’s been a rough week. But I can feel things changing inside. Can you give me a month? I think we can unify this pack. But I can’t do it without you at my side.” He kissed my lips. “And if you go, I go.”

I loved him even more for making it clear that I wouldn’t lose him if I decided to take the boys and run. I didn’t deserve him. My free hand slid up his leg, but I stopped when I reached the bulge of the bandage wrapped around his thigh. “Sorry. I forgot.”

A barely-there smile curved his lips. “I’m all right.”

“Good.” I lost myself in his eyes for a moment. “There’s one more thing I need to ask you, but other parts of my body are majorly interfering.”

He leaned in to steal a slow kiss. “I want you, too.”

I hummed, shaking my head. “Okay, not helping.”

“Sorry.” His crooked grin made my heart flutter. “Sort of.”

If I didn’t get a little distance between us, I was going to rip his clothes off and take him right on the couch. And as tempting as that was, I needed to know what had happened tonight before I broke out of Nero.

I got up and made a beeline for the kitchen. I dug through the junk drawer until I found a pad of Post-its and a pen. When I came back to the sofa, I handed them to him.

“Write the word tonight.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“Trust me.” I searched his eyes. “Please.”

He focused on the paper and did as I asked. I stared at the Post-it and pulled the small notepad out of my pocket.

The handwriting was a perfect match.

Asher shook his head. “I’ve never seen that before.”

“Earlier today, I swore I could smell you.” I wet my lips, struggling to find words for the strange episode. “I sensed you everywhere, as if you were right there with me, and when I came back to myself, I had written this on my notepad. Except it’s not my handwriting—it’s yours.”

He ran his finger across the word. “Something similar happened to me. I was here, washing dishes and trying to keep from losing my mind worrying about you, and suddenly, I could see where they had you locked up. It was like seeing the world through your eyes. I didn’t realize it until I looked down and saw the notepad with a drawing of the Nero lion head logo. But I wasn’t holding the pen. It was your hand holding it in your lap. The connection snapped and I was still in the kitchen.” He raised his gaze to my face. “Jett was telling me that an Alpha wolf has a magic, some ability that connects him to his pack. Maybe that’s mine.”

“Has it happened with any of the others?”

“Not yet.” He took my hand. “But none of them are my mate. Our connection is closer than anything I could ever have with the pack.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “I wish it had been two-way communication. I wanted to tell you Trager was going to reset the cameras at midnight.”

“He got word to us.” Asher paused, his eyes searching my face. “I love you and the boys more than I ever realized I could, and if I embrace this Alpha role, it’ll affect all of you.”

My heart melted as I blinked back an unexpected wave of tears. He was already the best man I’d ever known, and he was going to be an incredible Alpha.

Worry lined his eyes as he cupped my cheek in his large hand. “I’ll tell them to pick someone else.”

“Like hell you will.” I wiped my nose. “There is no one better to lead us and keep the kids safe. I’m sorry I was ready to cut and run before.” I rolled my eyes at my frayed emotions. “I don’t know if you understand how much it means to me that you try so hard to make me a partner. Caldwell stole my life, mated me to a stranger to father my boys—all to further his demented vision of a new world order, and it left me…” I sighed, rubbing my hands on my pants as I fought to collect my thoughts. “Having my free will stolen from me, along with my humanity, made me angry and…scarred me. But through it all, you’ve been there whenever I needed you.” I met his eyes with a gentle smile. “I keep pinching myself to see if this is real. My wolf has amazing taste.”

“This has nothing to do with wolf instincts.” He kissed my forehead, his lips lingering against my skin. “I fell for you months ago, but you were also my only friend here so I didn’t want to screw things up.”

I squeezed his hand. “You know we can still be friends.”

“I’m counting on it.” His eyes took on a sexy, playful sparkle as he stood, pulling me up with him. He winced once. “But tonight, I want more than friendship.”

I raised a brow. “Naked friends?”

God, I loved hearing him laugh.

His lips fed on mine, his arms encircling my waist as we made our way down the hall to the master bedroom. The second the door closed, he pulled my shirt over my head and I helped him with his. I ran my hands up his chest, marveling at every inch of my mate. Fate had smiled on me by letting me love this man, this Alpha.

When my gaze found his again, his lips curved into a hint of a smile. “My turn.”

He unclasped my bra and slid it off my shoulders. Unlike the first time we’d made love, I didn’t try to hide. Instead of worrying about stretch marks or wishing I’d done a few crunches while Nero had me locked up, I drank in the desire in his gaze. I’d never felt more beautiful.

His hands ran slowly up my back, pulling me into the heat of his chest as our lips met, I couldn’t get enough of his taste or his masculine scent. I’d never tire of this closeness. It seemed so right, so safe.

I traced my finger along the dark line below his naval and unbuttoned his jeans. “I don’t want to hurt your leg,” I whispered between kisses.

“What leg?”

I laughed as his lips pressed against mine, our tongues swirling together. I pushed his jeans over the curve of his ass and very slowly down his thighs. He broke the kiss and quickly yanked off his pants and boxer briefs, and threw them across the room.

I wet my lips. “Impatient much?”

“Much.” That sexy twinkle was back in his eyes, and suddenly, he lifted me off the ground. I squeaked as he carried me over to the bed and laid me down. He made quick work of my pants and dropped them on the floor. His possessive, hungry gaze wandered over me before he picked me up again.

Werewolves were stronger than humans, and we healed a little faster, but not instantly, and while I yearned to surrender to the passion, he’d been bleeding a few hours ago. I wrapped my legs around his waist, clinging to him as I kissed his neck. “What about your leg?” I whispered again.

“I’m fine.” His lips brushed my ear, the throaty growl in his voice making me ache for more. “Forget everything else. No wounds, no pack. Right now it doesn’t exist. This is just us.”

I closed my eyes, my heart beating in time with his. Just us.

He pressed me against the wall, his hands kneading my ass as he rocked his hips forward, entering me slow and deep. I trembled in his arms, my fingernails digging into his back. His slow, hot kisses along my shoulder drove me crazy, making me grind my hips into his.

“Want to make…this last.” His breathing was labored as he lifted his head, staring into my eyes. “But you feel so damned good.”

“You were made for me.” My voice was raw and primal. “Mine.”

“Always.” He nodded slowly, his hips thrusting harder into me, tempting me to surrender. “I give you my heart, my protection, and my life.”

Although his words warmed my heart, deep in my soul, my wolf howled, and on some level, I recognized the words as a vow. And my wolf claimed her mate, the vow slipping from my mouth as if the statement had been written on my heart since birth. “I give you my heart, my protection, and my life.”

His lips fused to mine as he walked us over to the bed without separating our bodies and laid me on the edge while he stood. My gaze wandered up his chiseled torso, my heart racing as he gripped my hips with his hands and slammed into me. His thrusts came faster, urgent as we raced toward oblivion. He brought one hand between us, his fingers finding my swollen nub. He rubbed me in time with his hips, his eyes never straying from mine. I lost myself in the passion he didn’t try to hide. And when I called out his name, my inner muscles clenching tightly around him, he followed me into oblivion, erupting deep inside me.

He relaxed over me, catching his breath. When he finally lifted his head, I caught a rare playful smile. “Hope we didn’t wake the monkeys.”

Holy shit. I’d forgotten everything else. When was the last time that had happened? Maybe never. Shit. We forgot a condom again too. And at the moment, I didn’t even care. I smiled up at him. “If sex is going to keep being that amazing, we might need to start locking that door. And I should probably get back on the pill or something.”

His eyes widened. “Aw fuck. We forgot a condom. Again. I’m sorry. I’m an idiot.”

I shook my head pulling him closer until our foreheads touched. “Do I look upset?”

He raised a brow. “You look…well-loved.”

“Damn straight,” I whispered.

He slid free of my body and lay beside me on the bed. I snuggled into his chest, enjoying his arms encircling me, feeling safe. God, I couldn’t remember ever feeling more secure. I smiled in the darkness. I never wanted this to end.


CHAPTER 23


Asher

I woke to the smell of blood. My eyes snapped open. For a second I was disoriented, and then Naomi sighed against my chest and I remembered.

I was at the ranch. We were safe.

But that smell…

Careful not to wake her, I got out of bed and quietly pulled on my jeans. I reached for my gun from the nightstand drawer and opened the door. The coppery scent was stronger out here. My heart raced as I neared the boys’ room. Their beds were empty.

Adrenaline burst into my bloodstream as I crossed to the closet. Maybe they were in the safe room.

“Uncle Asher?”

I turned toward the whisper coming from under the bed. “Ben?”

He crawled out, his cheeks wet with tears. “They took Bart.”

I picked him up, taking another deep breath. I frowned. No scent of jaguars. “Who?”

He clung to my neck. “I don’t know. Bart said he smelled them and told me to hide.” He lifted his head. “We were making breakfast for Mama.”

The kitchen!

I carried Ben with me, the smell of blood getting stronger. But it wasn’t a jaguar. I picked up the spilled milk carton from the floor and found a knife underneath the lip of the cupboards. Dried blood stained the blade. I lifted it to my nose.

Human. This wasn’t Bart’s wolf blood.

I put the knife in the sink, trying to stay calm. Ben was scared enough without me adding to the panic. I hugged him close. “Tell me everything you remember.”

Ben pointed to a bowl of Cheerios on the counter. “We were about to pour milk in Mama’s cereal, but Bart smelled something. He told me to hide and said he was going to get you.” Ben sniffled. “But they got him first. They said bad words.”

“Was it a man’s voice or a woman’s?”

“Man.” He wiped his nose. “He talked funny, like Vance.”

That might help narrow it down. How many guys with Australian accents were there in Sedona?

“What’s going on? It smells like…” Naomi’s voice faded. She came forward, taking Ben from my arms, worry lining her eyes. “Where’s Bart?”

“I’m going to find him.”

“Oh god.” Her eyes welled with tears as she shook her head. “She warned me. Natasha said if I escaped, they’d come for my boys.” Her eyes flicked to my face. “I need to talk to Vance.”

Guilt clung to me like a second skin. They should have been safe. I was supposed to protect them. And now my mate wanted Vance’s help. Jealousy was an unfamiliar emotion for me, but I already fucking hated it.
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It took about an hour for Vance to come through the front door. Naomi had taken Ben over to Kaya’s in case the humans came back for him. They might know where we lived, but Kaya’s place was more remote on the reservation.

Vance looked like he’d been hit by a Mack Truck. He had a cut over his eyebrow, another on his lower lip, and his entire face was swollen and bruised.

I frowned. “What happened?”

“Ran into some old mates from Nero while we were springing Naomi from the satellite facility. They think I’m a traitor for helping Sebastian kill his father.” He shook his head. “Looks worse than it is.” He glanced around the room. “Where’s Naomi?”

“Naomi and Ben are at Kaya’s place. It’ll be safer there.” I took Vance into the kitchen and showed him the knife. “Smells like human blood. Bart must’ve tried to protect himself. Ben was hiding, but he said the guy had an accent like yours.”

Vance sniffed at the blade and frowned, his swollen forehead wrinkling with concern. “Why would Nero send a human to collect him?”

“I wondered the same thing. Maybe they thought a human had a better chance of slipping under the radar. The scent of a jaguar in my house would’ve woken me up. And Bart wouldn’t seem any different than a normal little boy to a human. He can’t shift yet.” I shook my head, quietly cursing myself for sleeping so soundly with Naomi in my arms. This was my fault.

I cleared my throat and handed Vance a folded slip of paper. “Naomi wanted me to give you this. Apparently, Natasha slipped it to her last night and warned her that if she escaped, they’d come for her boys.” I stared up at the ceiling, hating myself all over again. “I should’ve been circling the wagons, but after we took out so many of them, I didn’t think they’d move on us so fast.”

Vance unfolded the paper. “The emperor must die.” He crunched the paper. “Fuck.” He met my eyes. “I need to find Duane Clarkson.”

“Is he the emperor?”

“Trager told me Duane is the new chairman of the Nero board, but he’s only one of the four emperors.” Vance shook his head. “I don’t know who the others are, but Duane would.”

I couldn’t think about anything but getting Bart back. The rest would have to wait. “Do you think Duane has Bart?”

“If he doesn’t, he’ll know where the tyke is.” Vance tucked the folded note into his pocket. “Natasha’s alliance has always been to Nero. The fact that she gave Naomi this note for me means that whatever plan Duane has cooked up with the four emperors is bad. She wouldn’t reach out to me unless there was no other way to stop this.”

“I can’t worry about Nero right now. Bart is the priority.” I clenched my fists. “You said a man from DC paid Duane, right? I’ll go after Brad Newport. If he isn’t behind that payment to Nero to abduct a werewolf, he might know who is.”

Vance raised a brow. “I know I’m not officially in the pack yet, but I’ve been around enough wolves to know their Alpha doesn’t face off with danger alone, mate.”

I nodded. “I’m not going alone. And neither are you.”
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Jett was my first call. He didn’t sound thrilled to be helping Vance, but if Vance did manage to find the new leader of the jaguar shifters in Flagstaff, I figured Jett might be our best chance at making him talk. I still wasn’t clear how Jett’s ability worked, but I’d experienced the sick sensation of having him inside my head firsthand.

Next, I called Chandler and Shane. Chandler had the contacts through the news station to reach out to Newport, and Shane would stay with me as backup in case things with Newport got physical.

Vance put on a baseball cap and sunglasses. It didn’t cover the cut on his mouth, but at least he didn’t look like he just went the distance with Rocky Balboa. He glanced over at me as we headed for our cars. “If I walk into an ambush, I just want you to know, I think you’re a damned fine Alpha and I’m honored to be part of your pack.”

I chuffed, glancing his way. “I’m not Alpha yet, and if you die today, I’ll kick your ass.”

“No worries, Asher.” Vance’s grin was crooked and swollen, but the confidence in his voice reassured me. “I’m tough to kill. See you back here soon, mate.”

He left to pick up Jett as Shane pulled up to the ranch. Shane got out and clasped my forearm. “Hey, Asher. Any word from Chandler yet?”

“Not yet, but I checked online and Newport had a rally in Phoenix last night, so I figure that’s where we start.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket. The text was from a number I didn’t recognize.

Community Cemetery. Fifteen minutes.

A second went by before a photo popped up. Bart’s tear-stained face filled my phone’s screen.

Dammit.

“Is it Chandler?” Shane asked.

“No,” I ground out. “Change of plans.” I lifted my head, jamming my phone back in my pocket. “I don’t recognize the number, but whoever sent it has Bart. This could be a trap, but we’re heading to the cemetery. Did you bring any weapons?”

Shane opened his jacket to expose his handgun. “I’ve got a knife on my belt, too.”

“Good.” I checked my gun and my extra clips. “Let’s get out of here.”


CHAPTER 24


Naomi

While Ben was engrossed in watching Coco for the tenth time, I wandered into the kitchen. Kaya was chopping vegetables for some kind of soup. She turned around, knife still in hand. “How’s Ben?”

“Scared, but I promised him his brother was all right and we’d get him back.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants. “This is making me nuts. I should be with Asher.”

When Asher asked me to take Ben over to Kaya’s, I’d fought him on it, but he had reminded me that Ben had been left behind when I was taken and now his brother was missing. If I ran off to find him, it would only add to the trauma.

He was probably right, but I didn’t have to like it.

Kaya set the knife on the cutting board and faced me, leaning against the counter. “Asher will find Bart.”

I nodded, aching to believe her. “Natasha warned me they’d come for the boys. How could I have fallen asleep? I should’ve been watching them.”

The answer tormented me. I had slept because I was in Asher’s arms. He made me forget we lived in a dangerous world. I’d been drained and exhausted, not to mention making love to him had relaxed me.

Guilt clung to me like a second skin. I was so damned sick of my boys being in danger.

Kaya raised a brow. “You through beating yourself up yet?”

“I’m that easy to read?” I crossed my arms. “I can’t keep doing this.”

Kaya started chopping again. “Doing what?”

“Looking over my shoulder.” I ran a hand down my face and moved over to her side of the kitchen.

Kaya and I had spent our first year of being wolves as prisoners, caged in the same storage unit at Caldwell’s facility. She had an iron will, and during that dark time, she had refused to believe we were going to spend the rest of our lives locked up. We had talked for hours on end, sharing our deepest pain and brightest dreams. Although we weren’t blood, I loved her like a sister.

Her eyes flicked up to my face as she chopped celery. “You’re a badass werewolf, Naomi. It’s those jaguars who should be looking over their shoulders.”

I rolled my eyes. “Then why am I hiding out here instead of finding my son?”

“Because you have more than one little boy, and you don’t have to protect them all alone.” She laid the knife on the cutting board and focused all her attention on me. “Besides, we both know that if you went out there right now, you’d be worrying yourself sick about Ben the whole time.”

“True, but still…” I looked over my shoulder toward the living room. “What kind of life is this for them?”

Kaya came to stand beside me, keeping her voice low. “This is the life a werewolf is born into. It’s the only one they know.”

I glanced her way. “What if I could change that? What if I took them to the West Coast—maybe San Diego? It’s pretty there. Probably no packs to worry about.”

“And what about Asher?”

That was the million-dollar question. He’d told me he’d go with me, but he was about to ascend to Alpha. And he’d be a damned good one. Maybe I’d come back when the boys were older. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Asher’s future is here. He’s going to be a great Alpha.”

Kaya bumped me with her hip. “You can’t be serious, right? He loves you. He’s not going to stay here. He’ll go with you.”

“And he’ll be miserable.” I rubbed my forehead. “I want him to be happy. He’s my mate, too, and running isn’t his style.” I met her eyes. “I feel like I’m being torn apart. I want to give the boys a chance at a normal childhood, and I want Asher to be the leader he was born to be… But I can’t have both.”

“Says you.” Kaya crossed back to her chopped ingredients and dumped them in a pot. “Do you love him?”

“Asher?” I nodded slowly. “Definitely.”

“Then talk to him.” Kaya turned on the burner under the pot.

“He already told me he’d leave if that’s what I wanted.”

“Then there’s your answer.” Kaya picked up a wooden spoon and started stirring.

“But he’d be giving up everything. He’ll end up hating me.”

Asher’s name lit up on my cell phone.

Vance and Jett are following up on the note Natasha gave you, and Shane and I are headed to a meetup. I’ll keep you posted.

Another message popped up a second later.

I love you.

My chest clenched. I loved him, too. But my boys had to come first. I couldn’t be the reason Asher gave up his chance to lead this pack. They needed him, and he needed it to become the man he was born to be. How could I hold him back from that?

I’d protect my boys, and Asher could lead the pack. My happiness would have to wait. It would break my heart, but it was my happiness that had allowed a stranger to come into our home and take my son in the first place.

I ground my teeth.

Never again.


CHAPTER 25


Asher

I parked a block away from the Community Cemetery. Sedona’s scenic final resting place wasn’t far from the town proper, right at the end of Pine Drive with the residential homes hiding it from the main highway. I fucking hated it here. My parents were buried in a joint plot along the western edge. This was the spot where time had stopped for them, and my life had changed forever.

“Do you smell that?” Shane whispered, coming around to my side of the Jeep.

I sucked in a breath, grateful for the distraction from the unwanted memories. My heart hammered. “Vinegar. Lots of it.” I glanced his way. “They don’t want us to catch their scent.”

Shane gripped my arm. “We should call the others. This is definitely a trap.”

I drew my gun, shaking my head. “Vance and Jett are in Flagstaff, Ryker is recovering from a head wound, Gage is protecting his little boys, and Chandler is in Phoenix.”

“What about Cole or Dex and Deacon?”

The truth was, I couldn’t deal with Dex and Deacon right now. If they refused my request for backup, I wouldn’t handle it well. Besides, the fifteen minutes were almost up. “We don’t have time to wait for any of them to get here.”

I took out my phone and showed Shane the pic.

“Shit.” He raked his hand through his hair and nodded slowly. “Okay. But if we walk through the main gate, we might as well be wearing targets on our backs.”

“We don’t need to. It’s not fenced.” I looked up the street toward the cemetery. “You circle in from the west, and I’ll come at them from the east. If one of us can distract them, the other can grab Bart and get the hell out of here.”

Shane shook his head. “What if there’s a team? We’ll be outnumbered.”

“Then we level the playing field.” I pulled back the slide on my Glock. “Ready?”

Shane didn’t look satisfied with my insistence that we go in blind, and if Bart wasn’t mixed up in this, I’d agree with Shane, but at this point, I’d do anything to get that kid back to his mother. And whoever had texted me was probably counting on that.

We split up, and I jogged around the perimeter of the cemetery. I sprinted between the oak and juniper trees, and their scents hit me like a truck, filling my head with memories of my parents’ caskets lowering into the ground. The gentle breeze played a haunting melody on wind chimes hanging from branches near the grave markers. Most people found this place peaceful and sacred, but for me, this was a reminder of what I’d lost. The sooner we got back to the ranch, the better.

As I made my way upwind, the vinegar fragrance dissipated a little, but by now, my nose was somewhat numb from the assault. A skunk could have been crossing the cemetery and I wouldn’t be have been able to smell it. Dammit.

I scanned the area. Nothing moved, other than the chimes blowing in the wind. Even though I was standing in broad daylight, with my senses overloaded by the vinegar and the windchimes ringing, I felt blinded. Something flashed, catching my eye. I squinted toward it, lifting my gun.

The point of a blade pressed against my back, right between my ribs. “Put it down, or you’re dead.”

The guy had a thick Australian accent, just as Ben had described. If I didn’t know that Vance was in Flagstaff searching for Clarkson, I might’ve believed he double-crossed me. I sucked in a breath and finally caught a scent other than vinegar.

Human.

I lowered my Glock, knowing I’d have no trouble overpowering a human attacker. I didn’t need a gun.

“Drop it,” he ordered, the sharp tip of the knife already poking my skin right through my jacket and shirt.

I grudgingly obeyed and placed my gun on the ground, keeping my eyes out for Shane. “Where’s the boy?”

“Safe for now.” The man with the accent bent over to retrieve my weapon.

I grabbed his arm and flipped him over onto his back. He swung the knife as I pinned him against the hard earth, but I managed to dodge the blade and catch his wrist. I squeezed until he dropped the weapon, but I couldn’t force his arm to the ground. This guy was strong—werewolf strong.

We struggled until I finally head-butted him. While he was dazed, I trapped his arms under my knees.

Shane jogged over. “You okay?”

“Fine.” I glanced up at him. “What took you so long? Did you find Bart?”

“Not exactly. I found another human.” Concern shone in Shane’s eyes. “I knocked him out, but it took all I had to do it.” He shook his head. “His scent is human, but he heard me coming. There’s no way a human would’ve caught the sound of my footsteps. I was being careful.”

The Australian blinked up at me. Now that I stared down at him, it was obvious he was related to Vance. He had shorter hair but the same jawline and bright hazel eyes.

“Who the hell are you?” I growled through gritted teeth. “Where’s Bart?

“The boy is safe.” He coughed and suddenly shoved me off him. No fucking way a human could have overpowered me, but unless I was losing my heightened senses, this guy didn’t smell like a shifter.

Shane tackled him, knocking his ass back to the ground.

The human coughed. “I only took this job to find my brother.” His eyes met mine. “Vance Park. He works for Nero.”

I shook my head. “Not anymore.” My gaze flicked to Shane. “Let him up.”

Shane didn’t look happy about it, but he did as I’d said. The human stood up, all his attention on me.

I rolled my shoulders back, willing my wolf to back off, despite the aggression in this guy’s eyes. “Take me to Bart, and then we can talk about Vance.”

He shook his head slowly. “You may be the Alpha of your pack, but I don’t answer to you. I have the boy, so I’ll be making the demands.”

The more this asshole talked, the more questions I had. How did he know who I was or that werewolves and packs existed in the first place? Hell, how did he get my cell number to text me?

He glanced at Shane and back to me. “I invited you here to make you an offer. You bring me Vance, and I’ll give you the boy.”

“How did you get my number?” I asked.

“Your assistant at the tour company.” The corner of his mouth quirked up into a crooked smile—Vance’s smile. “Seems she’s a sucker for a man with an accent. Told her I was considering a tour but I wanted to discuss it with you first.”

My mind raced to make sense of a this. Vance would probably volunteer himself in trade for Bart. Behind his easy grin, Vance was one of the deadliest assassins in Nero’s arsenal. He could handle himself with this guy.

Unless…

“How do you know Vance?” I asked.

“He’s my big brother.” He holstered his blade and met my eyes. “Tell him Micah wants to talk.”

I blinked. “But you’re—”

“Human?” He raised a brow. “Yeah, our mum was bitten by Vance’s dad. My father was her second husband. My dad’s not a jaguar.”

Fuck. This guy knew everything. And Vance might not be quick to kill his own blood. Suddenly, handing Vance over didn’t seem like a good idea. We couldn’t afford to lose another pack member before we were even officially a pack.

Shane cleared his throat. “You’re stronger than any human I’ve ever met.”

“I have all your abilities and heightened senses.” Micah looked between us with a dangerous gleam in his eyes. “Wait. You thought Nero was the only contractor working on enhanced super soldier contracts for the government?”

My gut twisted. “If that’s all true, why do you need Vance?”

“Because the one thing they couldn’t give me was the ability to shift.” He lifted his arm, eyeing a Special Ops watch on his wrist. “You’ve got two hours. Bring me my brother, or I hand the boy over to Nero and collect my fee. It’s your call.”
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I met Vance at his truck when he pulled through the gates of the ranch. I’d sent him a text to abort the plan to find Clarkson for now. I knew who had Bart.

I failed to mention it was his younger brother.

Vance got out of the car and scanned the property. “Thought you found the boy…”

Jett got out of the passenger side of Vance’s car, all his attention on me.

“Micah has him,” I replied, studying Vance’s face.

Vance frowned, shaking his head. “What?”

“He said he’s your brother. He looked like you.” Again, I waited. While my heart trusted Vance, my head was cautious at this point. I stumbled upon secrets this afternoon that had left me unsure who to trust.

“Fuck.” Vance shook his head. “I haven’t seen him since I came to the States. It’s been over twenty years. How did he get mixed up with Nero?”

“Looking for you.” Some of the tension eased from my shoulders. “He knows about shifters.”

Vance nodded. “My dad drowned while surfing when I was tyke. My mum remarried a human. She didn’t grow up as a jaguar, so she had no idea when I’d start shifting. I didn’t either. Sadly, my brother and I were camping in the Outback during the new moon when my first shift came on. He saw the whole thing. Still has the scars to prove it.” He gripped the back of his neck, staring down at the ground. “After that night, I packed up and left Australia forever. I fell in with Nero, and I never looked back.”

“He claims he’ll return Bart to us instead of Nero…if I hand you over to him.” I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Vance chuffed, his gaze meeting mine. “I’ll go. Get the boy back to his mum.”

“Your brother isn’t just a human anymore.” I looked over at Jett. “He’s got all our shifter enhanced senses and strength, but he’s still human.” I ground my teeth and forced the words out. “He claims Nero isn’t the only defense contractor working on a super soldier program.”

“Shit.” Vance’s eyes widened. “That dumb-ass.” He ran a hand down his face. “You think he wants to kill me?”

“No.” I waited for him to meet my eyes. “I think he wants you to bite him.”


CHAPTER 26


Naomi

Over three hours had passed since I last heard from Asher. I’d sent two texts with no response, and I was seriously starting to lose my shit. While I sat there, my brain played a constant loop of worst-case scenarios. What if I lost both Bart and Asher?

Ugh. I was going to vomit.

I got up, pacing Kaya’s living room for the millionth time.

She came out of the kitchen and stood in front of me, blocking my path around the room. “Ben’s asleep. I’m more than capable of watching him snooze. He’s safe with me.”

“What are you saying?” I searched her eyes.

“You’re not really a sit-at-home-and-wait-for-the-men-to-save-the-day kind of woman.” She squeezed my hands. “Letting me keep an eye on Ben doesn’t make you a bad mother.”

“I feel like I’m being torn in half. If I’d been watching the boys instead of being all tangled up in Asher’s arms, none of this would’ve happened.”

Kaya raised a brow. “Or you could be dead, and Bart could still be missing. Don’t play the ‘what-if’ game. You’ll drive yourself nuts.”

“I can’t sit here staring at my phone, but I can’t leave Ben, either.” I looked over at my sleeping little boy. “What if they come for him, too?”

Kaya held up her cell. “I already called Gage. He’s coming over and bringing his boys, so Ben will be distracted.” Her gaze locked on mine. “Do what you need to do. I’ll keep Ben occupied and safe.”

If Gage was here, too, I wouldn’t be leaving Kaya without backup. I could find Asher and help him bring Bart home. I hugged her tightly. “Thank you, Kaya.” I stepped back. “I’ll text you once I know something.”

“You better.”

I grabbed my coat and checked my pocket for my throwing stars. I had a gun at the ranch, and with any luck, maybe Asher would be there. For all I knew, maybe he’d already have Bart with him.

Then I could kick his ass for not texting me back.
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When I drove up to the ranch, all the cars were gone. My heart sank. I didn’t really believe I’d find Asher and Bart here, but that hadn’t stopped me from hoping. I got out of the car and frowned. My nose told me Asher had been here recently. His scent lingered, along with Vance’s, Shane’s, and Jett’s. But none of them were here now.

I unlocked the house and turned off the alarm. “Anyone home?” I shouted.

Hearing no reply, I got busy filling another clip for my Glock. I slipped my shoulder holster on and put my jacket over it before holstering my gun. I slid the extra clip into the pocket opposite my throwing stars.

Since the guys weren’t at the ranch, I figured I’d try the Wolf Pack bar next. In the distance, my keen ears caught the rumble of an engine. I peered out the window, frowning as a silver Mercedes stopped at the gate.

The security speaker popped and hissed. “I see your car. Looks like we have two choices. You can let me in, or I’ll ram the gate.”

I clicked the button. “Who the hell are you?”

He chuckled. “Pardon me. I didn’t realize I was speaking with the lady of the house. I’m Brad Newport.”

Oh fuck. The guy ranting about government experiments and running for the Senate was on my doorstep. “I’m on my way out for an appointment.”

“I see. If it’s about finding your little boy, I may be able to help.”

My heart stopped for a second, and my mouth went dry. This bastard was involved. And if he had information, I couldn’t let him get away. I was heavily armed, and as a werewolf, I’d have no trouble physically overpowering him if I needed to.

I clicked the button to open the gate.

He parked his car beside mine and got out. His gray pinstriped suit was perfectly tailored to his frame. He looked younger in person than he did in the commercials on television, tall and slender with sliver flecks in his dark-brown hair.

I opened the front door as he approached. He hesitated and took a slow breath. His eyes locked on mine. “You’re alone.”

I shrugged, grateful I was wearing multiple layers of clothes and a jacket. He wouldn’t be able to see the goose bumps rising on my arms. But that didn’t really matter right now. What I wanted to know was how he could have possibly known there was no one else here.

I checked his scent—human. “I’m well armed if you decide to try something stupid.” My voice was clipped, hopefully hiding my desperation to find Bart. “Now tell me where my son is.”

He chuckled. “You’re in no position to demand anything.” He sobered, a cold glint in his dark eyes. “Did you and your pack really think blowing up the Nero headquarters would end the government’s obsession with super soldiers?”

He stepped into my personal space, and I drew my gun without hesitation. Instead of backing off, he lunged forward, grabbing at my wrists. We struggled for control of the weapon. How the hell was this human so strong?

I slammed my knee into his groin, and he finally dropped to the floor with a guttural groan. Pulling back the slide on my Glock, I kept it aimed right at his head. “Don’t move, asshole.”


CHAPTER 27


Asher

I was about to tell Vance there was no way we were agreeing to the swap, when a bolt of shock and fear shot through my entire body. That otherworldly connection with Naomi was back, and this time, I didn’t fight it. If she needed me, I welcomed it.

As my surroundings changed, I focused on details, unsure how long the tie to her would last. The ranch. I looked down and frowned. Naomi’s hands were aiming a gun at the guy I’d only seen on television—Brad Newport.

Her scent filled my lungs, possessing me and lighting a fire of rage in my chest. This asshole was threatening my mate.

“Shit.” I blinked, and I was back in the Wolf Pack Bar. Fuck. “Shane, we need to get to the ranch. Now.” I turned to Vance and Jett. “Follow us. Naomi’s got Brad Newport.”

Vance frowned. “I thought she was hiding out with Kaya and the other cub.”

“Me too,” I said. “Let’s move.”

I made record time getting back to the ranch, and my Jeep skidded to a stop beside a Mercedes. I hit the ground running, gun drawn and ready. My leg throbbed, but I hardly noticed. Naomi was all that mattered.

Shane was right behind me, and Jett rolled in a second later. I didn’t catch Vance’s scent, but I didn’t wait to look for him. I didn’t wait for anything.

I couldn’t.

Safe or not, my mate needed me, and right now, that was all I could concentrate on. I threw the door open to find the candidate for senator sitting on one of the barstools, his hands up and Naomi’s gun aimed at his chest.

Her eyes met mine, and my wolf howled. She was safe. I strode across the room and stood beside her. “What’s he doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing.”

I clenched my jaw. “It happened again.”

She seemed to understand without me having to explain, which was good since we had an enemy in our kitchen. Naomi was the only person who knew about the strange new ability surfacing from inside me.

“Be careful.” She tipped her head toward Newport. “He’s stronger than he looks.” Her attention shifted my way for a second. “He says he knows who has Bart.”

I looked at the politician. “So do we.”

Surprise flashed in Newport’s eyes.

Naomi’s head snapped in my direction. “Then let’s go get him.”

“It’s not that simple.” I studied Newport again. “How’d you know where to find us?”

“Doesn’t matter.” He shook his head and straightened his suit. “I came to make a deal with the lady, but if you’ve already recovered her boy, then I guess I’m too late.”

In the distance, two engines rumbled. Hummers. Shit. He must’ve had a security detail. Time was running out.

I moved around the bar, grabbed the lapels of his expensive suit, and jerked him in close, my voice dropping to a dangerous rumble. “Micah told us about another defense contractor developing super soldiers. Do you work for them?”

“No.” Newport knocked my hands away. “I’m trying to stop them.”

“By kidnapping a little boy?” I shoved him off the stool, shaking my head. “Get the fuck out of my house, and if you ever come near my family again, no amount of security will keep me from killing you.”

Newport scrambled to his feet as two black Hummers rolled up to the gate. Spittle flew from his lips. “It may take years, but I’m going to expose all of you for the animals you are.”

I shook my head. “We didn’t have anything to do with government experiments.”

“Do you know how many soldiers have died in these laboratories?” Newport backed up toward the door. “And the rise in wild animal attacks during full moons? You’re murderers.” Disgust shined in his eyes. “The American people have a right to know. And I’m going to tell them.”

He opened the door and Jett started to follow, but I caught his elbow. “Let him go.”

Jett frowned. “He knows too much.”

My gaze locked on Jett’s. “Until we find out exactly what he knows and how he knows it, we can’t risk it.” I gestured to the armed security detail at the gate. “He’s a public figure, and those Hummers aren’t here by chance. He’s baiting us to get some kind of violent footage. That’s why he paid Nero to abduct a werewolf. Imagine catching a shift during a full moon. We can’t play his game.”

“Shit.” Jett shook his head slowly. “You’re right.”

Naomi holstered her gun and came over to stand beside me. Her hand slid into mine. “Take me to Bart.”

I scanned the room and glanced at Jett. “Where’s Vance?”

“He didn’t come back with me. He wanted to check on Kaya.”

I purposefully had not told Vance where we’d found Micah. I knew the jaguar well enough to know he’d go straight to his brother and trade himself for Bart. You didn’t rack up as many kills as Vance had without it leaving behind some scars and a deep well of guilt. Did he have a death wish?

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

“Can you all give Naomi and me some space?” I requested.

Jett and Shane nodded and stepped out the front door. I embraced Naomi, kissing the top of her hair. “When that vision hit, I was so damned scared.” I pulled back. “Why were you here alone?”

“Bart is my son. I couldn’t just sit on the sidelines and hope you’d rescue him.” She looked up at me, and for the first time since I’d known her, she seemed distant. “You’re my Alpha and my mate, but you’re not my keeper.”

“No, I’m not.” I cocked a brow. “Didn’t realize you thought I was.”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. You said you know who has Bart. Let’s bring him home.”

“It’s not that simple. The human who took him is Vance’s half brother, and he’s got all our heightened senses and strength, without an animal spirit to ground him.” I waited for my words to sink in. “He wants to trade Vance for Bart. We were in the middle of coming up with a plan when I saw you struggling with Newport.”

“Seriously?” She slid her hand free of mine. “Vance is one of Nero’s deadliest assassins. He can protect himself from a human, even one with shifter powers. Bart is a scared little boy. Seems like a simple choice to me.”

“I think we can save Bart without losing Vance in the trade.” It fucking hurt to see the distrust in her eyes. I crossed my arms. “This guy only took the job for Nero because he wanted to get to Vance. He’s not interested in turning Bart over to be experimented on.”

She shoved me back a step. “You’re betting Bart’s life on some stranger’s motives? Never mind. I’ll find him myself.”

I caught her wrist as she turned for the door. “Wait,” my wolf growled, a compulsion that filled my voice. “Come with me to Kaya’s. We’ll pick up Vance and arrange a meeting.”

She glanced over her shoulder, meeting my gaze with tears welling in her dark eyes. “If something happens to him…”

“I swear we’ll bring Bart home.” I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I love those boys like my own, but we need to do this the right way. You heard Newport. They’re aching to find a way to expose us to the world. And if they can catch us being violent, that only furthers the narrative they want to sell to the world—that shifters are dangerous.”

Gradually, she nodded. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.”

There was something different in her eyes now, a barrier between us, almost like a shield. For the first time since I’d known her, Naomi was shutting me out.


CHAPTER 28


Naomi

I stayed focused on the snow-dusted Red Rocks as Asher drove toward Kaya’s place. If I looked over at him and the angle of his determined jaw, his rough hands gripping the steering wheel, my emotional wall would crumble. It was tough to keep myself together being this close to him and breathing in his scent.

When Asher and I had become werewolves, it had been us against the world, and now I’d allowed him into my heart and my wolf had recognized him as her mate. Walking away was going to take every ounce of strength I had left.

My anger and worry for my boys were all I had to bolster my will to walk away. Asher had been offered a deal to bring Bart home, and rather than take it, he’d gone back to the Wolf Pack Bar to regroup and protect Vance. He said he loved the twins like his own, and while that could be true, his actions made on thing crystal clear: Asher had a pack to care for now. I was all my boys had.

And if I could hold tight to this mother’s rage, I’d be strong enough to leave Sedona behind. I had to try to give them a childhood free of safe rooms and kidnappings, a childhood they deserved.

He parked in front of Kaya’s house and glanced over at me. “Look, I know you’re pissed at me, but we’re going to bring Bart home.”

I managed a stiff nod, without allowing myself to turn his way. “Then we’re leaving.”

“All right. Where do you want to go?”

I cleared my throat and finally stole a look in his direction. “I mean me and the boys.”

Before he could reply, I got out of the Jeep. Chickenshit, yes, but if I looked at him any longer I might lose my resolve.

He stood on the other side of the Jeep. “What?”

I didn’t need to see the shock on his face. It was plain in his voice. I didn’t answer.

“Wait.” He caught up with me before I made it to Kaya’s front door. Asher put himself between me and the house, his gaze heavy, pain in his dark eyes. “Naomi, talk to me. What the hell is going on? Why are you shutting me out?”

“Why?” I searched his eyes, my heart tearing in two. “Don’t you see what’s happening? This isn’t going to go away after we find Bart. We won’t be able to pretend we’re a happy family. There’s a man running for Senate who has abilities he shouldn’t have, and he’s determined to show the world we’re dangerous. They’re not going to stop coming for us, and my boys are the soft underbelly of this pack.”

I wiped an unwanted tear from my cheek. “It sucks that I finally found a good man and fell in love and now I have to walk away, but I have to protect my children.”

He held my shoulders in a tight, desperate grasp. “I’ll go with you. The pack can find another Alpha.”

“No, they can’t. You’re the best hope for the future. Without you, there’s no way they’ll pull together and stop whatever Newport and Nero are cooking up. You need to stay, Asher, and be the leader you were born to be.”

“No way.” He shook his head. “You believed in me, even when I didn’t.” His eyes shone with emotions I wished I could hide from. “I love you, Naomi. I’ve never said those words to anyone else. You’re the missing half of my heart and soul. If I ever truly become Alpha, it will be with you at my side or not at all.”

“I love you, too, and this is tearing me up inside, but I can’t keep living this way.” I searched his eyes as another tear slid down my cheek.

“What’s the plan, mate?” Vance came out of the house, and I did my best to dry my face before turning around.

Asher moved forward, putting himself between me and Vance, shielding me.

God, why couldn’t we have met before we were bitten? We could’ve had a normal relationship—courtship, marriage, kids, everything—and our biggest concern would have been property taxes.

Asher took out his phone. “I’m going to text Micah that we’re coming. When we meet him, I’ll do the talking. And you’re not going anywhere with your brother alone.” Asher’s voice was firm, all business.

I stepped up beside my mate, doing my best to keep my voice even. “While you two keep him busy, I’ll find Bart.” If my son was stashed near the meeting place, I’d recognize his scent.

Vance’s gaze flicked between us, his smile fading. Maybe I wasn’t covering up my emotions as well as I thought. His tone softened. “I feel like I’m missing a piece here.”

“We’re fine.” Asher clenched his jaw. “We need to find out what Micah knows.”

“Unless a new personality came with the new powers, my brother won’t give unless he gets.” Vance crossed his arms. “What are you offering in return, if not me?”

Asher shrugged. “Micah has heightened senses but no outlet. There’s no animal connected in his soul. I think he wants to be a shifter, but he’ll have to earn it.”

My jaw went slack. “He kidnapped my son.” I shook my head. “You can’t seriously be considering making him a member of the pack.”

Asher glanced my way. “He has werewolf senses. There’s no way he missed Ben’s scent when he came for Bart, but he still left him behind. Then Bart cut Micah with the knife in the kitchen, but I didn’t find a trace of violence or Bart’s blood, which means Micah didn’t retaliate. And he didn’t deliver Bart to Nero, even though it could get him killed. He contacted me instead.” His gaze never wavered from mine. “I’m willing to hear him out. Plus, it will give you time to find Bart.”

It took a second for his words to sink through my thick skull. I was so consumed with worry for Bart that I’d missed every sign Asher had caught. He hadn’t been putting the pack first; he’d seen a way to save Bart and strengthen the pack at the same time, which would protect all of us.

My mind raced. This isn’t the life I wanted for my boys, but they were born into a dangerous world. The only one they’ve ever known. I could try to give them a new one, but wolves are safer in a pack. With their Alpha. With the man I love.

Instinctively, I slid my hand into Asher’s, our fingers lacing together as if we weren’t on the brink of being torn apart. Questions filled his eyes, but I didn’t have any answers. But every instinct I had told me I was right where I was meant to be.


CHAPTER 29


Asher

My face was numb by the time we reached the Devil’s Bridge. The rock bridge was the largest natural arch in Sedona, and during the spring and summer months, it was a busy trail full of tourists. But in winter, the four-mile hike meant bitterly cold wind and deafening solitude. We hadn’t crossed paths with a single hiker, which was probably why Micah had picked the remote spot for the swap.

With Vance in the Jeep with us on the ride over, Naomi hadn’t said a word. It was torture not to talk to her. When she took my hand earlier, the simple touch had left me with more questions than answers. Was she still leaving me?

I didn’t have a fucking clue.

So, I did my best to focus on the task at hand. We needed to mine Vance’s brother for information and to keep Micah busy while Naomi found her son. Now that we knew Micah could hear as well as we did, we kept our voices down, turning downwind to communicate so the wind wouldn’t expose our location.

We stopped at the base of the bridge, and Naomi scanned the area. She pointed to the north. Then I caught the scent.

Bart.

I tugged my phone from my pocket, and she nodded, understanding my gesture. She’d text me once she had him. I leaned in close to her ear. “Be careful.”

She met my eyes. “You too.”

Vance and I started up the natural, staircase-like Red Rock while Naomi headed north. A gust of wind came up from the valley, knocking me off-balance for a second. It also carried the scent of a now-familiar human—Micah.

I glanced back at Vance, and he nodded, drawing his gun. Would he shoot his own brother? I honestly didn’t know.

When we reached the snow-covered Devil’s Bridge, Micah was waiting, his gun also drawn. “Drop your gun,” he shouted as the wind whipped around us.

“Sorry, mate.” Vance shook his head. “You’re taller than I remember.”

“I was just a kid when you left.” Micah approached us cautiously, his weapon still aimed in our direction. “Know what it’s like to worship someone and have them walk out on you?”

Vance lowered his gun. “You were better off without me, Micah. I nearly killed you. Scared the shit out of me.”

“Where’s Bart?” I asked, interrupting the family reunion.

“He’s safe. For now.” Micah shifted his focus to me. “Go back to your car, and I’ll text you his coordinates.”

“I’m not leaving Vance behind.”

Micah turned his gun in my direction. “I don’t want to shoot you, but I will.”

I stood my ground. “If you kill me, you’ll lose what you want most.”

Micah raised a brow and smirked. “You don’t know what I want.”

“Like hell I don’t.” I glanced at Vance and back to his brother. “You’re looking for a place to belong. First you thought it would be the military, then maybe Nero, but nothing fills that void, that yearning for family, for someone to have your back no matter what. You have the instincts but no connection.”

Micah frowned, his hands shaking as he gripped the gun tighter. “I want to shift like Vance.”

“We can help you, but only if you give us the information we need.” I gritted my teeth as another gust of wind stung my cheeks. “You can start by putting that gun away.”

“How do I know you won’t put a bullet in my brain?”

Vance spoke up before I could. “Because he knows I’ll kick his ass if he hurts my little brother.”

Micah stared at Vance for a moment. “I haven’t been your little brother for twenty years.”

“You never stopped being my brother.” A muscle clenched in Vance’s cheek. “I’m sorry I never reached out again. I figured you must hate me.”

Micah didn’t reply, but he did holster his gun. His gaze met mine. “What do you want to know?”

Whatever silent communication had just happened between them, I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to pass up the chance to gather information. “How did you get our abilities without being bitten?”

Micah pushed up the sleeve of his jacket, exposing a tattoo on his forearm. But this wasn’t Nero’s lionhead. It was a wolf. And in block letters above it, it read, Timber.

I frowned. “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

“It was my military unit.” Micah tugged his sleeve back down. “I followed my brother to America, but once I got here, the trail went cold. I needed money, so I found a guy to get me papers and I joined the Army. My unit was selected for an elite training experiment. They marked us as the Timberwolves and then turned us over to the lab at Evolution Defense. They shot us up with a serum they claimed would make us stronger and give us heightened senses. What they failed to mention was they were injecting us with DNA from werewolves.”

Fuck. Could Newport have been part of the experiment, too? All his political commercials touted his military service. It would explain his inhuman strength. “Do you know Brad Newport?”

Micah nodded slowly. “He was our lieutenant. Why?”

I glanced over at Vance and then back to his brother. “Did you know he’s trying to expose shifters?”

“No.” Micah didn’t break eye contact, and his heart rate remained steady. It was tough to lie to a werewolf when we could hear your heart beating. “Wouldn’t surprise me, though.” He crossed his arms. “He was pissed when he found out what Evolution Defense did to us, and a few months ago, he reached out to some of us. Apparently, he got an anonymous e-mail with video footage of soldiers shifting into animals. Violent video footage. He couldn’t trace its origin, but he wanted our help getting proof he could verify to the public.”

I forced my pulse to remain steady, but holy fuck. Naomi’s plan to run away was sounding better by the second. “But you turned him down and kidnapped a child instead?”

Micah shook his head. “I already told you: I only took this job to find my brother.” My phone buzzed in my pocket, and Micah chuckled. “You better check that. The boy’s mom probably found the tent with him unharmed inside.”

“You knew she was with us?” I pulled out my phone, happy to see a selfie of Naomi and Bart fill my screen.

“Yeah. I set up a remote webcam in the parking area.”

Vance’s brother was no slouch. I flashed the picture to Vance. “Looks like he’s telling us the truth.”

“If you only took this job to find me, mission accomplished.” Vance came a little closer to his brother. “What’s next?”

Micah wiped at his nose. “Guess that depends on you.”

“How so?” Vance’s trademark bravado faded.

Micah shrugged. “Are you going to ditch me again?”

“I only left to keep you safe. When I attacked you during my first shift, I felt like a monster.”

“So you ran.” Micah nodded slowly. “Got as far from Australia as you could.”

Vance smirked. “Suppose I did.”

Micah raised a brow. “You going to filet me at the next new moon?”

“Nah. I can work with the cat now.”

A gust of wind howled underneath the Devil’s Bridge, and I cursed. “Can you two finish catching up someplace warmer? I’m freezing my ass off.”

Vance threw an arm around Micah’s shoulders. “It’s good to see you.”

Micah glanced my way. “Nero is going to be pissed when I don’t deliver that little boy tonight.”

“We’ll handle them.” I reached out my hand to clasp his forearm. He reciprocated, and I gripped his arm more tightly. “We have a pack in Sedona, and we could use your help to stop Newport from exposing us all. It may take that before Naomi ever trusts you.”

Micah sighed, looking out at the valley. “I was never going to hurt that boy.” He faced me again. “He’s a fighter. Can’t believe I got cut by a four-year-old.”

I grinned. “He’s not even three yet.” I sent Naomi a text to meet us at the car, then looked up at the Park brothers. “Until you prove yourself to Naomi, probably safest for you to stay out of her line of fire.”

Vance nodded. “She’s deadly with ninja stars. You’ll be bleeding out before you even realize she threw something.” Vance shifted his attention to me. “I’ll head back to the Wolf Pack Bar with Micah.”

“All right.” I clasped Vance’s forearm. “Let me know if Newport or Nero make contact.”

“Will do.”

I left them behind, jogging down the rocky steps of the Red Rocks, anxious to get back to Naomi.


CHAPTER 30


Naomi

Asher’s cheeks were flushed—wind burned, from the look of it—as he jogged toward the Jeep. Bart scrambled out of my arms and tackled Asher the second he opened the door. My eyes welled with tears seeing my big, tough Alpha close his eyes and embrace my little boy, breathing him in. Gradually, Asher’s dark lashes lifted, and his gaze locked on mine.

My heart raced in answer. He loved me. Loved us.

He peeled off Bart and stood him up on the driver’s seat. “Are you hurt?”

Bart shook his head. “Nope. He bought me Wolverine for the tent.”

I waggled the action figure as evidence.

Asher chuckled and gave Bart another hug. “We were worried.”

Bart squeezed Asher’s neck once more before scrambling back onto my lap. “Can we go see Ben now?”

“Yeah.” Asher got behind the wheel and fired up the engine. He looked over at me, relief on his face and questions in his eyes, but I couldn’t give him answers just yet.

I leaned over to kiss his cheek and whispered, “We’ll talk tonight.”

“You can talk here, Mama.”

Geez. I may as well have said the words out loud.

Bart climbed between us and into his car seat in the back. He grinned as we turned to look back at him. “Can Asher live at our house now?”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. I gave birth to a yenta werewolf.
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By the time I got Bart and Ben settled into bed, exhaustion was weighing me down. The day had blurred together as relief replaced worry and joy dried up the sorrow. Bart was home safe, Vance’s brother had given Asher some insight into Newport’s plan, and the other born wolves seemed to be accepting Asher’s leadership. Nero was still a threat, but I felt confident we’d face it together.

My mate came over and sat beside me on the couch. Sat was being generous, though. It was more like he collapsed and flopped down next to me. He turned his head, his eyes searching my face. “This has been the longest day of my life. And I’ve had some long ones.”

I nodded, resting my hand on his thigh. “I can relate.”

His gaze flicked toward the boys’ room. “Are they asleep?”

I waited to see if they answered him. Silence. “Sounds like it.”

He took my hand, lacing his fingers with mine. “I’m sorry about how things played out. I should’ve told you why I didn’t immediately ask Vance to give himself up in trade for Bart.” He reached over to tuck a lock of my hair behind my ear. “I’m new to this whole Alpha thing and the power might have gone to my head for a second. You had every right to be pissed at me.”

Every time I thought I couldn’t love him more…

I smiled. “That wasn’t why I wanted to get out of Sedona.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I’m just so sick of my kids being targets. But I realized something today…”

He raised a brow, his thumb stroking my knuckles, instinctively soothing me. “What’s that?”

“My boys were born werewolves. They’re never going to have a normal childhood like I did, but that’s not a bad thing. They’d never fit into the normal human world anyway.” I settled against Asher’s chest. “They’re safer with their pack. With their Alpha.”

His deep voice rumbled. “With their dad.”

I frowned and looked up at him. “Brock is dead.”

Asher shook his head. “I meant me.” He glanced down the hall as he spoke. “I love them.” His eyes met mine. “And their mother is my world.” He pressed a tender kiss to my forehead. “If we’re shaking up the werewolf world by having a bitten wolf ascend to Alpha, I want Bart to be my eldest son.”

My vision wavered as tears stung my eyes. “Someday…”

“Bart would be the Alpha. He’s already protecting his brother.” He searched my face. “Let’s be a family.”

“And lead a pack?”

A smile teased the corners of his mouth. “You know I won’t do it without you at my side.”

God, I loved him. I answered him with a kiss, my tongue twining slowly with his. He scooped me off the couch and carried me back toward the bedroom. I ached for him. I wanted to lose myself, to forget where I ended and he began.

We were naked in record time, and the second he slid under the covers with me, our bodies tangled and our lips fused together. I would never get tired of kissing him, or breathing in his scent, or feeling his possessive touch on my skin.

He broke the kiss, staring down at me as his hips pressed forward, joining our bodies. I ran my nails along his back, and we probably should’ve found a condom, but another thought quickly entered my mind: I would love to have Asher’s children. And I could do so being confident that mine wouldn’t be forgotten or cast aside because he already made it clear that Bart and Ben were ours, too.

His gaze wandered over my face. “I love you,” he whispered.

I smiled, breathless, my body aching for release. “I love you, too.”

Tasting his lips once more, I caught his lower lip in my teeth, enjoying the growl that escaped his throat. I rolled us over and drank in the sexy, surprised smirk on his mouth. I grinned as I rocked my hips into his. “Just because you’re going to be the Alpha around here doesn’t mean I don’t get to take charge sometimes.”

He raised a brow and gripped my thighs. “Your wish is my command.”

I leaned down to kiss him. I didn’t know what I’d ever done to deserve this love story I’d stumbled into, but I was going to be damned sure I never took it for granted.


EPILOGUE


Asher

It had been almost two weeks since we brought Bart back home. Since then, Vance and Micah had been working with Chandler on ways to stop Newport’s plan to expose shifters to the public, and I’d kept my focus on unifying our pack. With Jett and Cole leading the way, the born wolves were finally on board with me taking on the Alpha position. Even Cole’s folks had conceded that I was the pack’s best hope for a future. And if all went according to plan, tomorrow night’s full moon would be my first as the Alpha of the Sedona Pack.

Adam Sloan, the Alpha of the Reno Pack, had traveled down with Luke and Raven for tonight’s ceremony. None of us had experience with an Alpha ascending without being the eldest son of the previous Alpha, but Luke’s father had told Adam all the details he could remember from the ritual they’d used after they escaped Nero and first settled in Reno. Malcolm Sloan hadn’t been the firstborn son of an Alpha, but he had the heart of one. His pack brothers had communed around a bonfire the night before the full moon, when their wolves were close to the surface of their souls. Malcolm had called to their ancestors, to the Alphas who had returned to the stars.

Tonight, I would do the same. I would ask for wisdom, for guidance, for strength, and for my wolf spirit to join with the others, to lead them, to protect them, and to offer my life in service to their well-being. And if the ancestors accepted me, I would be the first bitten wolf to lead a pack.

In the distance, Adam stoked the bonfire, sending ashes spiraling up to the heavens. As I approached the firepit, the flames lit up the faces gathered around the circle—my pack. Before now, I had assumed the leadership responsibility and the title, but tonight, I’d ascend and become their Alpha by an ancient magic I was only beginning to understand. The remote connection I shared with Naomi could potentially expand to each of my pack members. We’d know soon enough if it did.

My heart raced with every step I took, self-doubt threatening to sour the moment. Like a ray of light, Naomi took my hand in hers, our fingers threading together. She walked toward the pack with me, my mate. Our union gave me strength and so much joy. I glanced down to find her smiling up at me.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I’m so proud of my mate.”

Her simple words drowned out the ghosts of voices in my head whispering that I wasn’t worthy. I raised our joined hands and kissed the back of hers. “I’m so damned lucky to have you at my side.”

“And don’t you ever forget it.” She grinned as our fingers slid apart. “You earned this.”

I stopped, watching her join the others at the bonfire. Then I took a deep breath and strode forward to take my place at Adam’s side.

We clasped forearms and he leaned in close, whispering, “Ready?”

I nodded, releasing his arm. “Yeah.”

Adam turned to my pack, raising his voice over the snapping embers of the fire. “You have all come to this place for one purpose. There is an Alpha wolf among you, and we call on the ancestors to recognize him and strengthen him with power of the eternal wolf pack.”

That was my cue. I spread my arms, my palms up toward the stars. I threw my head back, closed my eyes, and bellowed to the stars. My pack joined the call, and we howled to the heavens, the wolves in our souls restless and eager.

And something happened.

My skin tingled. All the hair on my body rose to stand on end, like static electricity times ten. I didn’t know if I was still screaming. Sound had become distant as my consciousness drifted up to the heavens. My wolf loped out of the shadows, staring at me, and gradually more wolves stood on either side of him.

I dropped to my knees, my arms still outstretched as the beasts came forward, feeding me their power, their strength, and their loyalty. Each wolf lowered its head until it was under my hand, giving me their allegiance, their trust. And not only wolves. In the shadows of the stars were Vance’s and Chandler’s jaguars, and even Kaya’s lynx. We were all one.

One pack. One soul. One family.

When I opened my eyes, the fire no longer raged. The logs smoldered in the center of the circle. I blinked, scanning my pack.

Ben pointed at me with his little hand. “My dad’s eyes are glowing.”

Hearing the boys call me dad instead of Uncle Asher was pure magic. Happiness burst around me, but then Ben’s words sank in. My eyes were glowing?

Naomi shushed Ben as I looked around the circle until I found Adam Sloan.

His eyes shone a bright gold. He clasped my forearm in a tight grip and pulled me up to my feet. “Have your eyes ever—”

“Glowed?” Adam shook his head. “Not until tonight.”

My hand tightened on his arm, and a sudden wave of aggression swept through me. My wolf responded with a deep growl, rumbling from the depths of my soul. Adam was no longer the only Alpha in this circle. This was my pack.

“Do you feel it?” Adam chuckled, the glow in his eyes dimming as he released my forearm.

I nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

Part of me still didn’t believe it. How was any of this possible? I hadn’t been born a werewolf. But maybe Naomi had been right all along: I’d been born a leader.

Adam turned to my pack, raising his voice again. “The ancestors have spoken, and a new Alpha has ascended into his power. Asher Mateo, the eternal pack has recognized you as the Alpha of the Sedona Pack.”

Cheers deafened my ears as I smiled across the bonfire at Naomi. Her lips mouthed the most precious words. I love you.

One by one, my pack approached, some clasping my forearm and others pulling me in for hugs. I’d finally found my place in this world.

Bart and Ben raced around the adults and clamped on to my legs. I scooped one up in each arm as they squealed and wiggled like fish. I kissed each of their cheeks, as Naomi came through the crowd, her gaze locked on mine. I lowered the boys to the ground and reached for her hand. Embracing her, I closed my eyes and held her tightly. “I never thought I’d be grateful for being bitten,” I whispered.

She pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. “I know just how you feel.”

I smiled and kissed her, enjoying the cheering around us. Caldwell had poisoned this pack, leading its members to commit sins that had changed all of us, but tonight I vowed to change our course. The Sedona Pack would find redemption and safety for the next generation. That would be my legacy.

For now, though, I would revel in the gift of family and friendship. Finally, I was right where I belonged.
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