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      The huge, black Wolf rushed through the forest, driven by one thought stampeding through his mind: satisfy the abnormal hunger that overwhelmed it.

      Despite his size, he hardly made a sound as he pursued his prey. The scent of a deer his only focus as he leaped over bushes, darted around trees, and zeroed in on his quarry.  Although he had ravaged several animals already, more than enough to quench his appetite three times over, this hunger was different. It burned his belly with the constant need for more.

      Rafe couldn’t understand what was going on. He’d never felt such hunger before and his beast was almost insane in its quest for food. He’d tried to stop it after the first few kills, but the deep craving inside him pushed him onwards.

      His Beta, Jacy, ran with him and Rafe could sense his unease. His Beta had no idea what was wrong with his Alpha and it unsettled the serious man, and his beast. Rafe could offer no explanation and that fact alone caused his own worry to escalate.

      Never before had he felt so out of control and, as Alpha, that wasn’t a good sign. He was always in command of himself, man and Wolf, so this was new to him too. He only hoped that when he finally sank his razor-sharp teeth into the elusive deer that this feeling of starvation would abate.

      Although, the more he thought about it, he guessed not.

      He’d been eating constantly for the past few days. His mother astonished at how much he’d managed to pack away, even for him, the amounts he was devouring were astronomical and if it didn’t stop he’d be forced to consult the Pack’s Healer to find out what was going on.

      That was for tomorrow, or the next day, because today all he could think of was the deer he chased. His Wolf almost howled with glee when he caught a glimpse of it up ahead, but he managed to overrule that thought. What would be the point of letting it know he was so close just so it could escape him, again.

      Not happening, he thought as his pace slowed, dropping to slink along the forest floor. His massive paws sank into the leaves littering the ground, his body as close to them as possible as he sneaked along, ever closer to his target.

      Jacy’s Wolf joined him, his Beta nudging his side as his anxiety grew. Rafe could smell it on his friend, rolling toward him in great waves as he tried to figure out what was wrong with his Alpha.

      Rafe ignored him, his only focus on the deer just a few feet away.

      His Wolf was eager but he managed to keep control and slowly slithered forward under cover of the bushes. Only when he was barely two feet away, upwind of the skittish deer, did he launch toward it, landing on its back and bringing it down as his jaws clamped around its neck. As blood ran down his throat he sank his teeth in further, snapping the neck with ease.

      The deer collapsed beneath him and his beast immediately started tearing great chunks from the dead animal, chewing quickly and swallowing even faster before continuing. A low growl warning Jacy to stay clear. This kill was his and he wasn’t in the mood for sharing.

      Jacy’s brown Wolf paraded around him as he fed, his tail swishing back and forth, clearly indicating how upset he was. Tough. Rafe was hungry and he didn’t need to ask permission of his Beta to hunt and feed.

      An Alpha didn’t answer to anyone.

      The deer didn’t last long, his Wolf devouring it in no time at all, but Rafe was shocked to realize he still felt hunger gnawing in his belly. What the hell was going on? A full deer to himself should have filled him up for days, but he barely felt as if he’d fed at all.

      Finally his Beta encroached on his space, nudging him with his snout as he spoke through the Pack-link. “Rafe, we need to go. It’s morning. We’ve been out all night and we have to head back.”

      “Morning?” Rafe asked, shocked as he looked up, the sun gleaming down through the treetops.

      “Yes,” Jacy answered. “And when we get back we have to talk.”

      Rafe didn’t respond, knowing what he wanted to talk about and he had no answers for him. Fuck, Rafe had none for himself either. He didn’t know what the hell was going on and knew he’d been neglecting his duties as Alpha. None of that seemed to matter though. This hunger inside him needed feeding and that was the fact of the matter. That he didn’t know what was happening to him was pushed to the back of his mind as he hunted.

      Jacy was going to be making his Alpha face what was going on and that annoyed the hell out of him.

      His Wolf growled, a low rumble deep in his chest before turning for home and speeding through the forest. Jacy kept pace, never allowing his Alpha to get ahead, sticking close and making sure Rafe didn’t disappear.

      “Damn,” Rafe thought as he plowed through the underbrush with speed. He definitely wasn’t looking forward to the conversation Jacy was obviously hell-bent on having.

      He pushed the impending talk from his mind, instead reveling in the feel of allowing his beast free rein in the place he loved the most. The area around their camp was his haven, where he went when Alpha duties weighed him down. His love of nature ran deep in his veins and if he weren’t Alpha, he’d spend far more time running wild and free.

      However, he was Alpha and that position held responsibilities he sometimes felt weighed like a ton of bricks on his shoulders. He never allowed that to show, always calm and in control, and thinking of the Pack first.

      As smoke from camp filled his nostrils he slowed his pace, loping along the outskirts until he stopped at the back door of his cabin. The smell of his mother’s cooking wafting toward him as he transformed, leaving his Wolf behind as the man appeared.

      He’d changed so many times that he no longer felt pain or heard the sounds of his body realigning. His skin shivered against the coolness of dawn as he grabbed his jeans off the back porch, tugging them up over his thick thighs, and striding inside the warmth of the kitchen.
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      “Hey, you.” His mom, Ellie, turned from the stove, spatula in hand, as she cooked his breakfast. “Where have you been this early?”

      Rafe didn’t answer immediately, giving Jacy the opportunity to enlighten her. “We’ve been out all night, hunting.”

      His mom moved the pan from the stove then turned back to lock eyes with him. Rafe stared right back as she raised an eyebrow, her tone questioning. “And what did you bring back?”

      “Nothing,” Jacy answered again, Rafe ignoring him completely as his mother nodded slowly.

      “So you two won’t want breakfast then?”

      Jacy stepped around Rafe, heading to the huge wooden table. “I’m starving, Ellie. I didn’t eat anything.”

      “Is that so?” Ellie said as she served Jacy a large plate of food.

      “Yes.” Jacy smirked as he glared at Rafe.

      “Traitor,” Rafe flung out through their link.

      Jacy turned, his dark eyes locking with Rafe’s as he shrugged. “Rafe and I have something to discuss, after breakfast of course.”

      “Honey,”—his mom pointed to the table—“come sit down and eat.”

      “Thanks.” Rafe strode over, giving Jacy the evil-eye as he sat down.

      A plate, piled high with food landed before him, then his mom sat down next to him. Too late Rafe realized she also wanted to talk.

      “This has been going on for a few days, son, and I think I know what’s happening.”

      Jacy stopped shoveling food into his mouth. “Really? What’s going on with him?”

      Rafe huffed, interrupting. “Him? I’m him now. Whatever happened to showing your Alpha some respect.”

      Ellie waggled a finger at her son. “Rafe, don’t be an ass.”

      “I see,” Rafe grouched. “I’m an ass now too. Great.”

      “Ellie,” Jacy carried on, ignoring his Alpha. “What do you think is wrong with Rafe? I’m worried about him. You know he actually growled at me while he hogged an entire deer?”

      “What?” Ellie’s eyes popped open. “He ate an entire deer on his own?”

      “That wasn’t all,” Jacy replied, his voice lowering conspiratorially. “He’d already had three kills before the deer.”

      “Enough!” Rafe slammed down his cutlery. “Stop talking as if I’m not even in the room!”

      Jacy slowly returned his cutlery to the table before turning to glare at Rafe. “Maybe if you’d discuss the problem we wouldn’t have to.”

      Nobody else would get away with speaking to Rafe like that. Not if they wanted to stay in one piece and if there were other Pack members around, Jacy wouldn’t either. In the confines of his cabin though, the normal rules relaxed. It was the only way for his Beta to call him out on things that he needed to.

      Those times were rare, but they did happen and Rafe exhaled loudly before looking into his best friend’s face. “All right, I admit that there’s something going on with me, but I don’t know what the fuck is going on!”

      Ellie shook her head. “Language,” she chastised. “Rafe, you look like hell, and you’re appetite is out of control. So, do you want me to tell you what I think is wrong? Or are you going to continue snapping at everyone and acting like an idiot?”

      “Go on.” Rafe waved his hand at his mom, not at all sure he wanted to hear what she had to say.

      “This is something I’ve heard about before, this hunger you have.” Ellie reached over, patting his hand reassuringly. “I know you can’t control it and you’ve been in Wolf form far more than usual. There’s a reason for that.”

      Ellie paused when Jacy sat forward, his tone incredulous. “You know what’s wrong with him? Why didn’t you say anything before? I’ve been worried sick about him.”

      Rafe snapped at his Beta. “You’ve been worried in case you need to take over for a while.”

      Jacy’s face flushed at being caught out. Rafe knew he hated when he had to run the Pack if he were away. His friend blustered, trying to cover his true feelings. “No, no, I admit I don’t particularly like being in charge, but I honestly have been worried for you.”

      “Will you two boys stop bickering like toddlers,” Ellie said in exasperation. “If you’d hold your tongues I could possibly get this finished before lunch.”

      Jacy snorted as Rafe held up his hands in defeat. “Go on, Mother.”

      “As I was saying.” Ellie’s face sobered, her tone as serious as Rafe had ever heard it. “There are old legends that speak of such a thing. Where a Wolf’s Hunger takes over control and . . .”

      Rafe sat forward, spearing his mom with a glare. “You know these so-called legends to be true? Or are they just stories with nothing to back them up?”

      “Don’t use that tone with me. I know you’re upset about what’s going on inside you, but I’m certain that I have the answer. That’s if you’d stop interrupting.”

      Jacy interceded, ever the peacemaker. “Hey, you two, come on, let’s all calm down.”

      “I’m perfectly calm,” Rafe lied as he sat back, crossing his arms.

      “Darling.” Ellie tilted her head, staring hard at him. “I can feel it inside you. It’s gnawing away at you and you have to listen to me or you’ll end up going insane.”

      Jacy couldn’t help himself. “As in really insane? Or is that just a euphemism?”

      Ellie threw her hands up in the air, exhaling loudly in exasperation. “Right! That’s enough. I don’t want either of you to say one more word until I’ve finished.”

      She looked at Jacy who ran his fingers across his lips as if zipping them, Rafe merely nodded. “All right. The legend has been spot on so far, with the hunger that’s inside you, and your beast being more and more in control. Am I right or am I right?”

      Jacy nodded but Rafe didn’t respond, refusing to admit to anything so Ellie sighed, carrying on. “I know I’m right, Son, you don’t have to say one word. I’m your mother and I can sense things that others can’t.”

      “Will you just spit it out?” Rafe ground out, the hunger inside him taking hold again.

      “You have to go and find someone,” his mom whispered.

      “What are you talking about? Find who?” Rafe blurted out, annoyance at his mother’s cryptic words.

      “She’ll be somewhere near, Son, but you need to go and seek her out. She . . .”

      “She who?” Rafe shook his head. “Mom, you’re rambling.”

      Ellie looked at Jacy then back at her son, her face defiant as she dropped the bombshell. “Your mate. The hunger is a sign your mate is near and she needs you.”

      Jacy looked dumbstruck as Rafe jumped up, his chair toppling over as he glowered down at his mom. “Don’t be so stupid. I don’t want a mate. I don’t need a mate.”

      His mother looked up at him, determination in her eyes. “Son, you may not want one but you do need one and if you don’t find her soon, you’ll be lost to the hunger for goodness knows how long. I’ve heard that it can actually drive a man insane. So please, listen to me and go and find her.”

      Rafe shook his head, denial running through him like hot lava. “You’re wrong.”

      Jacy stood and looked about to say something so Rafe about turned and left, heading back to the forest to unleash his Wolf.
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      Jacy stared open-mouthed as Rafe disappeared. “Ellie, are you sure about this?”

      “Yes,” Ellie rose, wringing her hands with worry. “Jacy Runningwolf, you are Beta of this Pack and it’s your duty to make that hard-headed son of mine see sense. If you don’t, I fear for him, and the Pack.”

      “How can you be so sure though?” Jacy prodded.

      “I just am,” Ellie scowled at the Beta. “I mean it. It’s your responsibility to get him to go and find his mate. If he doesn’t then he’ll be no use to anyone and we might lose him forever to his beast.”

      “That serious, huh?” Jacy asked quietly.

      “Yes,” Ellie replied, her face white with worry. “Please, go and try to talk some sense into him.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Jacy headed out, pausing at the door to look at his Alpha’s tense mother. “I’ll have to make a quick stop to get Levi to take over for me and I’ll let Ali know too. She’s always wanted more responsibility and this is as good a time as any.”

      “Thank you,” Ellie said with relief.

      “I’ll make him see sense if it’s the last thing I do.” Jacy stopped, running a hand through his hair. “And with the mood he’s in it very well might be the last thing I do.”

      “He has to see sense,” Ellie said firmly. “He is Alpha and the Pack needs him. I’m sure that he’ll know that when the time comes.”

      “I just hope that he realizes it before ripping my head off.” Jacy said, shrugging. “I’ve got a feeling this isn’t going to be easy.”

      “Nothing that’s worth a damn is ever easy,” Ellie said firmly.  “Wait, how’s your father? I know you went to see him last week but I’ve not had the chance to ask you.”

      Jacy shook his head sadly. “Still mad at Mom for not marrying him and he hasn’t got passed the fact I’m Wolf.”

      Ellie’s eyes softened. “Your mother did the right thing, honey. Your father wasn’t her mate and things would’ve ended badly. She could never have lived with him and, well, if he doesn’t accept you for what you are . . .”

      “You mean not a full-blood Native American,” Jacy answered angrily.

      “There’s that plus the fact you’re Wolf,” Ellie replied fondly. “But look how far you’ve come within the Pack. You’re Beta and that’s something to be proud of.”

      “I am proud of being Rafe’s Beta but my father doesn’t seem to understand.”

      “I’m sorry, honey.” Ellie walked over, patting Jacy’s shoulder. “You belong here, with the Pack, and your mom loves you, no matter what.”

      “I know.” Jacy nodded, his eyes still sad.

      “You’ve got an important mission to do right now.” Ellie raised an eyebrow. “Now scoot.”

      “I’m going,” Jacy retorted, his feet moving slowly out of the cabin. “Damn, I hope he’s calmed down by the time I reach him.”

      “What? Who?” Alinka, or Ali as they all called her, asked as Jacy came around the side of the cabin. “What’s up? You look worried, Jacy.”

      “No,” Jacy said far too quickly, Ali’s eyebrows raising as she stared hard at him. “I’ve just got a lot to do and I was just coming to find you. Can you take over scheduling our Sentries? I might be out of camp for a while and want to ensure that’s taken care of.”

      Ali broke into a huge smile, her short hair framing her face making her look far younger than she truly was. “Are you serious? Of course I will.”

      “Yes, I’m serious, now go and get things organized.” Jacy watched as she spun away excited. “Wait, have you seen Levi?”

      “Yeah,” Ali flung over her shoulder, not slowing down as she sped away. “He’s over at the Healer’s, she wants him to go find some plants for her to use. You know he’s the best at that.”

      “Thanks.” Jacy headed toward the other side of camp, moments later finding Levi as he left their Healer’s cabin.

      “Morning,” Levi greeted Jacy, his blonde curly hair a mess, as usual, his hand tucking some stray locks behind his ear. “You need me for something? I’ve got a list here from . . .”

      Jacy didn’t have time so cut him off. “I need you to take over for a bit. Rafe and I have something we need to attend to.”

      “Sure.” Levi’s face grew serious. “Can I help?”

      “No, we’ve got it covered, but if you can take care of things here I’d appreciate it.”

      “All right.” Levi frowned, his blue eyes piercing as he sized Jacy up. “Anything I need to be worried about?”

      “No,” Jacy lied easily. “Everything’s all right.”

      “Okay,” Levi replied, his stare following Jacy as he walked toward the forest.

      He didn’t like lying to his friend but there was no point in worrying anyone and if Levi was thinking about Rafe then his mind wouldn’t be on the job at hand. Taking care of the Pack came first so Jacy didn’t enlighten him. He knew Levi was aware of the lie. The scent of it had hung between them, but Levi knew better than to press him. If Jacy was holding something back then that was his right as Beta and Levi knew the rule: obey.

      As soon as he entered the trees, Jacy undressed, wrapping his clothes in a bundle and hanging them from a branch. His transformation was quick, not as quick as Rafe’s, but then again, nobody could transform like the Alpha. He heard his bones break, moving within his body to take the form of his dark brown Wolf.

      Once complete he shook his body, the fur rippling as he raised his head and sniffed. Catching the scent of his Alpha, Jacy took off at a fast pace, hoping against hope that he could talk some sense into Rafe.

      He was under no illusions that it would be easy. Rafe could be hard-headed and stubborn, but if Ellie was telling the truth, Jacy had no option but to force his Alpha to go in search of the mate that his mother was certain was near.

      “Good luck with that,” he told himself as his beast loped through the forest silently.
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      Tasha jogged deeper into the woods, her pursuers not as far behind her as she’d thought, chastising herself softly. “Lazy bones, you shouldn’t have slept so long.”

      She was exhausted, the “long” sleep had lasted all of four hours and she’d been on the run for weeks. Her heart ached as her mind filled with visions of her parents being slaughtered. They were so weak when the rogues attacked that they didn’t stand a chance. The mysterious illness that ravaged her Pack was something none of them had witnessed before and nobody knew how to combat it.

      As the illness struck their Alpha had done everything he could, working with their Healers to help those struck down. Only a few weren’t affected and Tasha was one of those. Her mother said she was “blessed” and “lucky” not to have fallen to the illness but Tasha felt anything but.

      She nursed her parents as best she could, for five whole days, as they grew weaker and weaker. Then the rogues arrived.

      A group of only twenty or so but it was enough to decimate her beloved Pack.

      With even the Alpha lying sick in his bed the rogues had swarmed through the camp, picking off her friends as they went. She’d grabbed her father’s shotgun, standing guard at their bedroom door, waiting for the end to come.

      She wasn’t stupid. Tasha knew she’d die but she’d have the pleasure of taking at least a couple with her. Then her mom had to go and spoil her plans for a big exit, making her grab some clothes and sneak out the back and into the forest.

      Damn! She’d fought her mother until her mom did something Tasha had never witnessed before: she cried.

      Her mother actually cried. Shoot. How could she argue with her when she did that? She couldn’t.

      Tasha had grabbed some clothes, water, and a few precious items, stuffing them into a backpack and handing over the shotgun to her mom. The twisted smile her mother gave her tore at her heart and she swore she could hear it break inside her.

      “Mom!” she’d implored. “Please don’t make me do this.”

      “Tasha Montgomery! You’ll do as you’re told, missy.” Her mom’s voice was strong again, holding that air of command she used whenever Tasha didn’t want to do something. “Not only do I need to know you’re alive. You, my darling, have to warn other Packs. There’s something not right about any of this and I’m scared to think that this is just the beginning. Others could be in danger, baby, it’s your duty to alert them to what happened here.”

      Tasha’s eyes blurred with tears as her mom reached for her, giving her one last kiss before ordering her to run. “Run as fast as you can and get the hell away from here. Live for me, baby, please.”

      She kissed her mom’s cheek, then her unconscious father’s, and slipped out as quietly as she could. The rogues were near, in the very next cabin, as Tasha slipped into the dense trees. She’d barely ran a hundred yards when she heard the first loud boom of the shotgun, quickly followed by another, then nothing.

      Her hand flew to her mouth to stifle the scream that almost erupted from her throat. Fury and fear fighting for pole position inside her. Her Wolf urged her on and she doubted she would’ve escaped if not for her beast. It pressed her onward when all she wanted to do was curl up and die.

      Tasha was stubborn, and full of rage, so she pressed on, running away from her home and those she loved. She didn’t stop for two days and it was when she woke on the third that she heard them behind her. They must’ve found her tracks and they’d been on her tail ever since.

      She wasn’t sure how many were trailing her but it was more than a couple. Sometimes their voices reached her enhanced ears and she could make out at least four or five distinct tones. Tasha knew she wouldn’t have a chance against that many and cursed herself for not thinking to bring her handgun with her.

      A Wolf with a gun? Yeah, Tasha was a crack-shot and sometimes competed in competitions, that was until her dad found out. He’d given her hell for entering human matches, telling her she was cheating because of her enhanced abilities.

      Tasha knew that was right, but she hadn’t done it to win the prizes. She just liked the thrill of seeing how well she could do.

      With everything that had been going on she’d forgot the dang thing. If she hadn’t she might’ve been tempted to stalk her pursuers and see if she could take a few out. One bullet to the brain would do it. Nothing less would kill a Wolf but she was the best in the Pack with a handgun and she was sure she could’ve pulled it off.

      “Stupid, stupid,” she berated herself as she thought of it lying around doing nothing as she fought to survive.

      At least she wasn’t starving. The area she was in now was prolific with wildlife and she hunted every chance she got. In her Wolf form she’d just gobble her kill down, no need for cooking. That was one way of keeping one step ahead of the rogues on her tail. No fire, no smoke, so they couldn’t quite hone in on where she was.

      They were doing it the old-fashioned way, tracking, and Tasha was managing to stay ahead of them. Until now. Now they were right behind her and she had to get her ass in gear or they’d catch her.

      She shivered as she jogged, the thought of their hands on her almost causing her to throw up. Tasha didn’t want to think about what a group of rogues would do to her if they caught her.

      Her long auburn hair flew around her head as she picked up speed but she didn’t slow to tie it up. She didn’t even have time to pee and she desperately needed to.

      “Don’t think about it,” she whispered to herself, wishing she could stop and cross her legs.

      “Come on, Tash, move!”

      Tasha jerked. Those last words weren’t hers. She hadn’t said those and the urgency and tone were just as if her mother was right next to her, urging her on. “Mom?” she muttered, tears suddenly filling her eyes.

      Silence. No more words of encouragement and the only thing she could hear were the rogues in the distance. Tasha drew a deep breath in, forcing her legs to move faster as she ran through an area she didn’t know, scared she’d lose track of where she was going and end up running smack bang into those that chased her.

      “Stop it,” she rebuked herself again. “One foot in front of the other and keep going.”

      She tried to figure things out, again, wondering about the illness that had decimated her Pack, and just how did the rogues know when to attack? There was more to this than she knew but in order to get to the bottom of things there was one thing she had to do: survive.

      Tasha knew there was a Pack in the area, she’d heard about it from the Beta when he’d been sent to do some business for her Alpha. She wasn’t exactly sure where they were but it was in this general direction. She hoped she’d come across them soon so she could alert them to the threat and they could also take care of the asswipes behind her.

      That was the plan anyway.

      If she survived long enough and didn’t get caught. “Not happening,” she told herself firmly as she continued on.

      Tasha pushed all thoughts of her parents, and her Pack, from her mind, focusing on her escape and allowing herself to dream of seeing the rogues behind her getting ripped apart. Now that would be justice.
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      Rafe ran swiftly through the trees, the scent of prey invading every pore of his Wolf body. His massive paws eating up the distance between him and his quarry. One thought alone spinning around in his head: hunger.

      Jacy was behind him, not near enough for him to care, his beast leaving his Beta to trail after him as it raced after more food. More, more, more!

      Rafe knew things were getting out of hand, subconsciously, but he didn’t seem able to stop. His Wolf craved prey and he couldn’t get it back under control. He pounced high into the air, landing on the back of a coyote, making quick work of ripping its throat out.

      As soon as it lay dead beneath him his beast tore into it, ravenous as bloodlust flew through him.

      When he’d devoured his kill he raised his head, Jacy standing in human form watching him closely.

      “Alpha!” Jacy held up his hands in front of him. “We need to talk.”

      Rafe shook his head, black fur rippling over his beast but his Beta wasn’t giving up.

      “Alpha, change so we can talk.”

      Reluctantly Rafe transformed, scowling at his friend. “What?”

      Jacy stepped closer, his eyes full of concern as Rafe paced back and forth. “Do you know how many that is? Or how long we’ve been out here, away from the Pack?”

      Rafe stopped, shaking his head. “No.”

      “That,”—Jacy nodded to the bloody remains on the forest floor—“is your tenth kill in the past two days.”

      “Can’t be,” Rafe denied.

      “It is,” Jacy confirmed. “We’ve been away from camp for more than forty-eight hours, Rafe. This has to stop and you need to do what your mother told you. It’s either that or you’ll no longer be Alpha. A Pack needs their Alpha there, present, dealing with stuff, not running around like a wild animal for days on end.”

      Jacy stepped back, his body tensing as if he expected Rafe to attack.

      Rafe admitted he felt like punching his friend, his hands clenching into fists at his side. It was at that precise moment everything his Beta had said made it through the fog in his mind.

      “Shit,” Rafe spat out. “You’re right. I’ve no idea what’s going on.”

      “Yes, you do.” Jacy stepped forward again, his friend’s voice full of worry. “Your mom is certain about what’s happening to you and after watching you these past two days, I agree with her. So, I guess you need to take heed, my friend. Either that or lose your Pack.”

      Rafe stopped, facing his best friend and Beta, emotions rolling through him that he’d never experienced before. His Wolf howled in his head, so loud his hands flew to his ears. “Shut up!” he scolded it. “I need to think.”

      “I’ll stay quiet so long as you agree to think about this,” Jacy said quietly.

      “Not you,” Rafe tried to explain. “My beast is acting nuts.”

      “Ya don’t think?” Jacy said, sarcasm dripping from every word.

      Rafe started pacing again. His Pack meant everything to him, nothing could stand in the way of his being a good Alpha, but he had to admit he’d been anything but for the past week. He could count on his fingers the hours he’d spent in camp and that wasn’t how an Alpha should act. He knew that, deep down, but this damn hunger had taken over and now he had to regain control.

      “How do I do it?” he asked his friend slowly.

      “Not sure about that part. But I’d start with accepting what your mom said and get your beast on board.”

      “I’m not ready for a mate,” Rafe admitted his innermost fear. “I wouldn’t know how to treat one and what if she doesn’t want me?”

      “Don’t be stupid,” Jacy replied curtly. “A soul-mate is the one person made for us, the only person we can be happy with. If you find her then she’ll want you as much as you want her. Simple.”

      Rafe glared at his friend, huffing out. “There’s nothing simple about any of this.”

      “Stop being a misery guts,” Jacy went over, slowly, gauging Rafe’s reaction. The past couple of days he’d had to stay clear or his friend would snarl and snap at him. When Rafe gave him a small smile, Jacy thumped his back. “We’ll do it together. Now, have a talk with that Wolf of yours and let’s see if we can get started.”

      Rafe gave a curt nod then inhaled slowly before blowing the air out. “Hey, do you know anything about our mate?”

      His Wolf howled again, stomping around in his head. “Yes! Go, now!”

      Rafe sighed with relief. “Apparently my beast is on board.”

      Jacy grinned wildly. “Thank the gods for that.”

      A vision of a grey Wolf with a black bushy tail appeared in Rafe’s head, his own beast circling around it. “You know what she looks like? You could’ve let me in on this sooner.”

      “Stubborn,” his beast grumbled.

      Rafe couldn’t disagree, instead he apologized to his friend. “Sorry for being an ass.”

      Jacy’s eyes widened in surprise. Rafe rarely, if ever, uttered those words. “I’d say that’s okay, but really, it isn’t. You’ve been so wrapped up this past while that you’ve been neglecting the Pack. You should know better, Rafe.”

      Pack was everything to Rafe and he couldn’t believe he’d acted so out of character so he let his Beta’s comments slide. “Noted.”

      “Can we get on our way?” Jacy asked pointedly.

      “Sure,” Rafe said a moment before he transformed.

      His massive beast waited for his Beta, Jacy’s brown Wolf joining his moments later. Relief flooded Rafe as he realized the urge to hunt was subsiding. In its place was a deep need to find the grey beast he’d seen in his mind. That was the only thing he could think of as he raised his nose then took off through the woods.
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      Tasha paused at a stream cutting through the trees to quench her thirst. She’d been on the move for hours and was tiring. “No time,” she told herself as she picked up her backpack and leaped nimbly over the small rivulet of water.

      As soon as her feet touched the ground on the other side of the stream she gasped, all oxygen leaving her in a loud exhale as emotions flooded her system. Not only that, but a vision of an ebony Wolf with grey tipped ears appeared in her head.

      “What the hell?” Tasha shook her head to clear it. She couldn’t slow down, those damn rogues seemed to be catching up to her and she had to move or be caught.

      “Ours,” her beast repeated over and over in her mind, confusing her about as much as it annoyed her.

      “Not now!” she tried to shut it up. Tasha had to focus and her Wolf misbehaving right now was definitely not a good thing.

      Her heart beat faster as she plowed on, visions of the black Wolf prancing with her grey one causing her to trip and fall forward. She barely managed to stop her face from being ripped by a nearby thorn bush. “Damn it, will you stop?”

      Tasha implored her Wolf as she picked herself up, brushing herself down and trudging on. The sounds of voices nearby had her heart thudding with fear. She took off running, desperate to put some distance between her and the rogues on her tail.

      “Shit,” she cursed as her foot disappeared down a rabbit hole, her body tumbling to the ground, hard.

      Pain exploded inside her ankle and she knew it was broken. She could feel bones scraping against each other as she tugged her foot free. Tasha crawled to a nearby tree, using the trunk to haul herself up, realizing she’d have to transform to heal herself.

      She’d stayed in human form because of the large pack she carried. It held the locket her mother had given to her on her last birthday, a family heirloom that had been handed down for generations. There was also pictures of her parents, ones that she would never allow to be lost and if she transformed she would’ve had to leave the pack behind.

      Her only saving grace so far was that her pursuers had not changed either. If they had she was certain they would’ve caught her days ago. Now it looked like she had no choice, her ankle hurt like a bitch and she had to get away.

      If she didn’t then her Pack would have died for nothing, and nobody would know what happened to them. Tasha couldn’t allow that. No. Freaking. Way!

      Dropping her pack Tasha held onto the tree with one hand, attempting to get rid of her jacket with the other. Large fingers snatched hold of her hand resting on the tree, and she couldn’t stop the surprised squeal that rang from her mouth. The arm belonging to the fingers was thick, strong and attached to a man that came into view as she tried to shake off his hold.

      “Let me go!” She struggled hard. Her ankle gave way and she plummeted to the ground as the rogue grinned evilly down at her.

      “Over here!” he shouted as she scrambled like a crab away from him.

      “Shit,” she mumbled, her head swinging left and right looking for his friends.

      Tasha struggled to regain her footing, her toes the only thing that touched the ground on her damaged side. Even that was like hot lava running through her ankle as she limped away from the man closing in on her.

      “You have nowhere to run,” he snapped out, his disgusting breath causing her to gag.

      “Well, well, what do we have here, boys?” A slimy voice had Tasha’s head spinning around to see four more rogues closing in.

      The man that spoke was the tallest and the look in his eyes told her he would show no mercy. Her blood rushed through her as her fight or flight went into overdrive. Neither of which was a good option, not with a broken ankle anyway.

      “What is wrong with you?” Tasha spat out. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Nothing is wrong with us, doll,” the obvious leader drawled. “We’re getting paid, plain and simple.”

      “What?” Tasha asked, shock reverberating through her. “To kill an entire Pack? Why?”

      “Does it make any difference if you know?” the leader said harshly. “The outcome will be the same for you.”

      Tasha shook her head as his eyes narrowed, traveling up and down her body. Her insides churned at his look and she tried to put some weight on her ankle. If she could move maybe she’d have a chance.

      Nope. Pain lanced through her causing her to bite her lip to stop from yelling out.

      “But first you’re going to pay for making me and my men hunt you down.” He licked his lips and that had Tasha almost throwing up. “What happens now is your own fucking fault. You should’ve just stayed put and it would’ve been over and done with nice and quick. Now, bitch, you’re going to suffer.”

      “No!” Tasha screamed as they closed in. With no way out she feverishly thought how she could end this as quickly as possible.

      She’d rather die than have these men touch her.

      Her knife! She’d kept it in her sheath at her waist.

      She wasn’t stupid enough to think she could take these rogues on, but she could take her own life. Not something she’d ever thought about before, however, with these filthy mutts closing in on her she knew it was the only way out. She could not, would not allow them to capture her and do unspeakable things to her. No. She refused to be yet another of their damn victims.

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” she whispered as she tugged the blade free.
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      Rafe’s Wolf sped through the forest, a sense of urgency deep inside him that told him he had to hurry. Their mate was in danger and he had to get to her, fast.

      Jacy was behind him, struggling to keep pace with Rafe’s beast, but that didn’t slow him down. His Wolf urged him on, hurtling through the trees toward their mate. His blood boiled when he heard a scream, the sound reverberating through him as red hot fury spilled through him.

      He was near, but would he be in time?

      Another high pitched yell, full of anger and fear, came through the woods, his Wolf full of desperation as he surged onward. As he broke through thick underbrush he took in the scene before him.

      A young woman with long auburn hair stood, surrounded by five men who were closing in on her. Damn rogues!

      Rafe could scent it on them as he slid to a silent stop, looking for the biggest threat to their mate. A tall man sneered at the girl, his words spearing Rafe’s heart.

      “What happens now is your own fucking fault. You should’ve just stayed put and it would’ve been over and done with nice and quick. Now, bitch, you’re going to suffer.”

      The girl shouted, “No!” as the rogues closed in.

      Rafe caught a glimpse of steel in her hand as he leaped past her, landing on the man who’d threatened his mate. His Wolf’s powerful jaws locked onto the rogue’s throat, ripping it to shreds before slashing his chest with his claws. His beast took no chances, shredding the man’s torso in seconds and wrenching his still beating heart free, dropping it on the ground and attacking the next threat.

      He could hear Jacy’s own attack. His Beta was ferocious when riled and Rafe knew he would show no mercy. Neither would he.

      Rafe managed to kill two in human form before they had a chance to transform. When he turned around after his second kill, he came face to face with a huge brown beast. It’s fangs snapped at him, a snarl erupting from its throat as it launched an attack. Rafe’s powerful beast met it head on, soaring high to clash mid-air, teeth and claws meeting in a battle for the ultimate prize: life.

      As soon as they met in battle, Rafe knew this rogue had had more than his fair share of fights. His dirty tactics annoyingly nasty, but Rafe’s beast dealt easily with everything thrown at him and soon the rogue lay dead in a pool of blood.

      His head spun around, looking for the next threat. Jacy had killed two, one wolf, one human-form, but the remaining rogue held his mate firmly in front of him, a shiny blade in his hand. His blood turning to ice in his veins.

      The dirty scumbag held the knife against the pale white skin of her throat. Rafe stalked forward, snarling and pawing the ground in anger. The man shook his head, sneering.

      “Stay there or she dies,” the man spat out as his arm around her throat tightened.

      “No,” the girl, his mate, choked out. “Don’t kill him, we need him to get information about . . .”

      “Shut the fuck up!”

      Rafe watched as the rogue grabbed her hair, tugging her head back violently and spitting into her face. The look of revulsion on her beautiful features causing his beast to go into a frenzy of bloodlust.

      A roar of stifled fury tore through the forest, his beast shaking with pent-up anger. He lifted a front paw, slamming it down onto the ground, leaves and dirt spraying up as he tried to keep the rogue’s attention fully on him. His Beta was limping, the rogue smirked as he watched Jacy finally fall to the ground and crawl away almost had Rafe attacking.

      “Don’t worry,” Jacy spoke to him through their link but he barely heard the words as his Beta hauled himself away.

      Rafe’s beast paced back and forth, head swinging low and growling. “Stay there, mutt.” The rogue sneered, tugging his mate against his body and forcing her to walk backwards.

      A yelp of pain from her caused Rafe’s heart to physically ache for her and it was then he noticed how she held one of her feet. Only the toes touched the ground and she could not put any weight on it at all, hopping as the rogue used her body as a shield.

      Her face was pale and drawn as she hissed through clenched teeth. Pain obviously running through her. Seeing his mate suffer was like a knife to his heart as he paced.

      “This is how it’s going to go down,” the man bit out, his eyes never leaving Rafe. “I’m going to leave and I’m taking her with me, as collateral, and if you follow then I’ll slit her neck so quick you won’t know it’s happened until her blood soaks the earth. So, you mangy mutt, back off, now.”

      Rafe’s fur rippled across his body at the mere thought of losing sight of his mate. Her eyes were wide as she locked onto his, hers were the most beautiful shade of grey he’d ever seen. She pleaded with him in that look and he knew he could not allow the rogue to take her.

      But how was he going to rescue her without harm?

      Jacy’s voice almost gleeful as he whispered inside his head. “Countdown begins . . . now. Get ready, Rafe.”

      Rafe shook his head, trying to clear it and also look for his Beta. Where the hell was he? He’d looked badly injured as he’d crawled away.

      “Three, two, one – go now!”

      Jacy yelled through their link as he hurtled through bushes behind the rogue, his jaws clamping onto the man’s shoulder, the one attached to the arm holding the knife.

      Rafe sprang forward, transforming mid-stride and snatching his mate from the arms of the fucker that held her captive. He picked her up, cradling her in his arms as Jacy pinned the rogue to the ground, his jaws at the man’s neck.

      “No!” the woman in his arms yelled, waving an arm around. “Don’t kill him. We need him.”

      “Jacy, do as she says,” Rafe ordered as she looked up into his face with thanks written all over her pale features.

      “I’m Tasha and my Pack has been destroyed.” She leaned her head against his shoulder. “We need to figure out what’s going on or all Wolves could be in danger.”

      She gasped out the last words before falling into unconciousness.
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      Rafe tightened his grip, holding her firmly against his naked body and fought not to take vengeance on the rogue lying bloodied before him.

      “Jacy,” Rafe ground out, jaw clenching and unwilling to utter the words he knew he must.

      Jacy’s head turned to Rafe, blood dripping from his jaws, his eyes questioning.

      “He’s our prisoner.” Rafe shook his head in disgust. “Transform and escort him back to camp. I’ll contact Levi and get him to send out some guards to help.”

      His beast moved off the rogue, nudging him to get up. When the man lay still, Jacy nipped his thigh.

      “I suggest you do as you’re told, otherwise my Beta will inflict a hell of a lot of pain on you but he will not incapacitate, or kill you. It’s your choice.”

      Rafe didn’t bother waiting to see what happened. Jacy was more than capable of dealing with the man so he started back to camp. Levi was shocked when Rafe spoke to him through their link but he was already on his way with two more Wolves to help Jacy.

      Striding quickly through the forest with his mate in his arms, Rafe took the time to take in every detail. Her hair was a mess, dangling down over his arm and tickling his bare skin, it was filthy and bore testament of her time running from the rogues. Her words earlier causing sadness to seep into his soul.

      An entire Pack killed?

      That was outrageous and he’d make damn sure to do everything in his power to get to the bottom of what happened. The grief he felt inside her almost taking his breath away and he guessed she’d lost loved ones. Rafe remembered too well how he’d felt when his father died. It was cataclysmic and the worst thing he’d ever experienced.

      It had been unexpected. He was Alpha. Strong and fearless but something as simple as a drunk driver had ended his life. His mother barely hung on and it was through the grace of the Goddess that she’d survived. Her own grief at losing her soul-mate was the most horrendous thing Rafe had ever witnessed.

      Days, weeks, and months passed in a blur as they all fought to keep her with us. Her desire to just fade away was so great that Rafe thought on many occasions that he would lose her too.

      Luckily, with the help of the Pack, she’d finally turned a corner. The first time Rafe saw her smile after that fateful day made his insides flutter and his heart rejoice.

      What his mate had endured was far worse. Her entire Pack, everyone she knew and loved, had been snatched from her and Rafe knew she would need a lot of support to deal with that. No matter what it took, he’d make sure she recovered. She was his mate, his love, the center of his life from this moment on. Rafe could afford her nothing less than everything he had.

      Her scent ingrained within him, deep down, as if it had always been there and he knew without a single doubt, that this woman was his.

      Rafe stopped, on alert, when he heard Wolves heading his way. He’d been so lost in his own thoughts that they were almost upon him by the time he heard them. Sending out his Alpha power he recognized Levi and two guards stampeding toward him. Levi’s massive light brown beast skidding on the wet leaves when he saw his Alpha.

      “Jacy should be on his way, behind me, but I have to get her back to camp.”

      Rafe noted Levi’s eyes widen as he inhaled, his beast’s nostrils flaring at the change to his Alpha’s scent.

      “I’m sure you know what she is, but just to enforce how important she is. She is my mate. Now, go and help your Beta and I’ll want to see you at my cabin later. We have a problem with rogues.”

      The brown Wolf lowered its head, whining once then taking off with lightning speed. Levi was one of the quickest Wolves he knew, his pace so fast that few could keep up. The two guards he’d brought with him falling behind within seconds.

      Rafe smiled as he pictured the rogue’s face when Levi arrived. He was large, much bigger than most other Wolves, and he was an imposing and scary sight. When he wanted to be that is.

      It was one of the reasons Jacy and Rafe chose him to deal with the Pack guards and dole out punishment when it was due for minor infractions. Anything serious was dealt with by Rafe, or Jacy if  he wasn’t around, but they rarely had major problems within the Pack.

      That may no longer be the case. Not if rogues had the power to take out an entire camp.

      Rafe had to find out what happened and how to stop it. He refused to allow rogues to kill any of his people and he’d do whatever it took to ensure their safety.

      He’d go so far as to call in the dreaded Council.

      Rafe hated their rules and regulations but they had manpower behind them. If required he’d go cap in hand and ask for their help.

      Even if the thought made him want to puke.
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      Rafe skirted the camp, not wishing to parade through it while holding his mate. His Wolf was jumpy and it definitely didn’t want anyone near her.

      No, that’s untrue. It didn’t want any males near her.

      He trudged up the back porch, hoping his mom was home. “Mother! I need your help.”

      Hearing her voice chatting before she replied. “I’m in here. What’s got you so upset? If anyone should be upset it’s me! You’ve been gone for . . .”

      Her mouth fell open as Rafe strode through, Alinka’s eyes dropping to the floor before popping back up to stare at the woman in his arms. “Mom, she’s hurt and exhausted.”

      “Follow me.” Ellie raced toward the stairs, ushering him up as she went up side-stepping so she could keep her eyes on him. “Who is she? What happened? And, Rafe, is that blood all over you?”

      Rafe ignored her. His entire being focused on the woman in his arms. He’d realized earlier that she was younger than he’d first thought, probably early twenties, if that. It didn’t make any difference to him, she was still his mate and Rafe would fight to the death to protect her.

      He also realized he didn’t want to put her down. His mom held the cover back on the bed and urged him to place her on it. Rafe couldn’t help the growl that crept up his throat as he laid her gently down. The loss of her touch was a physical pain running through him.

      “Rafe,” Ellie said his name quietly, her hand on his arm. “Are you all right? Your scent has changed and, well, that usually means one thing.”

      Rafe’s eyes locked with hers, nodding once he confirmed what she suspected. “She’s mine and she’s hurt. Plus, there’s a problem with rogues. She said that her entire Pack was killed, Mom. Everyone. I think she’s the only survivor.”

      “Oh no,” Ellie gasped, a hand flying to her heart, eyes wide and her face losing all color. “Where did this happen? We have to do something.”

      “I’m not sure,” Rafe admitted. “She passed out before she could tell us anything else.”

      “Fuck!” Ali’s curse had him spinning around.

      “Ali, I need you to get as many sentries out as you can. We have to protect the Pack until I can gather more information.”

      Sure,” she said, nodding quickly before disappearing.

      “Jacy is on his way back with a prisoner,” he said with loathing. “One of the rogues who’d cornered her. He’s the only survivor. Jacy and I killed the others.”

      “That’s something at least.” Ellie went to work, inspecting the girl lying lifeless on the bed. “I hope you can get him to answer your questions.”

      “He’ll have no choice,” he said firmly. “I’ll make sure he talks, no matter what it takes.”

      Ellie stood back from the bed, tugging the thick quilt over his mate. “Her ankle is broken and she’s dehydrated and exhausted. Once she’s up to it, if she transforms then her ankle will heal.”

      “I thought as much,” Rafe agreed, having used his enhanced senses to feel out his mate’s injuries on the walk home.

      “I’ll go and get a bowl and some warm water to give her a wash.” Ellie waggled a finger at him. “You go shower and dress, then we’ll talk some more about your mate.”

      Rafe growled, not wanting to leave his mate alone for even a second. He nodded to the attached bathroom. “I’ll shower here, can you bring me some clothes, please?”

      “Son, she’ll be fine,” his mother tried to coax him to leave.

      “I said I’ll shower here,” Rafe replied firmly, his tone full of his Alpha power.

      Ellie lowered her head as his power washed over her. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Rafe felt a twinge of regret at using his power but then he shrugged, his attention back on the body lying in the bed. “What’s your name?”

      She didn’t respond so he forced himself to go and clean up.

      It was the quickest shower he’d ever had, washing himself quickly to get rid of the muck and blood. When he walked back into the bedroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, his mom was back.

      She nodded to a chair. “There’s some clothes for you.”

      Rafe snatched them up, dressing quickly and taking a moment to apologize. “I’m sorry about earlier, Mom. I’m not quite myself right now.”

      Ellie turned, her knowing eyes gazing up at her son’s. “I know that, honey, it’s all right.”

      “How is she?” Rafe asked, coming to sit on the side of the bed, his hand reaching out to move strands of hair off his mate’s face.

      “She’s resting,” his mom told him as she started to wash his mate’s face and hands. “She’s gone through a lot, Rafe. She’ll need our support to get through this.”

      “I know,” Rafe whispered. “I just hope we can help her.”

      “You will,” Ellie told him with a confidence he didn’t feel. “Having her mate at her side will do far more for her than anything else.”

      “She’s gorgeous, Mom,” Rafe’s voice hitched, full of emotion as he looked over at his mother. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on and I don’t even know her name.”

      “Tasha,” a weak voice had them turning quickly to the bed. “My name is Tasha Montgomery.”

      “Well, hello, Tasha, my name is Ellie,” his mom said quickly.

      “You rescued me.” Tasha’s shaky voice tore at Rafe’s heart.

      “Yes,” he said, smiling. “I’m Rafe Blackstone, Alpha of the Darkmoon Pack. You’re here in my home and I promise to keep you safe, Tasha.”

      “You, you, shoot . . .” She stopped as recognition flamed in her eyes.

      “I’m your mate, Tasha,” Rafe confirmed.

      “Oh.” Tasha’s eyes lowered, her face flushing red.
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      Rafe wanted nothing more than to hold her in his arms, brush his lips over hers, but he stayed in place. “It’s a lot to take in. I know. I was shocked too but there’s no mistake, Tasha.”

      “I know.” She looked up through her long, dark lashes, her pale grey eyes searching for his. “I’m just a little . . . well . . . I’m not sure, stunned I think.”

      “We’ll take things slowly,” Rafe said the words he knew he’d find difficult to follow through on. Not when his body craved hers beneath him as she cried out in pleasure.

      “Rafe.” Tasha tried to sit up, her yelp of pain halting her. “Dang, my ankle, I fell and it hurts like hell.”

      “It’s broken, dear,” Ellie said, patting Tasha’s arm. “Once you feel strong enough, you should transform and let it heal.”

      “I have to talk to you first,” she said as her eyes found Rafe’s again. “There’s so much and I’m not sure where to start.”

      “I’d much rather you healed yourself before we do anything else,” Rafe replied, his insides churning at the pain he could clearly feel she was in.

      “No,” she said firmly. “I have to tell you what happened to my Pack. It’s gone, everyone is dead, and I have a feeling that we won’t be the only ones.”

      Ellie brought a glass of fresh OJ over. “Here, drink this first.”

      Tasha snatched it, gulping the juice down quickly. “Thanks.”

      “I’ll go and get some food while you two talk.”

      Rafe shuffled closer, taking one of Tasha’s hands in his. The need to have a connection growing inside him with each passing second. “All right, tell me what happened.”

      Tasha gave him a sad smile, her fingers entwining with his. “An illness swept through the camp and nobody knew what it was, or how to get rid of it. Right at the beginning people tried to transform to heal themselves, but it didn’t work, and then they had trouble changing back. It was horrendous watching it.”

      Tasha shivered at the memory, Rafe reaching out to run a finger down the side of her face. “I can’t even imagine what that would be like.”

      “After the first few had such trouble, nobody else tried. It was obviously something our beasts couldn’t heal.” Tasha gulped, her eyes filling with tears. “My mom and dad got sick, in fact only a few of us didn’t, but we’re not sure why. I wasn’t in camp when the first people fell ill, so I think that had something to do with me not getting whatever it was.”

      “I’m grateful for that.” Rafe squeezed her hand.

      “I was too, at first,” Tasha admitted sadly. “But watching everyone you care about become so ill was . . . unbearably horrific. I was powerless to help them and they just grew weaker and weaker. My dad was unconscious when the rogues arrived.”

      Rafe felt grief rolling off her, his instinct to protect her gnawing in his belly. “I lost my dad a few years ago. I remember how bad it felt.”

      Tasha looked up at him, her eyes full of sadness. “I guess it was a blessing, in a way. The rogues swept through the camp, killing everyone. I grabbed my dad’s shotgun but my mom insisted I give it to her and leave. I argued. How the hell could I leave her?”

      Tasha’s voice broke, sobs tearing from her throat. Rafe moved quickly to sit next to her on the bed, pulling her into his arms. “Aww, baby, I’m so sorry, but your mom was right. If you didn’t escape then how would anyone know what happened? Or get revenge for the atrocity?”

      “I get that,” Tasha mumbled into his chest. “But it was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I shoved some things in my backpack and gave her the gun, then I ran. I’d barely gone a few hundred yards before I heard it go off. I got away by the skin of my teeth.”

      “Aww, baby, that must’ve been awful, especially hearing the gun.” Rafe presumed he knew what the sound must’ve meant for Tasha.

      “It was.” Tasha sniffled against him. “Mom wouldn’t have fired until she was sure of hitting her target so I guess she managed to take at least one of them out. She was fiercely protective of us and with my dad unconscious next to her, she would’ve done anything she could to . . .”

      Tasha obviously couldn’t carry on, soft sobs escaping as he held her tight. “Shh, it’s okay, you’re safe now. I promise I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      Her head jerked back, her teary grey eyes staring into his. “You can’t promise that, Rafe. Even our Alpha was sick, really ill, and nobody had the strength to take on the rogues. Most were in bed when they came, too weak to even get up.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes,” Rafe said with conviction. “I need to know where your Pack was so I can go and check things out. I have a few mixed-Wolves in the Pack, several that are part Witch, so I’m hoping they can help uncover what happened. In fact, our Healer is magical so she should be in a good position to figure out what this mystery illness is. I’ll also contact the Council, they can organize a clean-up of your camp and bury the dead.”

      “I need to be there for that,” Tasha’s voice hitched. “I have to say goodbye to my parents and everyone else.”

      “I’ll make sure that it’s safe first. I can’t have you in danger, Tasha. You’re too precious.”

      “Sorry.” Tasha’s eyes flashed with anger. “That wasn’t a request. I’m going and that’s not something open for discussion.”

      Rafe was about to bite back a retort when his mother arrived. Her calming voice interrupting. “I’ve brought you something to eat. Rafe, she needs to rest, so why don’t you go down and speak with Jacy, Levi and the rest of the Wolves that are congregating outside. They are all upset and if you don’t go and relieve Jacy then I think he’s going to rip that man’s head off.”

      “They’re here?” Rafe stood, still holding one of Tasha’s hands and loathe to let go.

      “Yes, they need their Alpha, Son,” Ellie replied softly. “Go and sort things and I’ll help Tasha.”

      Tasha tugged her hand free, urging him to leave, which was the last thing he wanted to do. “Go, see if you can get any information out of the rogue. We need to know what’s going on before we can tackle it.”

      Rafe knew he had to go but his Wolf howled loudly at leaving their mate, but he forced himself to stand. “I’ll leave some sentries around the cabin, just in case.”

      “Thank you,” Tasha replied. “Oh wait, do you know if my backpack was found? It’s got stuff in it I don’t want to lose: pictures of my parents and my mom’s locket.”

      “I think it’s downstairs,” Ellie said as she passed over a plate piled high with food. “I’ll get it in a minute.”

      Tasha merely nodded as her eyes stayed locked with Rafe’s as he backed out of the room. His heart already hurting as he left.

      This was a time when newly found mates should be spending every waking moment together, binding themselves to each other. Instead he left her and went to deal with his Pack. An Alpha’s duties came before anything else, including this. There’d be time for him and his mate to get to know one another, to bond, to find ecstasy in each other’s touch. Now was not that time.

      Right now he needed to be the most bad-ass Alpha he’d ever been and deal with their prisoner. He’d show that damn rogue the power he held within and not blink an eye for any pain he inflicted.
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      Jacy circled the rogue wearing jeans and nothing else. His dark skin glistening , his muscles rippling as he prodded the man. “Tell us what we want to know.”

      The bloodied and battered man merely snarled, a look of loathing on his face as he spat on the ground.

      Levi was there with several of his men and a large group of the Pack stood watching. Their eyes wide and worried as their prisoner shouted. “You’ll be dead soon enough. The whole fucking lot of you.”

      “I doubt that,” Rafe drawled as he strode toward his Beta. “You get anything useful?”

      “No,” Jacy growled. “This fucker hasn’t given us anything.”

      “And I won’t,” the man sneered.

      “Yet,” Rafe said coldly before turning away. “Levi, I want guards on my cabin at all times. My mate is inside and she’s the only one of her Pack to escape this scumbag and his friends. She is our top priority. Understand?”

      Levi bowed his head. “Of course.”

      Rafe waited as Levi shouted out orders and half a dozen men broke away to circle the cabin. “Keep your wits about you.”

      “They will,” Levi told him firmly.

      “Now,” Rafe said coldly, turning back to his Beta. “We’ll deal with him in a minute.”

      “Sure,” Jacy snarled at their prisoner. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Rafe turned to the nervous crowd. “I’m sure you’re all concerned about what’s happened. The loss of a Pack is unheard of but I need you to stay calm. I’ll be contacting the Council and I’m sure they’ll get to the bottom of what’s going on. In the meantime I want you to be careful and stay close to the camp. Ali’s got sentries out and working to keep you all safe and I’ll be going to see what I can find out as soon as I’ve finished with this scumbag.”

      He looked around, catching the Pack Healer’s eye. “Myrtle, I’d like you to accompany me when I go.”

      Myrtle stepped forward. “I’ll go and get my things ready.”

      “Tomorrow morning is soon enough,” Rafe told her. “We’ll leave at dawn.”

      “Okay,” Myrtle replied, nodding. “Is there anything I can do for your mate? Is she hurt?”

      “She has a broken ankle but that’ll be fixed when she changes and her Wolf heals her.” Rafe smiled at the small woman, her unruly blonde curls like a halo around her head. “Thanks for asking though.”

      “If you need me just let me know,” Myrtle said before turning to leave then stopping and asking, “I assume you want my magical side tomorrow?”

      “Indeed I do,” Rafe confirmed. “I’ll talk with you more in depth in the morning. For now, just prepare yourself to tap into that side.”

      “Will do.” Myrtle’s eyes hardened as she glanced at the rogue. “If you require my assistance with that piece of crap, just holler.”

      “I don’t think that will be necessary.” Rafe snarled toward the rogue. “I’m going to take great pleasure in dealing with him myself.”

      Myrtle smirked, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she left. Her tiny feet flitting across the ground as if she were dancing.

      “Now, everyone else, just go about your daily business and let me deal with this situation.”

      Rafe watched as the crowd started to slowly dissipate, one after the other they left, leaving him and his Beta with the rogue.

      He looked around, tapping his chin as he pondered on where to do the interrogation. Not an interview, not “questioning the suspect.” Nope, this was going to be a full-on Alpha grilling and one he hoped would cause their prisoner a fair amount of pain.

      His cabin was set back from the rest, but he wanted a more secluded spot to deal with this asshole. Rafe nodded to himself, settling on what he would do. His jaw set and his eyes hardened as he turned to Jacy. “Bring him.”

      Rafe strode away into the forest. They had a small cabin set in the woods to use when hunting for the Pack. It was quite some distance from the camp but that suited his requirements just fine. He planned on having the rogue roaring in pain and the farther they were from camp the better.

      His booted feet stomped through the lush greenery, his mood darkening with each step. Rogues had murdered Tasha’s parents, together with the entire Pack, but the grief he’d felt inside his mate caused his anger to rise to levels he didn’t know he was capable of feeling. Rafe was normally cool, calm and collected. Not today, not at this moment. Right now he wanted to rip something apart and his anger would be targeted toward one person.

      Rafe wondered if he’d manage to contain his fury, or would it unleash and cause him to kill their only lead.

      “No,” he told himself as he carried on, his footfalls heavy and loud in the silence of the forest.

      Jacy pushed and prodded the rogue, forcing him to follow Rafe. His Beta’s own anger was boiling inside him, Rafe could feel it, and he knew, without a doubt, he’d never felt that in Jacy before.

      “Guess destroying an entire Pack does that to a guy,” Rafe thought as he plowed through bushes and anything else that stood in his way.

      Any other day he’d take in the beauty all around him. He loved being in the forest, whether in human or Wolf form, but today he barely glanced at the magnificence of the area. His sole focus on garnering whatever information he could from their prisoner so he could pass it on to the Council.

      Rafe was under no illusions now. They needed help. If there was someone, something, out there that could kill a Pack of Wolves, then Rafe would ask for help from anyone he could. Including the Council.

      He smirked as he pictured the Council leader’s face when Rafe called asking for help. He never contacted them for anything, so he was certain they’d be surprised when he called asking for assistance.

      Atherton Denholm was old, even for a Wolf, but he ran the Wolf Council with a rod of iron. Although their rules and regulations annoyed the hell out of Rafe, he was well aware that Atherton would help any Pack in times of need, and this definitely counted as that. Rafe just didn’t relish actually having the conversation.

      He’d make it short. As short as possible. That way it would be over and done with and the Council could step in and help. After all, Rafe didn’t look forward to going through a camp of dead Wolves and laying them to rest. Nope. That was definitely on his “absolutely never to do” list.

      As he finished that thought, he saw the cabin in the distance, throwing over his shoulder, “Nearly there.”

      Jacy appeared pleased, prodding the man in front of him and gleefully spitting out. “You hear that? Nearly at the place where you’re going to have a world of hurt. I’m looking forward to this.”

      Rafe heard the hatred in his Beta’s voice. He would have to be deaf not to. It didn’t surprise him one bit. His Beta led his life devoted to the Pack and what these rogues had done was horrific. Neither Rafe, nor Jacy, could comprehend the destruction of an entire Pack, men, women, and kids. Outraged was how Rafe felt and he was pretty damn sure Jacy was too.

      He’d have to ensure his Beta didn’t lose it and kill this lowlife before they could get any answers. Hell, he need to make sure he didn’t kill the fucker.

      Not until he got all he could from him. After that? It was a toss-up whether he’d tear him apart or hand him over to the Council.

      Rafe was well aware of some of the punishments handed out by the Council. Having their beast ripped magically from them, or being forced to transform and magic used to keep them in Wolf form. Both of these were excruciatingly painful, and permanent.

      Would it be a fate worse than death?

      It would for Rafe but he wasn’t so sure about the rogue. They didn’t value what they were, what they should be part of. Apart from the pain inflicted, he doubted they’d care either way of the outcome.

      “Rip him apart it is,” Rafe said inside his head, his beast yipping with glee at the prospect.
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      Rafe pulled the door to the small cabin open. “Inside,” he growled at the rogue who stumbled inside after a hefty push from Jacy.

      “Tie him to the chair.” Rafe rummaged around in a large wooden box, pulling out some rope they used to tie up larger kills.

      “You think that will hold me?”

      Rafe ignored the man as Jacy pulled out a chair from the table and pushed the rogue down roughly. His Beta went to work, binding the man’s arms behind him but also to the chair, before bending to tie his ankles to the legs. When he stood, Rafe sent him a private message.

      “Transform, your Wolf might come in handy.”

      Without a word, Jacy shrugged off his jeans and let loose his beast, the cabin suddenly feeling much smaller with his Wolf taking up so much space. It snarled at their prisoner before heading behind him, pacing back and forth with growls rumbling from its chest.

      Rafe sent another message. “If he doesn’t answer my questions, or if he’s just being a dick, give him a few nips to remind him you’re there.”

      “With pleasure,” Jacy replied, his voice full of loathing but tinged with excitement at being allowed to inflict some of his own punishment.

      “Name?” Rafe demanded.

      “Fuck you.” The rogue sneered, his eyes full of disgust as he glared at Rafe.

      “I said,” Rafe ground out, opening up his Alpha power and allowing it to pour toward their prisoner, “name!”

      The man’s eyes widened as pain lanced through his body and mind. The intense pain inflicted by the Alpha power invading his every pore and causing his face to pale, his teeth to grind together as he fought against it.

      “I can up the stakes anytime.” Rafe shrugged, sending a fraction more of his power toward the rogue. “I haven’t even started in earnest yet so I suggest you answer.”

      Rafe rarely used this particular Alpha ability. He hated to inflict pain of any kind, but the one doled out using his Alpha power was beyond cruel. Hence, he rarely utilized that part of him. For this rogue he’d make a damn exception.

      “What difference does knowing my name make?” the rogue groaned out, his breathing ragged as he tried to fend off Rafe’s power. “I can tell you and it won’t make one jot of fucking difference so why don’t you just get on with what you really want to know.”

      Rafe turned away, his anger boiling up inside him. He focused on the window, looking through it to the lush greenery outside. His forest, his land, his haven. It usually calmed his soul, taking in the beauty of the trees, bushes, animals that shared their homes with his Pack, but today all he felt was worry when he looked outside.

      There was a threat to him, his people, his land, and he had to garner information to combat that peril.

      “Very well,” he said coldly, turning back to face the bloodied man. “Tell me what happened to Tasha’s Pack?”

      “Who’s Tasha?” the rogue asked a moment before his eyes twinkled evilly. “Oh wait, is she that tasty bitch we caught earlier?”

      Rafe held himself in check but Jacy nipped the rogue’s thigh and the resulting yelp of pain caused Rafe to feel pleasure he didn’t know he was capable of as he spat out. “Answer the question.”

      “All right!” The rogue’s voice rose as Rafe sent another wave of his power to invade him.

      “I’m not a patient man,” Rafe advised, his tone cold as ice.

      “First, you need to understand I’m not high up on the food chain, so to speak.” The man raised an eyebrow toward Rafe. “The first guy you killed earlier, he would know more than me, that’s for sure but I’ll tell you what I do know.”

      Rafe crossed his arms and glowered at the man, sending another shockwave of power to keep him on track.

      “Ouch! Will you stop that?”

      Rafe merely shrugged, smirking.

      “Okay, okay,” the rogue said quickly. “Someone wants land, a lot of land, and they’re prepared to go to any lengths to get it. I’m not sure how they made those Wolves sick, but we were told to wait for five days then go in and kill them all. Nobody was to be allowed to live, or leave.”

      Rafe’s anger grew as the words spilled from the rogue’s mouth and he couldn’t help himself from sending another, stronger wave toward the lowlife.

      “Please!” he yelped, grinding teeth to withstand the pain running through him.

      “How many of you were there?” Rafe asked quietly. He needed to know how many rogues they might have to deal with.

      “There was about thirty of us but most of them left when everyone was dealt with. We knew one had escaped, so my boss, the guy you killed, his name was . . .”

      “Irrelevant,” Rafe spat out. “Go on.”

      “We tracked her until we caught up to her today.” His eyes looked into Rafe’s showing the lack of compassion held within.

      “And you were going to play with her then kill her. Right?” Rafe asked, knowing the answer.

      “Sure.”

      “Then what?”

      “What?”

      Rafe exhaled loudly, barely controlling himself as he snarled. “What were you to do after you’d taken care of her? Where were you to go? Who were you going to meet? What was your next job?”

      “We were to meet up with the rest and wait on word of where next to strike.” He paused. “As I said, the big boss, whoever that is, wants land, as much as he can get and you know how he’s going to get it. Take out anyone inhabiting what he wants. He’s got the magic to do it and he obviously doesn’t give a shit about a Pack of Wolves standing in his way.”

      “Shit!” Rafe growled, desperate to know who was behind this horror. “Tell me where you were meeting up with the rest of your rogues?”

      “If I tell you will you let me go?” the man whined.

      Rafe snorted, shaking his head. “No. You have two choices. I hand you over to the Council or I deal with you.”

      “But I’ve answered your questions! I was just following orders.”

      Jacy gave the man another nip, his resulting yell causing Rafe to smile. “You killed an entire Pack who were infected with god knows what but something that made them vulnerable and unable to defend themselves. You cannot understand how that makes me, as Alpha of my own Pack, feel. I swear to Mother Earth I want nothing more than to end you and nothing, I repeat, nothing you’ve said changes that.”

      The rogue’s face changed into a mask of hatred and loathing, his eyes closing to slits as he shouted, spittle flying everywhere as vitriol spewed from him viciously. “I demand the right to a fair fight! I challenge you, Alpha, and if I win I’m taking your goddamn Pack!”

      Rafe couldn’t help the laugh that tore from him at the pure stupidity of the man. “Really? You’re challenging me?”

      “Yes! Right here and now.”

      “You don’t have the right to challenge me, you fuckwit. You’re a damn prisoner with no rights whatsoever.” Rafe shook his head. “But I’ll be reasonable and allow you a fight. I can’t exactly say a fair fight because you’re injured but I don’t give a damn about that. Take it or leave it.”

      “I’ll fucking take it!”

      Rafe undressed quickly then untied the prisoner, pointing to the door. “After you.”
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      As Rafe followed behind the rogue, Jacy’s Wolf nudged his thigh, sending his thoughts through loud and clear.

      “I can take care of him for you.”

      Rafe could feel the pent-up energy inside his Beta. He was raring to go. Jacy wanted to tear into this asshole as much as Rafe did.

      “He had my mate in his filthy hands. Threatened her life. No, my friend, this bastard is all mine.”

      Following the nameless rogue from the cabin, Rafe noticed the sun going down through the trees. The forest sounds reminding him just how precious his land was as small animals hurried around unseen, birds singing, and the scent of the multitude of plants and wildflowers filled his nostrils. He had to protect this.

      It had been his family’s for generations, many hundreds of years ago they’d settled here in the plush, but wild land. He loved it as much as he loved anything and he’d die before he would allow anyone to destroy his home, his Pack, everyone he loved, including the mate he’d been certain he didn’t need.

      How foolish had he been?

      Tasha meant everything to him and he couldn’t wait to return to her and finally hold her to him as his lips found hers in that first, exquisite kiss. First he would deal with the lowlife that had dared to hunt her down and put his soiled hands on her perfection.

      “Rafe!”

      Jacy’s yell in his head brought him out of his inner thoughts with a jolt. The rogue already transformed and leaping toward him, jaws wide, teeth glinting off the waning sun and with one thought: to rip his head off.

      Rafe darted to the side, morphing as he went, barely escaping the rogue’s attack. Realizing he’d been too wrapped up in his thoughts, Rafe had given the rogue the opportunity to transform and begin healing its wounds. The Wolf attacking him was a seasoned fighter, then again, he would be if he went around murdering innocents.

      Its dirty grey fur rippled as it circled around, trying to catch Rafe off-guard. His own beast snarled viciously before launching toward its opponent, meeting mid-air in a clash of fangs and claws. The scent of blood filled the air as both made contact. Rafe suffering a shallow gouge along his flank as they tumbled on the ground.

      In the background, he heard wild-life scatter and run, scared by the battle going on and heading for safety. Saddened that this rogue had caused such chaos to his peaceful haven only made his blood boil all the more. His anger rising to heights Rafe didn’t know he was capable of as he focused on destroying the Wolf before him.

      Everything around him disappeared. Rafe could only see, focus, and deal with the beast hell-bent on killing him. He knew that wouldn’t happen. No matter how strong the rogue thought he was, he could never match a strong Alpha and Rafe was well aware he was one of the strongest. His grandfather and father before him were known for their strength and that had been passed onto him, in spades.

      He never abused that power, using it only when the situation required it. This was one of those times. Rafe harnessed every ounce of his supremacy as he barreled into his opponent, knocking him flying through the air to land with a dull thud. His Wolf sprang high into the air, pouncing on top of the dazed rogue, opening his huge jaws and sinking his teeth around its vulnerable neck.

      Rafe applied pressure, fangs puncturing skin and sinew as blood spurted to cover his fur with its crimson stain. The metallic scent filling his nostrils as he shook his head from side to side, ripping and tearing until he felt the throat tear away in his jaws. Spitting out the filthy remnants, he moved slightly to encompass the side of the rogue’s neck, shredding viciously until he felt bone.

      His Wolf savagely continued until the sound of bone breaking rang in its ears. The rogue collapsed beneath him as he released his death-grip, his beast’s head rearing up to howl its victory for all to hear.

      Bloodlust running rampant through his Wolf, Rafe allowed it for a few moments before taking control. His heart beating wildly in his chest as he transformed, head bowed, drenched in his enemy’s blood.

      He’d had his fair share of fights, both human and beast, but this was the first time he’d reveled in the death of another. He wasn’t sure what to think of that fact, but he didn’t have the luxury of time to ponder on it. There was far too much to do to ensure the safety of his people, so he shoved it away into the recesses of his mind to revisit at a later date.

      Possibly. He might never think of this bastard again, or how good he felt at ending him. Whatever. He’d done what any good Alpha would do: take out the trash and protect his Pack.

      “Are you all right?” Jacy asked, keeping his distance and eyeing him warily.

      “I’ll feel better when we find who’s behind this so I can tear his damn head off.”

      “Okaaaaaaaaaay,” Jacy said slowly. “But for now, are you injured?”

      “I’m fine,” Rafe said, pausing to take note of his body. Aches and pains, nothing major apart from that and a few scratches.

      Now all he wanted to do was get back to his mate and check on her. His insides churning as he wondered whether she’d managed to heal her broken ankle. Rafe had experienced more than his fair share of broken bones, knowing they hurt like a bitch, so he hoped Tasha was feeling better. The thought of his mate in pain caused a visceral reaction deep inside him. One that reinforced his vow to do whatever it took to keep her safe and destroy anything that threatened her.

      Rafe took a deep breath in, exhaling slowly to calm himself as his friend spoke, breaking his inner musings.

      “I’ll get rid of the trash,” Jacy sneered as Rafe went to the cabin to grab his clothes.

      “Thanks.” Rafe nodded, throwing his jeans and boots on quickly. He left his top off, carrying it instead of putting it on and covering it with blood.

      “If you need me just holler,” Jacy said, his eyes still wary as he watched his Alpha. “Maybe you should go for a run or something. You look a little wired, you might scare your mom and Tasha if you go home looking like that.”

      Rafe ignored that. “I’ll see you in the morning. Before dawn so we can go to Tasha’s place and see if Myrtle can come up with anything. If magic is behind this then we’ll need her help and possibly her mother’s. I know her mom isn’t Pack, but she’s a good woman and a strong Witch. She’ll help if we need her.”

      “Yeah,” Jacy confirmed. “Her mom is high up in the Witch Council now, she got some kind of promotion last month. She’ll be the one to ask if we need them on our side.”

      “Another damn Council.” Rafe shook his head at the thought. “But if we need to then we will.”

      “You can ask Myrtle to get in touch with her mom if needed. That way you don’t have to deal with all the BS.”

      Rafe smirked, liking that solution very much. “Good thinking. We’ll see what happens tomorrow and then decide.”

      “I freaking hate all that magical mojo.” Jacy shivered dramatically, his face screwing up. “I much prefer facing a threat head on and dealing with it, not having to worry about some spell or other.”

      “You and me both, my friend. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He didn’t hear his Beta’s reply as he took off, jogging back toward camp, to his future, his mate. His Tasha.
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      Rafe felt the adrenaline still pumping through him so he sped up, trying to burn it off before he reached home. His thick thighs pumping hard as he flew through the forest, leaping over fallen trees and darting around blackberry bushes. The further he got from where he’d fought he realized he could sense, hear, and also see the critters of the forest again. Soothing his soul, both man and beast, with the familiar sights and sounds.

      Once again he knew he couldn’t allow anyone, anything, to take this from him and his people.

      His resolve hardened as his steps slowed to a walk, the last mile or so calming him in ways only his land could. By the time he reached the camp he felt much better, not relaxed entirely, but not ready to bite someone’s head off either.

      Skirting the outskirts he could smell a tantalizing aroma wafting toward him, causing him to inhale deeply. He’d know his mother’s cooking anywhere and by the smell he was certain it was his favorite: deer steak.

      Great! He was starving.

      Slowing down he sneaked toward the back porch, silently approaching and careful not to use the stair that creaked, he stopped to look through the window. The scene he spied on had his heart soaring. His mom at the stove, chatting to Tasha who was setting the table. He stayed in place, watching the two people who were the most important to him: his mother and his mate.

      Didn’t appear there was going to be a problem with them getting on. They appeared to be happy in each other’s company, chatting away as they went about the kitchen at ease. His Wolf howled inside his head, desperate to claim Tasha as his and seal their mating bond. “Cool it,” Rafe admonished.

      Tasha had been through a nightmare and he didn’t want to scare her off.

      The smell of the cooking food pulled him to the door, opening it and slipping inside. Neither woman noticed him for a few moments but then his mother saw him, her eyes widening in shock.

      “Son! Oh my, are you okay?”

      Rafe looked down at his naked chest, caked with dried blood, shrugging. “I’m fine. The rogue, not so much.”

      Tasha slid around the kitchen table, stopping in front of him. He noticed she wasn’t limping. Good. She must have healed while he was gone.

      “Are you sure you’re not hurt? That’s an awful lot of blood.” Her pale eyes gazed up at him, worry clearly visible.

      He stared down. Taking a moment to feast on her beauty. She’d had a shower, obviously, as her long auburn hair fell in soft waves down her back and no longer was her face smudged with dirt. She was freaking gorgeous.

      Rafe leaned down, stopping when his lips almost touched hers. “I’m fine. It’s not my blood.”

      He couldn’t resist inhaling slowly, allowing her delicious fragrance to envelop him. Her eyes widened, pupils dilating, his lips tugging up at the sides at her reaction to him. Tasha’s head tilted slightly, bringing her lips to his, but only just. Their skin a mere whisper apart, his mind racing with thoughts of how her soft body would feel against his rock hard one.

      Rafe reached up, his fingers running through Tasha’s hair to tangle at the base of her neck. Her eyes stayed with his as she moved into his touch. He could wait no longer, his mouth covering hers in their first exquisite kiss. She opened to his tongue’s prodding, her fingers slowly caressing his abs as he deepened the kiss.

      Her touch was magical as she moved upwards to place her palms on his chest. His cock hardening in his jeans so quickly it surprised him. He knew she felt it, her gasp into his mouth and the quick thud of her heart so erotic he barely contained himself.

      He almost picked her up to carry her off to his room. The thought of spending hours learning everything he could about his mate so alluring it was practically impossible to resist. He’d scour her body, and discover what would give her the greatest pleasure. His mind so focused on their kiss and her body against his that he forgot they weren’t alone.

      “Hmm, sorry to disturb you two, but Rafe, you need to go get cleaned up.”

      His mother’s interruption felt like being doused in a bucket of ice-cold water. Tasha springing back from him, her cheeks blushing scarlet as one of her fingers ran over her luscious lips. A look of wonder in her pale eyes as she stared at him.

      “Later,” Rafe whispered before spinning away to go shower and dress in clothes not tainted by the stench of the bastard rogue.
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      Rafe stood under the shower, allowing the cascading water to cool his ardor. He only managed to damp it down to a gnawing ache. Much better than the ravenous need he’d felt when he left Tasha though.

      His hands splayed on the wall as he regained control. “Dumbass.” He ground out thinking of the way he’d almost picked her up and carried her to his room. “She’ll need time so just cool your jets.”

      The water continued to flow over him until finally his cock was no longer steel hard and painful. His ears pricked up, his heart thundering in his chest when a sound he dreaded broke through his inner reprimand.

      Crying. Someone, no, not someone, Tasha. She was sobbing and the sound elicited emotions in him he’d never encountered before. A hand slammed on the wall as his other turned off the shower, grabbing a towel and wrapping it around his waist he flew out of his room.

      Honing in on the sound he stopped at the door to the room Tasha had been in earlier. Her crying calling to him in ways he couldn’t control. He had to go to her. Help her. Do whatever he could to ease her suffering and grief.

      Rafe knocked softly on the door before opening it and going in. Tasha lay on the bed, her face pushed into a pillow as she cried. “Tasha, baby, are you okay?”

      Dumb question.

      Shaking his head at himself he slowly walked over, sitting on the edge of the bed and patting her back. “I’m sorry.”

      She turned toward him, eyes red and puffy, cheeks stained by her tears. “What for? You’ve nothing to be sorry for.”

      Rafe frowned, confused. “I thought I’d upset you earlier. You know, downstairs, when I kissed you.”

      He watched as her pale eyes widened as she shook her head, her gorgeous hair flying around. “No, it wasn’t you that upset me. It’s me that’s upset me.”

      “Uhh? I’m puzzled. How can you upset yourself?”

      Tasha flipped over onto her back, running a hand down her face as she sniffled. “Because I enjoyed that damn kiss so much.”

      Her face flushed scarlet as she admitted her reaction to his touch. Rafe barely managed to stop his lips tugging up into a grin, instead he reached out to hold one of her hands. “And that’s wrong?”

      He asked, more baffled than ever.

      Tasha’s eyes closed, refusing to meet his stare as she nodded. “My insides are all over the place. I’ve not even had time to grieve for my parents, my loved ones, or my Pack. Yet here I am all hot and bothered whenever you’re anywhere near me. I feel ashamed of how I responded to you. Surely I shouldn’t . . .”

      Rafe couldn’t allow her to continue her tirade against herself, tugging on her hand and pulling her up and into his arms. His embrace was tight as he held her to his naked chest. “I don’t ever want you feeling bad about yourself. You’re amazing. Shoot, you managed to escape and alert us about this threat to Wolves. You got away and stayed ahead of those fucking rogues. You’re strong, brave and the most beautiful person I’ve ever met.”

      Tasha buried her head into his shoulder, her arms circling him and holding onto him as if she were drowning. “I feel so sad inside but then you make me feel anything but sad. It’s strange and scary.”

      “We’re soul-mates, Tasha.” Rafe ran a hand through her long tresses, marveling at how silky it felt. “Nobody can fight against that. Trust me, I’ve been trying for days.”

      “Days?” Tasha looked up into his face, her eyes wide.

      “Yeah,” Rafe confirmed, a half smile tugging at his mouth. “I’ve been a little crazy for a while. Always in Wolf form and hunting like crazy. I was eating enough in a day that would normally do me for weeks. I wasn’t in control and finally my mom told me about . . .”

      “Oh my gosh!” Tasha sprang back from him, her hand flying to her chest. “The Hunger. You had the hunger?”

      Rafe was surprised at the shock on her face as her eyes twinkled with something other than surprise. He wasn’t sure but it looked like she was happy. Weird.

      “Yes, I had this hunger thing, apparently.” He shrugged. “Because as soon as I actually communicated with my beast and mentioned our mate, it was on board and actually seemed relieved. It was then I came looking for you.”

      Rafe stopped as the full implication of his pissing around for days hit him. Shit. If he’d started looking earlier then maybe he could’ve helped Tasha’s Pack. His heart almost stopped beating, his eyes dropping guiltily from hers.

      “Rafe?” Tasha scooted closer, a finger tipping his chin up so she could see him. “You couldn’t have done anything. I promise.”

      He couldn’t prevent the remorse inside him, eating away at his guts. “Maybe I could have. I’ll never know because I was so . . .”

      Rafe stopped, unable to continue as the weight of his indecision came crashing down upon him.

      Tasha moved closer, her hands either side of his face as she gazed into his eyes. “How long ago did the hunger take over you?”

      “Days ago,” he admitted sadly.

      “I’ve been on the run for days,” she whispered. “By the time your hunger struck, my Pack was already doomed. It’s not your fault, Rafe.”

      “Then why do I feel so guilty?” Rafe asked quietly.

      “Because you’re a good man,” she muttered before her lips touched his in a brief kiss. “One that I look forward to getting to know better.”

      “I promise I’ll get to the bottom of this,” Rafe told her firmly. “I’ll find out who did this to your Pack and . . .”

      Tasha’s finger on his lips shut him up. “I know you will.”

      Rafe nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t come for you sooner.”

      “That’s behind us now. I’m just amazed that you went through the hunger.” She raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard tales about it and some Wolves go nuts. And by nuts I mean completely losing their human side and turning feral. It’s quite scary you went through it. I might’ve lost you too.”

      “I did think I was losing my mind at times,” Rafe admitted, both to Tasha and himself.

      He dropped his head back, looking at the ceiling as he exhaled loudly. That little snippet causing him to realize he’d almost lost everything: his mate and his Pack.

      His stomach lurched at the thought. Pack was everything to him and he’d worked damn hard since taking over from his father to ensure they flourished under him. He would do anything for his Wolves but he’d almost allowed it to slip away. That wasn’t something he’d forget anytime soon.

      “Hey,” Tasha’s soft voice brought him back to the present, his eyes dropping to lock with hers. “You made it through. That’s a feat all in itself, many don’t.”

      “I nearly lost everything.” Rafe couldn’t still his rapid heartbeats as he continued to think of what could have happened.

      “But you didn’t.” Tasha reached up, her soft hand caressing his face. “You didn’t lose your Pack, or me, or, more importantly, yourself.”

      “Tasha.” Rafe’s voice came out low, husky, full of emotion as he leaned into her touch. “I’ve seen this before, other Wolves when they’ve met their mate, but damn it, I never understood. Not until I saw you in that fucker’s arms in the forest. At that moment I would’ve taken on Satan himself to free you. I couldn’t bear it that he was touching you, threatening you. It almost was my undoing.”

      “I know.” She gave him a shy smile, her eyes coming to life and twinkling up at him. “I felt our pull earlier. I’d jumped over a little stream that cut through the forest and as soon as my feet landed I saw your Wolf in my head. It was bizarre but I had to push it away. I knew they weren’t far behind me so I pushed on until I ended up falling down a dang rabbit hole. Just like me to do something stupid like that.”

      He could feel her, sense how her emotions were warring inside her. She wanted him. There was no doubt about that but he could also feel her holding back. No matter. He’d wait for his Tasha to be ready to take the next step.

      Rafe huffed out a breath as images of what that next step would be: her luscious body beneath his as he took her, body and soul, to ecstasy.

      “What are you thinking?” Tasha asked, her head tilted to the side. Her eyes so damn gorgeous as she gazed up at him through her long dark lashes.

      He chuckled. “That’s not something I’d like to admit right now.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes widened as her mouth dropped open, a flush creeping up her neck.

      She was the most exquisite thing he’d ever seen and he wanted nothing more than to devour her and cause her to scream his name. Rafe tried to rise. “I think I better go before I do something that I shouldn’t.”

      Tasha’s hand landed on his thigh, holding him in place. “Can we kiss?”

      “Babe,” Rafe groaned as blood rushed south to breathe life into his cock. “We can kiss anytime you want. I just don’t want to pressure you . . . ya know . . . about the rest of it.”

      “My Wolf is giving me a headache,” Tasha whispered.

      “Mine too.” Rafe smiled, reaching to entwine his fingers in her hair at the base of her neck. “The mating call is driving me crazy, but I know you need time, sweetheart.”

      Tasha leaned forward, her lips brushing along his chest. Damn, he should’ve put clothes on. If she continued doing that he was certain he’d embarrass himself. When her tongue darted out and licked around one of his nipples he hissed through his teeth.

      “Damn, Tash, you better stop or . . .”

      “Or what?” She looked up, her eyes hooded and her pupils dilated to almost encompass her entire eye, leaving only a slight rim of grey around it.

      “I think you know what.” Rafe smirked down at her.

      “Rafe.” Tasha kissed first one nipple then the other before glancing up at him. “Would it be so wrong of me to want this now? To want to mate with you? I know it sounds weird, we barely know each other but . . .”

      “You are my mate, Tasha, time won’t change that.” Rafe raised an eyebrow. “The only thing time will give us is getting to know each other, our likes, dislikes but regardless of all of that, we are mates. I want to mark you as mine but I don’t want to force you into anything. Not with everything you’ve gone through.”

      “I don’t want to be alone,” Tasha sighed. “I mean tonight. I don’t want to sleep alone. I’m still scared and I feel guilty about wanting to do stuff with you but then I think of what my mom would say. I know she’d tell me to ‘get my head out of my ass and mate already’.”

      “Sounds like she was a wise woman,” Rafe said solemnly. “I’d much rather you were beside me tonight too, so, I guess tonight we’ll sleep in my room. What do you say?”

      Rafe knew it would be the most extreme torture to have her in his bed, lying next to him yet not seal their bond. He’d spend half the night under a cold shower.

      “I think I’d like that.”

      He pulled her head toward his, desperate to feel the sweetness of her mouth once again. Tasha moaning into his mouth forcing every last drop of blood in his brain to drop to his groin. Rafe deepened the kiss, her hands running across his bare skin and causing his cock to throb with need to be inside his mate. He clearly heard her heart speed up, keeping pace with his own, as their tongues danced together in a tango of lava hot desire.

      He never wanted this moment to end. His mate in his arms, responding to his touch, her desire matching his.

      Then he was drenched in ice-cold water when his mom yelled, “Where are you two? Dinner’s ready.”

      Reluctantly pulling back, Tasha’s eyes widening as she looked at the tent in his towel. “Sorry, you’ve gotten me all hot and bothered. I’d better go and try and get rid of this before I go down.”

      Tasha’s head fell back, laughter erupting. Her hand flew up to stifle it as she gasped. “Yeah, you better. I’m sure that’s not something any mom wants to see.”

      Rafe chuckled along with her. Happy that her earlier sadness seemed to have abated. “I’ll be down shortly.”

      “Don’t call me shortly.” Tasha grinned cheekily.

      “What?” Rafe frowned, taking him a few seconds to get the joke. “Oh, very funny.”

      “I thought so,” Tasha quipped as she rose. “I’ll wash up and see you downstairs.”

      “Definitely.” Rafe gripped the towel that showed his arousal. “I might have to slip in for a cold shower first.”

      Tasha burst out laughing again as she disappeared into the bathroom. He was certain it was the finest sound he’d ever heard. Her merriment following him down the corridor. It was far better than hearing her sobbing, that was for damn sure.

      He would be counting the hours, minutes, the freaking seconds until he held her in his arms, in his bed, and made her his for eternity. It couldn’t come quick enough. Maybe he should drop some hints and see if his mother would stay with a friend tonight?
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      Jacy greeted him when he finally made it downstairs. He’d had to spend an uncomfortable five minutes having that cold shower he’d mentioned before he was able to dress.

      His best friend eyed him closely as he raised a hand. “Hi, how’re you feeling after earlier?”

      “I’m fine,” Rafe said honestly. He had no trouble in taking out the rogue. None whatsoever. He’d do it again if he had the chance just because the dirty mutt had touched his precious mate.

      “Okay, good to know.” Jacy smiled over at Tasha. “How’re you settling in? Is there anything I can do for you? If so, just ask.”

      Rafe couldn’t stop the rumbled growl that erupted, his teeth baring as he snapped, “That’s not necessary.”

      Ellie shook her head as she placed a huge pot in the middle of the table. “Rafe, behave yourself. Sit down and everyone tuck in.”

      “Where’s my steak?” Rafe grumbled when he saw the hotpot. “I smelt it earlier, deer, where is it?”

      Jacy smirked. “I ate it while we were waiting on you.”

      Rafe threw a filthy look toward his Beta. “That better be a joke.”

      “Nope.” Jacy held out his hands. “Sorry, but I was hungry and it was just sitting there. I couldn’t resist.”

      Rafe scowled, his eyes slitting to glare at Jacy. His mom smacked his back as she returned from the stove. “He’s pulling your leg, Son. Here’s your steak. It might be a little dried out because you were away for so long and I had to keep it warm in the oven.”

      His eyes scooted to Tasha’s noting the blush and shy smile as she gazed back. “Sorry, I was filthy. It took me a while to get clean.”

      Tasha’s eyes dropped and he was certain she was trying not to giggle. The sight making him want her all the more. Then he realized where she sat, too far away.

      “Tasha,”—he reached over, pulling out the chair right next to him—“Come and sit here.”

      She cocked an eyebrow but did as he said, sitting down and looking at him questioningly. He shrugged. “You were too far away.”

      Her eyes sparkled, her smile wide as she nodded. “I think that’s one of the nicest things a man’s ever said to me.”

      “Really?” Jacy butt in. “Then you’ve been seeing the wrong men, gorgeous.”

      Rafe slammed his hands down on the table, silverware clattering around as he snarled across the table. Anger rising quickly inside him as he raged at his Beta. “If you don’t shut your mouth I’ll do it for you.”

      Tasha reached over, her hand grasping one of his hands and squeezing. “He’s only joking, Rafe.”

      “I don’t care,” Rafe ground out. “This is my mate. Do you understand? She is therefore your Alpha too. Show some respect.”

      Jacy lowered his head for a brief moment before peeking up. “I apologize. I meant no disrespect.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Ellie patted Jacy on the shoulder as she passed by, her withering stare making Rafe feel like an errant toddler. “Rafe, you and Tasha have to mate. The sooner the better, before you rip someone’s head off for daring to even glance in her direction. Jacy, as you damn well know, jokes . . . a lot. He didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Glancing at Tasha he noticed her blush, the scarlet tinge glowing on her beautiful face as she inclined her head and waggled her eyebrows. He got the message, loud and clear.

      “Mom,” Rafe started in a gruff voice. “Do you think you could . . .”

      “Don’t even say it.” She shook her finger at him. “I’m waaaaay ahead of you, Son. I’m going to stay with Myrtle tonight so you two have the place to yourselves. In fact, I plan on sleeping there for some time.”

      Rafe grinned then felt a hard pinch at his side, turning to see Tasha frowning and giving a quick nod toward Jacy. He frowned but she pinched him again so he relented, coughing to clear his throat first. “Jacy, sorry about that.”

      “That’s okay,” Jacy said solemnly. “I didn’t mean to upset either of you and I know how strung out you’ve been, Rafe. I should know when to hold my tongue.”

      “Nah.” Rafe shook his head. “It’s my fault. I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Have you called the dreaded Council yet?” Jacy asked in a mock-horror-film voice.

      “I’ll do it after I’ve eaten,” Rafe replied slowly. “I’ve been putting it off. You know what Atherton blinking Denholm is like, he’s a pain in the ass, but we need them on this. So I’ll put up with his moaning and talking to me as if I were a five year old.”

      Ellie laughed. “You act like one often enough.”

      Tasha stifled a giggle as Jacy chuckled, in full agreement with his mom but being smart enough not to voice his thoughts.

      “Can we eat?” Rafe said instead.

      Jacy nodded enthusiastically. “At last! I’m starving.”

      “You boys, there’s no keeping up with you.” Ellie shook her head, smiling indulgently.

      The next hour passed quickly, Tasha at ease with his family. Jacy might not be blood but he was definitely Rafe’s brother so it meant a lot that they got on. They would be working together running the Pack once the threat had been dealt with and they could get back to some semblance of normality. His mom and Tasha seemed to hit it off well and that was another relief for him. She was all he had left since they’d lost his father, he would hate it if they didn’t get along. Didn’t look like that would be a problem though as he rose to leave them chattering at the table.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I’ve spoken to the Council. Jacy, stay put in case I need to discuss anything with you.”

      “Sure,” Jacy answered as he shoveled another piece of his mom’s lemon pie into his mouth.

      Rafe wasn’t looking forward to the call but he’d get it over and done with and then at least he’d have a better idea of what their next steps would be.

      Closing the office door he took a moment to look around, not quite feeling at home here yet. He still missed his dad and every time he came in here the loss hit him like a shovel to the face. After all, this had been his father’s domain and those were a huge pair of shoes to fill. He’d done his best since they’d lost him, even opening up a couple more businesses in the nearby town. One of which was a huge success.

      Who woulda thought that a Shifter bar would go down so well in middle-America? Especially when most humans were shit-scared of anything supernatural, Wolves included. More than a few obviously liked to live “on the wild side” so to speak.

      It had though and brought in much needed funds for the Pack, as well as employing almost two dozen. He thought his father would’ve been aghast at the idea but that didn’t stop Rafe. He’d do whatever it took to ensure the continued prosperity for his people. Anything at all.

      “Get it over with,” he said aloud, knowing he was procrastinating. He sat on the corner of the huge antique wooden desk, picked up the phone and made the call.
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      “Are you all right?” Tasha jumped up as he returned to the kitchen. “You’ve been away for ages.”

      Rafe checked the clock on the wall above the window. Over a damn hour that old fart Atherton had kept him on the line, going over and over everything. He’d barely managed to stop himself from cursing and hanging up.

      “I’m fine.” Rafe reached out, cupping her face and rubbing his thumb over her lips. “Atherton made me tell him everything ten times over and even then he wanted to hear it all again.”

      “Oh dear.” Tasha leaned into his touch as she spoke.

      “So what’s happening?” Jacy asked and Rafe noticed that his mother was nowhere in sight. He guessed she must’ve gone to Myrtle’s already.

      “He’ll be sending a team out to the Pack to deal with burying them and he’s also going to send his top Enforcer to help us.”

      Rafe paused, waiting, and it was a mere second before Jacy whistled. “Do you mean Zohar? The almighty and powerful Zohar Drake is coming here?”

      The sarcasm hung in the room as Rafe nodded. “Yes, he certainly is.”

      “Fuck,” Jacy spat out. “Oh, sorry, Tasha but that guy is . . .”

      “Intense is the word you’re looking for, buddy.” Rafe chuckled. “Wanna beer?”

      “Hell yes.” Jacy nodded vigorously. “We’ll all need to be on top of our game with Zohar around.”

      “Who’s Zohar?” Tasha asked as she went to the massive double door fridge, opened it and grabbed some beers.

      “You didn’t need to do that, I would’ve gotten them.” Rafe told her as he sat back down at the head of the table, tossing a beer to Jacy and opening one for himself.

      “No worries,” she smiled. “I’m used to getting  . . .” she paused, her voice lowering to barely a whisper. “I mean I was used to getting them for my dad.”

      “Sorry,” Rafe said up at her, reaching for her arm and pulling her onto his lap where he engulfed her within his embrace. Kissing the top of her head as she took several deep breaths.

      “No, it’s all right,” she said quietly. “I sometimes forget, ya know?”

      “Yes,” Rafe said somberly. “I remember doing the same when my dad died. It gets better, I promise.”

      “Thanks.” She smiled sadly up at him. “Now tell me, who is this guy you’re talking about?”

      Jacy snickered as Rafe inhaled, exhaled then started. “Zohar Drake is the Council’s top Enforcer. He deals with their worst cases and he’s rather . . . intense.”

      “That’s one word for what he is,” Jacy sneered. “Downright cold, hard and cold. He’s a fucking machine. Pardon my French.”

      “Don’t apologize.” Tasha shot Jacy a quick grin. “I can cuss along with the best so no need to worry on my account.”

      “Anyway,” Rafe carried on. “Zohar will be meeting us tomorrow and then he’ll be living here until this has been dealt with.”

      “Oh goody.” Jacy clapped his hands, his tone as sarcastic as Rafe had ever heard.

      “I know, but he is the best and he has some unique abilities that we don’t.”

      “Like what?” Tasha asked.

      “He can transform quicker than anything I’ve ever seen,” Rafe shook his head. “Damnedest thing to watch but I’ve seen it. That can come in handy at times, especially as his beast is huge.”

      “Bigger than yours?” Tasha asked, wide eyed.

      “Yes,” Rafe said, hating to admit it.

      “Damn, he must be a freak,” Tasha said seriously.

      Jacy chuckled. “I agree with you there, sister.”

      Rafe noted how at ease she was in Jacy’s company. It actually made him happy now, his jealousy abating with their impending mating. It meant she wouldn’t be scared if he had to leave her in his Beta’s care.

      “Anyway,” he carried on. “The Council is as shocked as we are at what’s happened and they’re sending out a ton of other Enforcers, some with magical abilities, to search the area. They’re hoping that we can find who is behind this and stop him repeating this grotesque extermination of a Pack from happening again.”

      Jacy’s face was grim as he nodded, Tasha’s was a mixture of sadness, grief and anger.

      Rafe understood. As Alpha, his feelings were a combination of all those too but at this moment anger was taking the lead. He couldn’t wait to dole out some justice for the Pack that had been destroyed.
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      After they’d finished discussing what Atherton Denholm had said, Jacy slid out of his chair, stretching. “I’m going to get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

      “See you out front just before dawn,” Rafe reminds him.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

      Jacy disappeared out the back door as Rafe turned to Tasha. She looked nervous and worried, nibbling her bottom lip and picking at the skin on one of her fingers. So much so that she drew blood. What the hell?

      “Tasha, are you okay?” Rafe asked quietly.

      Her eyes remained downcast, refusing to meet his. “Tash?”

      Finally she raised hers and the conflict he saw staring back clenched his stomach tight. “What’s wrong?”

      “Promise you won’t be mad at me?” she pleaded softly.

      “I won’t be mad,” he assured her.

      “Can we wait? You know . . . to seal our mating?” She looked so upset that her words took a moment to sink in.

      Dang! Struggling to mask his disappointment and hoping he’d managed as he said, “Of course, baby, if that’s what you want.”

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, her voice hitching as she fought to stop her tears from falling.

      “Don’t.” He reached over, wiping a stray tear from her soft cheek.

      “I know you said no earlier and I don’t want to argue, but . . .”

      He held up a hand. “Oh shit, any sentence that starts that way usually ends up in an argument.”

      “I’m going with you tomorrow.”

      Her voice was firm, her eyes locked with Rafe’s as she waited on a reply. Fuck! The last thing on this earth he wanted was her being there tomorrow. Shoot, he couldn’t even imagine how it would affect her seeing her Pack like that.

      Dead. Every last one of them murdered. It was the thing of damn nightmares and not something he wanted to subject his mate to.

      “If you refuse I’ll go anyway, on my own.” Her chin jutted out defiantly but to Rafe she looked adorable.

      “Rebellious much?” he asked, head tilting to the side as he stared hard at her.

      Anyone in the Pack would have backed down, without a second’s thought. Not Tasha.

      Her head lifted as she nodded. “My mom used to say that all the time. I don’t like just being told what to do. Not if I have an opinion on something. And this I definitely have my own opinion. I have to go, Rafe. I don’t have a choice.”

      “Sure you do,” he answered, using his firm Alpha voice. “You can do as I ask and stay here, where you’ll be safe.”

      “I’m not sure if you understand,” she implored. “First, it’s my Pack! I have to go. Second, I feel safer the nearer I am to you. I won’t stay here alone.”

      Rafe couldn’t help the exasperated sigh that exploded from him as he pushed his chair back and started pacing. “Tasha, you wouldn’t be alone. You’d be here with my Pack and a dozen guards with one order: to keep you safe. I have no idea what we’ll be walking into tomorrow. What if there are rogues still there and they attack? I need to be able to fight without worrying about you being hurt, or worse. I almost lost you before. I couldn’t stand losing you, my mate. I just couldn’t.”

      “Yet you expect me to sit here and wait for you?” she said hotly, her face flushed with anger. “While you go off and possibly face rogues? That is not happening, Rafe. Not in a million years. I am . . .”

      He strode over quickly, grabbed her shoulders and lifted her up, cutting off her tirade. “You’re my mate and the thought of you being hurt is like a knife in my fucking guts.”

      “Ditto!” she snarled back. The fire in her eyes bringing out sparks of silver in the pale grey that he hadn’t noticed before. Her clenched fists on his chest between them as her anger grew.

      “Touché.” Rafe leaned down, his forehead on hers as he tried to control his breathing. “Okay, if I say you can come, will you promise to follow my orders? That’s what every other Wolf will be doing, Tasha. I am Alpha.”

      He watched as her anger dimmed but her fire did not. He liked that. He needed a mate that was strong and could stand up to him when required. Even if that would piss him off.

      Her nod was so faint that he almost missed it. Her voice reluctant as she agreed. “Fine.”

      “Thank you,” he sighed as relief flooded through him. “You are too precious to me, Tasha. I can’t allow anything to happen to you, sweetheart.”

      “I know,” she said, relaxing against his chest.

      “I have to text Jacy to rearrange things for tomorrow.” He snatched his phone from his pocket, moving away. “If you’re coming with us then I’m taking the extra guards too.”

      “I’m definitely coming,” she said firmly.

      “I can’t change your mind?” He tried one last time.

      “Nope,” she said, shaking her head.

      Finishing his text he returned, his finger running down her cheek. “You’re going to keep me on my toes. Aren’t you?”

      She smirked, shrugging. “Probably.”
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      “You need to listen to me tomorrow, stay close by and if I tell you to do something, baby, please don’t argue.”

      “I’ll try my very best.” She made a cross over her heart before yawning. “I’m tired, can we go to bed?”

      Rafe’s heart sped up. Could he have her close but not mate with her?

      He’d have to. He refused to hurt her in any way and if she needed to wait for a day or so then he’d just have to man up. He would have to ask her something though. He’d wait until they were settled in his room first.

      “Let’s go up,” he said instead, taking her hand and leading her upstairs.

      “Rafe, in case you’re wondering, I don’t want to sleep alone. I just don’t want us to . . . you know. Not until I’ve buried my parents. It seems wrong somehow.”

      Her emotion-filled words tore at his heart. He wished he could take her pain away but he knew he couldn’t. What he could do was respect her wishes and be there for her. No matter what.

      “I understand and it’s all right.” He smiled down at her. “I’ll wait for you, baby.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly as they walked along the hallway to his room.

      Opening the door, he waved an arm around, showing her the room that would now be theirs. It was manly, nothing in it feminine at all, and he expected that to change. He was fine with that too. He didn’t care what his surroundings were. Only that each night his mate lay beside him. That was the most important thing of all.

      “I know you’ll want to change it and that’s all right. I don’t give a hoot about any of that. All I care about is that we’re together.”

      His voice had dropped, his feelings overcoming him as Tasha walked around. She looked over and gave him a smile that would be imprinted on his brain. Her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      “You might regret saying that,” she quipped. “What if I want pink walls and ruffles everywhere?”

      Rafe winced. Pink walls? Shit, he hoped not.

      “Emm, that’s fine with me,” he replied bravely.

      Tasha spun around, her arms wide, singing. “Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

      Laughter filled the room as he let rip, unable to hold it in. Tasha stopped spinning, giggling along with him until tears ran down her cheeks and she held her sides. She flopped onto the bed where her laughter finally died down.

      “I’m not a ‘frilly’ type of gal, so you’ve no worries on that score.”

      “Thank fu . . .” He stopped. “Sorry, you know what I mean though.”

      “Will you stop that?” Tasha sat up, frowning. “You can cuss if you want. It doesn’t offend me. Let’s be honest . . . sometimes fuck is the only word that works . . . right?”

      He couldn’t help but laugh, chuckling as he nodded in agreement. “Yeah.”

      She got off the bed, looking around and looking embarrassed. “I don’t have much with me. I just grabbed a few things when I ran so I don’t even have anything to wear to bed.”

      “No problem.” He walked into his huge wardrobe, fumbling around in a drawer and coming out with one of his t-shirts. “This should do you for now, until we can get your things from home. There’s also spare toothbrushes in the bathroom cabinet. Help yourself to anything you need.”

      “Thanks.” She took the substitute nightwear and headed into the bathroom, closing the door.

      Running a hand through his hair, Rafe knew he’d have to talk to her when she returned. He had to. There was no dodging what he needed to say. He only hoped she didn’t freak out and refuse. That would not be good for him, or his beast. His Wolf had been prowling around in his head since they’d first found her. Its desperation to make her their mate was all-consuming and he was finding it difficult to control it. He hoped the compromise he’d come up with would settle it down, for now.

      That would only work if Tasha agreed though.

      He undressed then went in search of a pair of pajama bottoms. He doubted he’d find any. It wasn’t as if he wore anything to bed but he didn’t think Tasha would be too happy if he jumped in au-naturale so he snagged an old pair of sweat pants and used those instead.

      They were worn and loose, hanging low down on his hips, but they were better than nothing.

      As he walked out of the walk-in closet, Tasha exited the bathroom. His breath caught in his throat, she looked adorable in his tee which hung to her mid-thigh, but she also looked scared and vulnerable. His inner-Alpha sprang forth forcing him to stride over and take her into his arms to comfort her.

      He rubbed a hand up and down her back, his other grasping her head to his chest. Her hands splayed on his bare chest as he whispered, “It’ll get better, sweetheart. I promise it will. It’ll take time, but I’ll always be here for you. Anything you need, anytime, just ask.”

      “I guess it’s just hitting me properly now,” she gasped, her breath whispering against his skin. “Before, all I thought about was keeping ahead of the rogues chasing me. Now all I can think about is that everyone I’ve ever loved and cared about are gone. Not one of them is left alive, Rafe, not one.”

      “I know.” He used his power, sending calmness and serenity toward her. “Once we’ve had a funeral, you will be able to take the next step in the grieving process and I’ll be right there with you. You won’t take that journey alone, my love.”

      Continuing to hold her, his power washing over her, he finally felt her body relax against his. His Wolf pranced about, pawing at the ground and howling. “I know you’re tired but before we go to sleep, I need to ask you something.”

      Her head tilted back, her sorrow-filled eyes searching his. “What?”

      “I respect your decision not to mate right now.” He leaned down so their eyes were level. “But my Wolf is going to drive me insane, so would you allow me to mark you? I promise I won’t take it further than that. I just need to know that everyone is aware that you are mine. Not just for my own damn sanity, but it also bestows my Alpha protection to you. That in itself will calm my Wolf down a little and certainly make me feel better. You will be Alpha marked and only a fool would try and hurt you.”

      He waited, breathless, on her response.

      Her eyes widened, little sparkles appearing as they crinkled at the sides as she gave him a smile. “You could do that? I mean . . . mark me without . . . you know?”

      His body ached for hers. Physically craved his mate like nothing he’d ever felt before, so much so it hurt. His skin yearned for her touch, his fingers burned with desire to explore every damn inch of her body, his cock throbbed with the need to be inside her. But he would not push his own selfish desires onto his grieving mate.

      He was Alpha and he would never do such a thing, so he hugged her a little tighter and nodded. “I’ll do whatever it takes, Tasha. I said I’d wait and I will. However, if I don’t mark you, I think my beast might just drive me insane enough to have me committed to a loony bin.”

      “We can’t have that now, can we?” she said seriously. “I need you to know something too.”

      She stopped, nibbling her bottom lip as a blush crept up her neck to cover her cheeks. Rafe almost groaned at the sight. He was desperate to plunder her lips but held himself in check. “What?” he asked instead.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to . . . ya know.” Her face grew even redder. “Because I do. You make me feel . . . I guess the way I make you feel. But I just can’t. Not with my mom and dad just lying there. It seems so wrong. I need to put them to rest before I can carry on.”

      “I totally understand that and I’m not pushing you to mate with me tonight,” he reiterated. “I just need to settle down my beast and my soul. Knowing you have my mark will do both.”

      Tasha leaned away, her head tilted to the side, giving a clear view of her neck. Soft skin called to him, pulling him toward it but he stopped short, keeping a firm grip on himself as he asked, “Is that a yes?”

      She licked her lips causing his heart to thunder in his chest before she replied, “Yes.”

      Rafe’s beast howled with glee, leaping high into the air with joy as he took a deep breath to steady himself. “Thank you. It’s an honor, Tasha. One I take great responsibility for.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed as he leaned down, his tongue licking along her skin, sending shudders through her. His arms tightened around her, holding her close so he could feel every single sensation as it affected her. Her breathing increased, little pants as his mouth latched onto the sensitive spot between neck and shoulder, kissing and suckling to ease the tension he now felt in her.

      One hand reached up to hold the back of her head, keeping it angled so he had full access, while the other wraps all the way around her. His fingers barely skimming the side of her breast as he allowed his fangs to descend. This is the moment he’s been dreaming off: claiming his mate.

      Even if they would not consummate their joining tonight.

      He felt her hand in his hair, her fingers tangling and holding on tightly. Her other trapped between their bodies, resting on his bare skin right above his low-slung sweats. Damn! What he would do for her hand to dip down lower. His cock now straining between them, she must feel it. The steel length rubbed against her belly as he opened his mouth and bit down, hard.

      As his fangs broke her skin, she shuddered in his arms, her fingers digging into his scalp as he hungrily gulped her blood down. The sweet taste like nectar as it coated his tongue and throat. Rafe knew nothing would ever be the same in his life again. No. Not when he felt the first strings of their mating taking hold and binding them together.

      Holy freaking hell. It was like nothing he’d ever thought possible. His entire being focused on Tasha, her body, her scent, her everything. Their bond swept through him, taking hold deep in his soul, the sensation overwhelming and in a strange way, peaceful. His cock throbbed with need but he forced all thought of consummation from his mind. He’d respect her wishes and would bide his time. When he and Tasha first joined together fully, he wanted it to be a mind-shattering joyous occasion, not overshadowed with her parents’ death.

      Releasing her neck he quickly slashed his wrist, offering it to her. “This will help seal us together, my mate.”

      Her eyes were glassy, hooded, and a little confused as she stuck her tongue out, lapping at his blood. It took mere moments for their bond to increase. He felt it, and he could tell she did too. Her eyes spun to lock with his in wonder. Her mouth popped open in a silent “oh” before he covered it with his.

      Rafe kept their kiss short, knowing if he didn’t that he would be loathe to stop. Tasha’s little moan of annoyance when he pulled away had him smiling cockily down at her. “Powerful stuff this mating thing, isn’t it?”

      She looked dazed as she nodded, murmuring. “Yes. If I knew how powerful it was I think I would’ve asked to sit down. My legs are like jello.”

      “No problem.” He smirked, picking her up swiftly and carrying her to the bed. “Now you need to get some rest. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow, sweetheart.”

      When she didn’t respond, he looked down, she was already asleep. Rafe covered her with the comforter before sliding in next to her, pulling his mate next to him and holding her close. Now she was his and he’d never let her go.

      Never, and god help anyone who tried to take her from him. He’d tear them limb from limb for even thinking about it.
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      Tasha’s soft moan caused Rafe to glance over, her face white and drawn as they drew nearer to her Pack. Her fist at her mouth as if she were trying not to scream.

      He guessed that to be the case and he couldn’t blame her. They were about to enter a graveyard. One where they’d find her parents slaughtered in their home. Fuck. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold his shit together if he were in her shoes.

      “I’m right here with you.” Reaching over, he snatched her hand, grabbing it tightly. “If you want to leave, just give me the word and I’ll have Levi and some guards escort you home.”

      Her eyes spun to his, her voice strangled as she ground out, “This was my home.”

      “Sorry,” he said, mentally kicking himself. “You know what I meant and  . . .”

      “Watch out!”

      Tasha’s squeal had his eyes back on the dirt road, swerving to barely miss hitting a large man standing, arms crossed. “Fucking idiot.”

      Slamming on the brakes Rafe jumped out, shouting. “What the fuck? You got a death wish?”

      The man came over, inscrutable eyes meeting the Alpha’s. “I’ve been waiting on you. We’ve been here for hours.”

      Tasha grabbed Rafe’s arm. “Who is he and what’s going on?”

      The rest of their convoy had skidded to a halt, Jacy, Levi and several guards joining them. Rafe patted Tasha’s hand. “It’s all right, Tasha. This is Zohar, he’s from the Council.”

      The Council Enforcer looked around then nodded toward the Camp that was now visible. “My men have already started work. There are teams digging a large grave in the field behind the camp. Also, there are others dealing with the dead. They are preparing them for burial and taking note of names and other pertinent data to be logged with the Council. Anything which could help us is being passed to me directly.”

      Tasha stepped forward, her voice wobbling as she tried to make eye contact with the intimidating Enforcer. “Excuse me.”

      Zohar ignored her, talking over her directly to Rafe. “I’d like your men to . . .”

      Rafe snarled, loudly, stepping forward to stand toe to toe with a startled Zohar. “Do not ignore my mate. If you do then we are going to have a huge fucking problem.”

      “What?” Zohar looked down, he was taller than Rafe and Tasha barely came to his chest. “Who is this?”

      “This is Tasha and she is not only my mate but she also escaped from this slaughter.” Rafe prodded Zohar’s chest. “So she is the only fucking witness you have. Listen up, asshole, because she’s the only person you can ask about what went down here.”

      Tasha gasped as Rafe stepped back, his arm going around her waist and drawing her close to his side. Her eyes rose to meet his, her thanks in the look that passed between them.

      Zohar huffed. “Whatever. So, what were you going to say?”

      “I was about to say that my parents are in there,”—she pointed to the camp—“and I want to see where they are taken for burial. I want to lay them to rest, please. After that, I’ll answer any of your questions but first I need to say goodbye to my mom and dad.”

      Rafe watched her intently as she spoke, heard the slight waver in her voice as she finished. Her chin jutting out as if daring Zohar to disagree only making him love her all the more. His chest puffing out as his arm tightened around her, letting her know he was right there with her.

      His eyes switched to the Enforcer. Zohar’s jaw clenched and his left eye twitched. A sure sign he was annoyed. Rafe waited, ready to pounce if the man upset Tasha in any way.

      Zohar looked off to the side for a moment then back down at Tasha, giving a slight nod. “Fine, go ahead but you’ll have to be quick. My men are moving fast to get the job done and I’ve no idea if they’ve already dealt with your home or not.”

      Tasha looked up at Rafe who motioned to Levi. “Levi, get a couple of men and go with her. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

      “On it, boss.” Levi pointed to two of his guards who jogged over.

      “Thank you,” Tasha said to both Zohar and Rafe.

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” Rafe said quietly, leaning down to kiss her quickly before she left.

      “So you’ve found a mate?” Zohar said with a sneer. “Next you’ll have a dozen pups running around your heels.”

      Zohar’s tone more than his words set Rafe’s nerves on edge, his anger rising, and his blood on a slow boil. As always. He cracked his neck, side to side, exhaling before he met the Enforcer’s eyes. “Shut the fuck up unless it’s to do with what’s happened here. My life, my mate, it’s off limits to you. Understand?”

      The Enforcer smirked, knowing he’d annoyed Rafe was all he’d wanted. Damn it. Rafe knew it. It was how Zohar worked but every damn time he allowed the man to get under his skin. They’d come to blows more than once and if he continued to make remarks about Tasha then they’d do so again, and they did not have time for that shit right now.

      “We have to find who is behind this so cut the crap.” Rafe snarled viciously, allowing his full Alpha power free rein.

      He heard several of his men step forward, ready to fight for him, but he held up a hand halting them. This only seemed to amuse Zohar all the more.

      “There is magic in the air,” Zohar announced in a matter of fact voice, as if the last minute or two hadn’t happened.

      What the fuck was wrong with this guy? Rafe had no clue. He only knew the Enforcer liked to rub people up the wrong way then sit back and watch the fall out. Asshole.

      “Myrtle,” Rafe called out, looking for the Healer. She appeared from behind his men, obviously nervous and unwilling to come forward. “It’s all right. This asswipe won’t harm you.”

      Myrtle walked slowly toward them, her eyes firmly on Rafe. When she stopped, she refused to look at Zohar, Rafe reached out and patted her shoulder. He could feel her apprehension and hated feeling one of his Pack suffer. “It’s all right.”

      Her eyes sought his, her hands wringing as she nodded. “Magic is here all right. It’s stifling and just wrong. It’s evil and malevolent. Whoever is using it has bastardized theirs to use it for their own ends. They are powerful and it’s possible to track it but I wouldn’t, not on our own.”

      “We can handle whoever is behind this,” Zohar scoffed. “Follow me.”

      Zohar stomped away toward the camp, Rafe shrugged. “Jacy, Myrtle, come with me. The rest of you bring the vehicles.”

      “Alpha,” Myrtle quick-stepped to keep up. “I don’t like him. His aura is all . . . wrong. Just wrong.”

      “It’s not his aura I care about. It’s whether he can get the job done,” Rafe replied grimly.

      “He’s an ass, don’t let him get to you.” Jacy tried to help Myrtle who was obviously struggling. “Zohar is the Council’s best Enforcer but to hold that position means he has to be a specific type of person. He’s not Pack but he usually gets the mission accomplished.”

      “I still don’t like him,” Myrtle whined.

      “Neither do I,” Jacy chimed in as they entered the camp.
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      Rafe pulled up short, the stench overpowering, cloying in the air, enough to make him gag. Refusing to show any weakness, he opened his mouth, taking shallow breaths through gritted teeth. Jacy cursed as Myrtle let out a sob.

      “Oh hell, this is, shoot, I’m gonna throw up.”

      She ran off, disappearing behind a nearby tree, the sound of her retching almost Rafe’s undoing. His jaw aching as he clenched his teeth further, determined not to disgrace himself. “Jacy, check on her then come find me.”

      “Check on her? Shit, I’ll be joining her.”

      Rafe strode away in search of Tasha, following her scent as clearly as if she’d left him a trail of cookies to follow. Her aroma was sweet and spicy, with a touch flowery undertones. It drew him forward like a torpedo as he zeroed in on her location. Ignoring everyone around him, brushing aside Zohar as he attempted to talk.

      His only thought once he’d entered the camp, the reek of the dead invading his body and soul, was to reach his mate and offer her solace. Her soft cries triggering something deep inside him as he rushed toward her. She stood at the door to a cabin, her home, as Zohar’s men carried out two bodies wrapped in white sheets: her parents.

      Tears ran down her cheeks, dripping to soak the ground at her feet as she tried to stifle her sobs, a linen hankie stuffed into her mouth. Rafe encompassed her in a warm embrace, full of love and comfort, whispering into her soft tresses. “I’m here, sweetheart. I’ll always be here. Lean on me and I’ll carry you. I’ll take the weight of your grief, you just need to let me.”

      She leaned back into his body, trembling and shaking. “How?”

      Releasing his Alpha power through their virgin mating bond he showed her the way. She gasped as the might of his force touched her, then her body settled, her grief passing to Rafe for him to bear for his mate. It was a heavy load to carry but one he did willingly, Tasha turning into his chest, grabbing him tightly before relaxing.

      “I . . . I thought I was going to faint or something. It was so bad, Rafe.” She tilted her head, looking up with red-rimmed eyes. “I knew they were dead, I’ve known since I left. But, seeing them like that, after lying for days it was so much worse than anything I could’ve imagined.”

      “I know, sweetheart, I know.” Rafe held her close, rubbing a hand in circles on her back. “Let me help you through this.”

      “I have no words to thank you,” she stuttered before laying her head on his chest.

      “You never need to thank me for helping you. You are my mate. I’d die for you, Tasha.”

      “I’m just realizing that,” she gasped.

      He wanted to say more, much more, but they were interrupted. “Miss, if you follow us now, please.”

      “What?” She pulled away, dazed. “Oh yes, of course.”

      Rafe kept an arm around her waist as they walked behind the impromptu pall bearers, following them out of the camp to the mass grave. The stench here was far worse, the sight nothing like Rafe had ever seen and one he prayed he’d never see again.

      A massive trench had been dug in the field and it was packed with white wrapped bodies. Line after line, two and three deep, the bodies of the Pack were placed inside their final resting place. Tasha sobbed as her parents joined the rest of the Pack. The men who’d carried them apologizing as they climbed out of the deep hole in the earth.

      “Sorry, miss, it was the only way to deal with this amount of bodies.”

      “I understand,” she replied with a voice devoid of emotion.

      “If you want, we can take them back to Darkmoon and bury them there?” Rafe told her quietly, her raw despair cloying in his throat.

      She took a moment to answer, a brief shake of her head before she said firmly, “No. They should be here, with the rest of the Pack. It’s where they belong.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “Yes.”

      Somberly they waited until the last of the bodies were laid to rest, Rafe cradling his mate to his side as she fought to control her tears. He whispered, “It’s okay to cry, baby.”

      But she resolutely shook her head, her body shaking as she raised her chin defiantly. “I’m fine.”

      He knew better. She was far from fine. The soft sheen of perspiration covering her skin, the thud of her heart, and the unshed tears told him as much, but his mate refused to surrender to her grief.

      Myrtle followed behind the men carrying the final dead. Her head bowed reverently as she whispered a farewell. She stopped at the edge of the communal grave, dipping into a purple velvet pouch tied at her waist. Her voice rose as she spoke in a soft but firm tone, honoring the fallen Wolves and sending them on their way to the Goddess.

      Then she sprinkled some sort of herbs out onto the bodies. Rafe could taste the scent in the air but didn’t try to decipher what was in the concoction as Myrtle lifted her arms high above her and pleaded with the Goddess to take her children home and keep them safe.

      Tasha trembled beside him as Myrtle spoke, her body shaking as she choked out, “I love you. Goodbye, Mom, bye, Dad. I promise we’ll find who did this and make them pay.”

      Myrtle came over, grasping one of Tasha’s hands, her short curly hair blowing in the wind as she looked up into Tasha’s eyes. “I’m so sorry for your loss. If I can help in any way, please, just let me know.”

      Tasha waited for a moment. Obviously gaining control before she nodded, her voice firm as she replied firmly, “Help us catch who did this. That’s all I need right now.”

      Myrtle’s blue eyes seemed all knowing as she tilted her head, studying Tasha. “Revenge doesn’t heal all wounds but I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      “Thank you,” Tasha replied, her voice shaking at the end.

      Rafe studied his mate, taking in her wide eyes, blood-shot and filled with sorrow. Her body coiled tightly and her breathing coming quickly. Her soft full lips pinched together, her cheeks pale with tear tracks visible down the middle. He worried about her and wished she wasn’t here to witness this abominable carnage, but he also knew she wouldn’t return home, not until they’d dealt with the threat that was still out there.

      As the sun shone brightly above, breaking through the few clouds that meandered across the sky, the beams fell directly on the grave. At least some of the bodies were now hidden from view as Zohar’s men filled in the trench. More than thirty were working quickly to throw the dirt on top of the Pack. The reek of decomposing bodies abating somewhat as layers of earth gathered over them.

      Small mercies in a harrowing situation.

      “Myrtle.” Rafe broke the silence. “Can you track the magic that’s been used here?”

      He watched as her face paled, her hands clasping tightly and a small tic appearing at the side of her left eye. She seemed reluctant to answer so he raise an eyebrow, glaring at her. “Well?”

      She still faltered, looking down at the ground before she mumbled. “Yes, I could but I wouldn’t recommend it. Not until we have someone far more powerful than me in your arsenal. I’m no match for this person, Alpha. If we go after them now then everyone would be in danger.”
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      Rafe wanted nothing more than to hunt down the scumbag responsible for the massacre of this Pack but he wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t rush off half-cocked and put any of his Wolves at risk.

      The sun beat down on the now covered bodies, newly turned earth mocking him as his body thrummed with anger. Soft hands caressed his chest, looking down into his mate’s upturned face full of worry.

      “We’ll get him . . . them, whoever. But I don’t want anyone else to die, Rafe.”

      Her pale grey eyes implored him, her luscious lips a distraction as he nodded. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “No need.” Zohar’s deep baritone butted in.

      The Enforcer looked between them, his dark eyes settling on Rafe. “I have someone who can help and they’re far more powerful than your half-Witch here.”

      Myrtle bristled at the veiled insult, her cheeks burning red as Rafe stepped forward, eye to eye with the insolent Zohar. “Don’t insult anyone in my Pack. You’re in no position to do so, after all, no Pack would have you. Would they?”

      Myrtle let out a gasp, Tasha gripped the back of his shirt, but Rafe stood his ground, watching Zohar. His eyes closed to slits, his jaw clenching as he tried to stare down Rafe. Too bad the Enforcer didn’t scare him. He’d had more than one run-in with Zohar and no doubt he’d have others, but one thing was for sure: he’d never back down.

      A soft breeze ruffled Zohar’s dark hair as Rafe glared angrily at him. If anyone else insulted Myrtle he wouldn’t have given them a warning, he would’ve put them in their place right away. It was only because of his position within the Council that he afforded Zohar the luxury of a caution.

      Several long moments passed before the Enforcer huffed out a sigh. “Touchy, touchy, Alpha. I thought having a mate was supposed to calm you down.”

      Rafe’s anger mounted, a growl rumbling in his chest, his muscles clenching in readiness for a fight. If this asshole wanted to rumble then today Rafe would give him what he wanted.

      “That’s enough!” Tasha yelled. “I’ve just buried my parents and my entire Pack! And you two are having a fucking pissing contest. Stop it. Now. Then maybe we can find who is responsible and you can take out all that pent-up rage out on them.”

      Spinning toward her outraged face his heart swelled at the sight. She looked fierce. Hands on hips, hair blowing in the wind, eyes wide and angry, face flushed and damn it, she even had a foot tapping. She was one angry woman and one not to be messed with. Go Tasha.

      “I’m sorry.” Rafe shrugged. “You’re right. We should be focusing on why we’re here and nothing else.”

      Zohar surprised him, stepping forward and giving a small bow. What the hell was that?

      He then stood up straight, dramatically raising a fist to his heart as he proclaimed. “I apologize too. I pledge that we will hunt the perpetrator down and deal with him as you desire.”

      Rafe frowned at the ostentatious show the Enforcer put on, especially when he snuck a glance his way and smirked. What he wouldn’t do to wipe that damn smug look off his face.

      “Excuse me?” Tasha tugged on Zohar’s arm. “Did I hear correct? I can decide what happens to this person when we catch him?”

      Zohar turned his full attention back to Tasha, that smug look gone as he smiled down at her upturned face. “Of course. It is your Pack that has been destroyed. It’s only fitting you decide the punishment.”

      Rafe watched as a host of emotion flashed across Tasha’s face. Excitement was first, then worry, hurt, and last of all was resignation. She’d made up her mind and it didn’t take long for them to find out what she’d decided.

      “Death by Wolves. Seems fitting after what they’ve done.”

      “Then we’ll do our best to honor your wishes.” Zohar saluted her, his huge body towering over her.

      The sight making Rafe uneasy enough that he stepped closer to his mate, snaking an arm around her waist and holding her against him securely. She looked up, a look of fiery determination on her face. Pride surged up inside him as he gazed down at her beauty and strength. She was already turning into a tough Alpha, one he was honored to have at his side.

      Reaching up he ran a finger along her jaw, smiling down at her. “You’re amazing, sweetheart.”

      “I am?” she asked, wide eyed and confused.

      “Yes, and you don’t even know it, that’s what makes it all the more so.”

      “Can we get this show on the road?” Zohar asked sarcastically, breaking the moment, pissing Rafe off again.

      “Rafe, we’re ready,” Jacy said, surprising Rafe. He hadn’t heard his Beta arrive. Looking around he saw the rest of his men waiting a few feet away.

      “Okay, big shot, how do we go after this maniac and not get our asses fried by his magic?”

      Zohar quirked an eyebrow toward Rafe before answering. “I have someone waiting on the other side of camp. He’s set up and already got some spell or other in place. Apparently it should lead us to whoever it was that made the Pack sick.”

      The Enforcer stopped, staring hard at Rafe. “The information you managed to get out of that rogue you caught, he did say they were working for whoever it was that did that. Right?”

      “Yes,” Rafe ground out, remembering how the rogue had almost taken Tasha from him. One slip of his wrist and the knife in his hand would’ve slit her throat.

      That wasn’t something he could dwell on or it would drive him insane.

      Right now he needed his wits about him as he tuned back into Zohar barking orders. The Council’s men scurrying about to do his bidding. Jacy and Levi waiting for Rafe’s. “Get the vehicles and meet us on the other side of the camp.”

      Myrtle sped away after Jacy, her obvious unease at being anywhere near Zohar palpable in the air. He couldn’t blame the girl. Zohar was cold, hard, intimidating and dangerous. He also had a short fuse and it was that point that always confused Rafe as to how the Enforcer still managed to rise up the ranks within the Council.

      There was no doubt that the man got the job done, but at what cost? He would step on anyone in his path and to hell with it. Nobody was allowed to get in his way and that included innocents, like Myrtle. There was no need to insult and bully people to get what you wanted. But, Zohar didn’t seem to follow the same rules as everyone else and Rafe never let him forget it, or failed to stand up to the man when he felt the need.

      He felt lucky that he didn’t cross paths with Zohar too often. If he did, then he’d be forever bruised and battered, as would be the Enforcer.
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      “Rafe.” Tasha tugged on his sleeve pulling him out of his thoughts. “Come on.”

      He noticed they were alone, Zohar and his men walking away quickly. Grabbing her hand and jogging to catch up. Their feet slapping against the soft grass, a fresh breeze cooling their skin against the heat of the sun. It would soon be hot-as-hades so it was just as well the corpses had already been dealt with. He dreaded to think of the stench if they’d been any later.

      He vowed to come back and plant a crop of wildflowers over the mass grave and some sort of headstone to mark the place where an entire Pack lay. That was something that couldn’t be ignored, they needed a memorial and he’d make sure one was provided.

      Catching up to Zohar beside a large black SUV, they saw a small man sitting, arms crossed, head back and looking as if he were napping. He certainly didn’t look like much but if the Council were confident in his magical abilities then Rafe would need to accept it. He just hoped the man’s power far outweighed his diminutive size.

      “Follow us,” Zohar ordered, climbing up into the front passenger seat and slamming the door.

      Jacy shouted them over and they got in the back of Rafe’s Jeep. The first thing he did as he shut the door was ask his Beta “Is Myrtle all right?”

      “She seemed a little shaken up.” Jacy made eye contact in the rear-view mirror. “But we both know Zohar has that effect on most people. Don’t we?”

      “He’s a bully.”

      “He can be, that’s for sure.” Jacy agreed before they settled into silence, following the long line of vehicles filled with Wolves sent from the Council.

      How long would it take to find who they were looking for? He hope it wouldn’t be too long. His nerves were frayed thinking of Tasha being anywhere near the maniac that was powerful enough to take out an entire Pack. His stomach clenched, fear lapping at his belly, a loud cracking sound alerting him to the fact he’d demolished the handle on the door.

      “You okay back there?” Jacy asked quickly glancing over his shoulder.

      Tasha reaching over to snatch his hand away from the mangled plastic in his hand. “I’ll be all right. I promise to stay right beside you.”

      Her insight to what was wrong with him endeared her even more to his heart. Then she unbuckled her belt, slipping onto his lap and burrowing her head into his shoulder. She didn’t say a word, just sat there, his arms around her holding her close. Her scent invading his senses and calming him, man and beast.

      Nuzzling his nose into her silky soft hair he allowed his mate’s presence to still his stormy waters. Her soft curves against his hard torso, her breath caressing across his neck, her fingers stroking his chest, all came together to fill him with such peace and joy. And other emotions hard on their heels: need, want, and lust.

      His heart sped up so he could feel the vein in his neck throb, his cock hardening in his jeans to rub against her ass, and then Tasha felt it too. What did she do? Wiggled that delectably fine ass and peek up at him with a mischievous smile. If that wasn’t enough, her tongue darted out to slowly lick along her bottom lip.

      Damn! He was ready to throw her on the seat and tear her clothes off. The look in her eyes changed from playful to “oh hell” in a split second. She sat up, blushing scarlet, whispering, “Sorry, I’ve no idea what came over me.”

      Rafe exhaled, holding Tasha in place when she tried to escape onto the seat, her embarrassment flowing from her to surround him in a cloud. “It’s okay, darling. It’s our bond calling to us. We started our mating but we didn’t exactly ‘seal the deal’ and both of our beasts are getting impatient. We’ll be all right once we . . .”

      Jacy interrupted indignantly. “Hey! I’m right here! I don’t need to hear this stuff. Jeez, just get a room you two and be done with it.”

      “I would if I damn well could,” Rafe groaned.

      Tasha buried her face against his chest, mumbling, “Kill me now.”

      “Bit drastic, honey.” Rafe laughed, settling down to continue the journey. With her in his arms he wasn’t on edge, well, not as much.

      On and on the journey dragged, sun beating through the windows, Jacy using the AC to keep them cool. Wolves bodies ran hot, so they were all suffering, apart from Tasha who was fast asleep in Rafe’s arms. The heat from her body enhancing her scent, enveloping him in her aroma and soothing his soul.

      “Damn it, how much longer.” Jacy shook his head, annoyance dripping from every word. “It’s been hours, Rafe.”

      “We have no idea how far this guy had gone. He could be anywhere.”

      Rafe felt the tension in his Beta as he concentrated on the road ahead. Yet another backroad, one of a dozen they’d driven along and not easy to navigate in the waning light. At least they didn’t need the AC anymore.

      Not once had they went anywhere near the interstate. No, this guy they were hunting had stayed away from civilization and main roads. Why? Rafe wasn’t sure but it made him uneasy. He had the feeling their prey was exactly where he wanted to be and they were driving straight into a trap.
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      Rafe lurched forward, holding tight to Tasha to stop her from tumbling off his lap as Jacy stamped on the brakes. “What the fuck, Jace?”

      “What’s going on?” Tasha mumbled sleepily.

      “Sorry,” Jacy threw over his shoulder. “They just stopped dead with no warning.”

      Rafe shuffled Tasha onto the seat, struggling to open his door because of the mangled handle, giving up and opening the window, reaching out and opening it from the outside. “Stay here and I’ll see what’s going on.”

      “Wait.” Tasha tried to scramble out but he quickly shut the door, leaning in the window to place a kiss on her nose.

      “I won’t be long.”

      Jogging along the side of the vehicles he had to wind in and out of bodies too, many of the men exiting to see what the hold-up was. Nearing the lead of their convoy he saw Zohar lit up by headlights, fists on his waist as the small man Rafe had seen earlier spoke animatedly up at the large Enforcer.

      “I tell you he is up ahead but there are magical traps set. If you go any further using these vehicles then you will be in danger.”

      The Witch’s voice was high-pitched, more suited to a woman than a man, his head tilted back so he could glare up at Zohar. His body language screaming out that he was “in charge” and definitely not used to being questioned. With the power that Rafe could feel rolling from the diminutive man he wasn’t surprised.

      “What’s up?” Rafe asked, slowing to a stop beside them.

      “This, this . . . buffoon won’t listen to me.” The Witch glowered at Zohar, tapping a foot furiously.

      “I don’t see what difference it makes.” Zohar waved his arms around him. “Carrying on in our vehicles or walking in. I’d say we’d be more in danger on foot.”

      “You,”—the Witch prodded Zohar’s chest—“are an Enforcer, I am the Witch. Who knows best about magic? Hmm? You or me?”

      Rafe grinned at the man’s bravery as he stood up to Zohar. The man’s black hair flying around his head as he swung it between the Enforcer then Rafe and back again. Rafe stuck his hand out, trying to defuse the growing anger. “Hi, I’m Rafe and you are?”

      The Witch stopped his tirade, his blue eyes surprised as he looked up at Rafe who grinned down at him. “Oh, hello, I’m Sherman Kelly.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sherman. Now what seems to be the problem?”

      Sherman took a deep breath in, held it for a moment then released it slowly, calming himself. “There are spells on the road ahead. The person we are after is ahead and he’s placed these for several reasons, the first of which is to stop anyone driving along here getting to him. The second is that any vehicles that proceed will then set off alarms that will give him the opportunity to escape, but that’s not the main issue.”

      Rafe saw Sherman throw Zohar a stinking filthy look before he continued. “Anyone within those vehicles will be, at best, knocked unconscious but I suspect the effects of the spell could have far worse consequences.”

      Zohar threw up his hands, exclaiming, “Well why the hell didn’t you just say that?”

      “Because you wouldn’t listen!”

      “All right, you two, stop it. Either that or get a room ‘cause you sound like you’ve been married for twenty years.” Rafe shook his head before turning to Sherman. “So what’s the solution?”

      “This Witch is powerful, but he has a fundamental flaw,” Sherman said, tapping his nose conspiratorially. “He’s lazy. He’s placed his magic on the road and for a few feet either side of the road but that’s all. There is nothing further afield so if we leave the vehicles here and go in on foot, giving the road a wide berth, we’ll be fine. Well, until we reach him that is. Then the fireworks will begin.”

      Sherman finished with a flourish, clapping his hands and a distinct twinkle in his eyes. Rafe liked him. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      Zohar didn’t respond directly, instead he turned to one of his men, barking out orders. “Tell everyone to get out and onto the side of the road. They’re to follow us precisely, no deviations whatsoever.”

      Rafe patted Sherman’s shoulder. “I’ll go and get my own men then I’ll catch up with you.”

      “Fine, fine, just remember to leave this rascal for me to deal with.”

      “Sure,” Rafe replied, taking the opportunity he leaned down. “About that, if at all possible can you soften him up enough for me and my Wolves to deal with him? It’s just that the Pack that he killed, you know, the entire Pack of Wolves that we buried? Well those were my mate’s people and she’d like him to be dealt with Wolf style. If that’s something you can do, Sherman?”

      Sherman twiddled his fingers and leaned toward Rafe as he tapped the side of his nose. “I get you, Rafe. That bastard deserves all he gets and your lovely lady, well, I can’t even begin to know how she must be feeling. If that’s what she wants then I’ll do whatever I can to make it happen. No promises, of course, because I don’t know exactly what we’re walking into, but if this lame ass spell he’s got going on here is anything to go by then I feel confident that I can deliver him up on a platter to you. After that you can do what you wish with him and good riddance is what I say.”

      Rafe grinned, then winked at the Witch. “Thanks, I really appreciate that.”

      He took off, running back through the throng of bodies that now barred his way.

      Annoyance at being held up by Zohar’s men, he finally reached Jacy and Tasha, finding the rest of his men waiting too. His Beta pacing back and forth muttering under his breath. When he saw Rafe he relaxed. “Thank goodness! I thought you’d pulled a fast one and left us behind.”

      His hand flew to his mouth, eyes wide as he looked around. “Shit, I said that aloud didn’t I?”

      Tasha laughed. “Yeah, you did, but it’s what we were all thinking.”

      “What?” Rafe sidled up to his mate, chucking her under the chin. “You really thought I’d do that?”

      “Yes, no, not really,” she mumbled, refusing to look him in the eye.

      “I admit the thought crossed my mind but I gave you my word and I don’t break that, Tasha. Not if I can help it.”

      “Sorry,” she said, raising her eyes to meet his. “I can feel your reluctance about having me here so I thought you’d maybe taken the opportunity to leave me behind.”

      “I don’t like that you’re here but you are. It is what it is but my men all know they’re to keep you safe at all costs. I trust them so let’s get moving.”

      Rafe looked around, spying Myrtle. “Stay close, Myrtle. I might need you.”

      Tasha nodded giving him a tight smile before he wrapped her small hand in his, tugging her along as he jogged back toward Zohar and Sherman. The Council’s men heeding what they’d been ordered and staying well away from the road, spreading out into the trees that ran alongside. They moved quietly, with stealth and purpose, Rafe and his men reaching Sherman quickly.

      The diminutive man strode purposely forward, his fingers intertwined across his chest and muttering low with words that Rafe couldn’t understand. He whispered to Myrtle behind him, “What’s he doing?”

      She shook her head and shrugged. “Magic but it’s far beyond anything I know.”

      So much for having his own Witch. He couldn’t be annoyed at her though. She was more Wolf than Witch and never hid the fact she never courted the power her mother wielded. Myrtle was happier healing than anything else and focused any magical abilities in those directions. Rarely did she use her Witch side in anger, although it had been known.

      A smirk slid across his face as he recalled a time when she’d come across a young Wolf bullying some pups. She’d lit his hair up, sending streaks of sparks to give him a jolt or two, not enough to do any real damage. It was enough to scare the hell out of him and when his parents came to complain Rafe growled that they were lucky it wasn’t him that had caught their son and if they didn’t get the little shit under control then he’d do it for them. That soon shut them up.

      His nose twitched, jolting him out of the memory, alerting him to a change around them. What the hell was it? Inhaling deeply he almost gagged on a scent he’d never encountered before. Foul, definitely, but it was more than that. It was almost as if it were alive, sliding over his skin and seeping inside. Shivering involuntarily as the malevolent force passed over him a second before Sherman’s hand shot up halting them.
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      It wasn’t just Rafe that was affected. Everyone that was in front, or in line with him, shook their heads, or swiped at their arms as if trying to wipe something away. He reached behind him, pushing Tasha back. “Stay behind me.”

      “Hold up, guys.” Sherman shook his head. “Crafty so and so. I’ll get rid of this in just a moment.”

      Zohar snarled, shaking his head violently as if a bee had made its way inside, swiping at his ear. Rafe fought to still his own hands from scratching at the skin on his neck. The feeling of a snake slithering around it and winding tightly to cut off his air. He knew there was no such thing but the feeling was there just the same. His beast howled in his head, pawing at the ground, desperate to be free to attack the non-existent threat.

      Barely containing his shift as Sherman babbled words that held no meaning, his arms flying skywards and a moment later the sensations dissipated. Collective sighs of relief rang out all around, Rafe’s included.

      “Looks like he doesn’t want visitors.” Sherman chuckled.

      “No shit,” Zohar grumbled as they trudged on. “Can you tell how far away he is now?”

      “Close, that’s all I can say.” Sherman shrugged. “There’s no magic nearby so you can send a scout ahead if you wish but I’d urge caution.”

      Zohar pointed to the man nearest him. “Take one of your best men and go ahead. See if you can locate any kind of house, cabin, anything that this fucker could be holed up in. If you see anything at all, get your asses back here and let us know. Go.”

      Tasha’s hand grabbed Rafe’s, holding on tight. “What was that?”

      “Hell if I know, obviously magic.” Rafe  saw her worried face upturned in the moonlight. Her pale grey eyes wide, darting side to side as if she expected an attack at any moment.

      “What if he has rogues?”

      “We have more than enough men here to deal with his damn rogues.” He ground out through clenched teeth. In fact, he was counting on it. A day cooped up in the jeep had him ready to let off some steam and there was no better way than ripping into some rogues. The only drawback was having Tasha here. He couldn’t allow her to be hurt.

      Stomach clenching, roiling as if he was going to puke with the mere thought. Shit. Could he talk her into going back?

      “Uh uh, don’t say it.” She shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Damn. She was getting good at reading him already.

      Her face fierce, cheeks flushed, one hand on her hip as she glowered up at him. She was beautiful and she was his. Pity she was stubborn too.

      “Tasha . . .”

      Her hand shot up, waggling a finger. “I said . . . don’t say it. I’m not arguing with you. I am going to find this, this . . . person . . . who killed my parents and my Pack and I’m going to watch as he meets his end. Understand?”

      His mind raced to come up with words to change her mind. He was Alpha. He always knew what to say to get his way but somehow, this time, words failed him. He was still going to try though, that was until they were rudely interrupted.

      “Excuse me, but if you two lovebirds have stopped having a domestic then can we get going?” Zohar’s tone dripped with sarcasm.

      Rafe’s eyes spun to spear him with a deadly stare. “Butt out.”

      “I would, but we’re on a mission and I don’t usually have to take part in marriage counselling.” The Enforcer smirked, looking at Tasha then back at Rafe. “But I have to say, if you two are starting off like this then it doesn’t bode well for your future. Hey, just saying.”

      Rafe strode forward, closing the distance between them, his lips curled back in a snarl. “Don’t. Don’t say, don’t speak, don’t fucking comment. Tasha is off limits to you. You’re a Neanderthal that’s not much more than brawn with not a lot of brains. If you did have brains you’d have your own damn Pack, Zohar. You know it, I know it, everyone fucking knows it.”

      Zohar let out a growl, showing his teeth, his fists clenching at his sides. Rafe knew how this went. As it always did. The Enforcer would lose his temper and they’d be embroiled in a down and dirty fight in no time. Well, that’s how it usually went. This time Tasha pushed her way between them, punching each of their chests as she went. She didn’t hold back either, her face red with fury as she spat out.

      “Stop it! You two are like a couple of teenagers having a pissing contest. We’re here to find the person responsible for murdering my parents so can we go do that.”

      Her words, tone, outraged face were like Rafe had been thrown in an icy lake. His heart dropped like a stone, aching for adding to her already immense hurt and anguish. Zohar seemed to fare no better, his eyes dropping to the ground, refusing to meet Tasha’s.

      “Come on,” Tasha said coldly, spinning away and following behind Sherman who was already walking away.

      Her back rigid, head high, every muscle screaming her annoyance. Rafe sighed, she’d never looked so magnificent as he jogged after her. Jacy joined him, slapping his back. “Hey, you and Zohar really need to stop this nonsense. I know he’s a bit of a . . .”—his Beta stopped, glancing to check where the Enforcer was before continuing—“ass but you know that so why do you let him get to you? You’re better than that, Rafe.”

      “I guess he just knows which buttons to press with me.” Rafe admitted to his best friend something he’d never do to anyone else.

      “Ya think?” Jacy chuckled.

      Catching up to Tasha he remained silent, simply grasping her hand and slowing to walk beside her. She glanced up, her eyebrow raising briefly before she relented and her lips tugged up slightly, as they walked on quietly.

      Taking in the area around them, long grass, trees, sounds of wildlife, large and small. The place would be beautiful if not for the reason they were there. Soft footfalls heading their way, he reached forward, halting Sherman, a finger to his lips.

      Moments later Zohar’s men ran into view, sliding to a stop, standing to attention before their commander as he barked, “Report.”

      “Small house ahead with a contingent of rogues guarding it. We had eyes on a dozen but there are probably more inside. There’s also a cabin off to the side with lights on, so it’s safe to assume there’s rogues in there too but there can’t be many because of its size.”

      Zohar nodded, dismissing them before giving out orders to several of his men, dividing them into groups to surround the main house and cabin. “My men will take care of the rogues. Sherman, you’ll stay with me and deal with the Witch. Rafe, you and your men can accompany us and take care of any stragglers inside the main house.”

      “Fine,” Rafe agreed before looking for Levi to give out his own commands. “Levi, stay back with Tasha. Keep half a dozen of our men with you in case of any trouble.”

      Tasha opened her mouth to argue but this time Rafe would hear none of it. “No. You will not be involved in the breach. After the rogues have been taken out and Sherman has done his thing with the Witch, then, and only then, can Levi bring you in. That is not open for discussion.”

      She crossed her arms, glaring at him, her voice saying one thing as her body said another. “Fine.”

      Zohar’s men started to break away in groups, finally the Enforcer turned to Rafe. “Let’s roll and put this fucker down.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Rafe snarled as he his Wolves followed, ready to tear apart some rogues.
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      His beast champing at the bit to be released, he fought to contain it, his skin rippling with hair already sprouting through. Gritting his teeth, he forced his change down, allowing it to simmer just beneath the surface in case he needed to call on his Wolf quickly.

      His long legs powering across the ground, thigh muscles tightening as he ran, anticipation rushing through him as their quarry was finally within their grasp. He only hoped his mate would get her wish and the death of the Witch would grant her some closure. Rafe also hoped he’d be the one to deliver the death blow to the asshole.

      As they neared the Witch’s hideout, sounds of battling Wolves erupted in the night air, not surprising as Zohar’s men had gone ahead to clear the way. What did surprise Rafe was Sherman. Somehow the small, rotund man had kept pace with them. How he’d managed that feat was beyond him, but he had, and the Witch didn’t even seem out of breath. Maybe he’d used magic. No matter.

      What did matter was that Sherman was right there with them as they raced through the final brush into a wide open area. Zohar’s men cleared the way, with more than a few dead rogues littering the ground. Rafe’s eyes spun around, taking everything in, the cabin off to the side had also been breached. The door hanging off its hinges, blood and bodies clearly visible.

      Zohar’s Wolves were good. It had only been minutes, but they’d attacked and killed the opposition quickly and efficiently. It looked like this was going just the way they’d planned. Rafe grinned as they slowed to a walk, closing in on the main house.

      And that’s when things went to hell in a fucking handbasket. He’d never been so damn grateful that he’d put his foot down and forced Tasha to stay behind because right now they were all in a heap load of shit.

      The door to the house came flying off, yes, flying as in off the hinges and up into the air. It rose about twenty feet, at what appeared supersonic speed then crashed into a group of Zohar’s men. Some in human form and a few in Wolf form, howls and yells rising in the night air as the solid oak knocked them for six. The sound of broken bones and the scent of blood rising around them.

      Shit. One guy’s head lay at a godawful angle. He was definitely not getting up again. Not in this life anyway. Zohar slid to a stop, Rafe barely stopping himself barreling into him as Sherman cursed loudly.

      “What the fuck?”

      Rafe kept his eyes on the gaping hole where the door used to be, a dark figure emerging, bathed in a blue light. “Shit,” he mumbled at the sight.

      The man that appeared seemed to be floating, his hair sticking out all around, crackles of lightning sparking from the ends of his dark hair and his outstretched hands. His face looked stranger still. Eyes wild, mouth open with that weird blue light visible inside, all the way down his throat. Jeez, it was like a vision from a horror movie. One he didn’t want to be witnessing in real life.

      Magic. Rafe freaking hated magic.

      Sherman stepped forward, shaking his head and muttering. “Theatrics, why do they always go for theatrics. Amateur.”

      Rafe looked at the small man, then at the dreadful vision descending toward them. Sherman had balls of steel in his opinion.

      “I’ll give you one choice.” Sherman raised his voice to be heard over the noise of the crackling electricity. “Cut the crap or suffer the consequences.”

      Rafe stifled a chuckle. It wasn’t exactly what he expected Sherman to say. Watching intently as the man they’d come for lowered to the ground but otherwise nothing else changed. Rafe kept his eyes glued to the sparking electricity, feeling waves of energy wafting toward him.

      Sherman sighed. “So be it.”

      The next second a bolt of energy flew toward them from the man they’d hunted down, Rafe dropped to the ground but Zohar was a split second too late. He was blasted in the chest, lifted up off his feet and flown backward to land on his ass. He then tumbled head over heels to land with a loud gasp as the air was knocked out of him before he sat up, dusting himself off and snarling. Zohar sprang to his feet and rushed forward but Sherman shook his head, warning him not to go any closer. The Enforcer did not look happy.

      “You all right?” Rafe asked, trying not to grin. Admittedly he didn’t try too hard.

      Zohar didn’t reply, merely grunted before he snarled at Sherman. “Can we deal with this asshole now? That is why you’re here isn’t it?”

      Sherman glanced up, squinting. “Indeed, but I didn’t see Rafe being knocked on his ass.”

      Zohar looked like he was about to explode, his face red, like one of those cartoon characters. All it needed was for steam to pour from his ears and he’d be all set.

      “Right, let’s remove you of those powers.” Sherman almost sang as his hands seemed to dance in the air, strange words flying out his mouth. He reached inside his jacket, pulling out a small green silk pouch. Holding with one hand he quickly stuck two fingers in and out, pinching something or other between them, before the pouch disappeared. He spoke faster, hands moving together again, his feet moving toward his foe quickly.

      Rafe followed, scared the smaller man was putting himself in danger. Sherman stopped barely a few feet from the man and this close Rafe could see pure evil staring back at him. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on this fuck.

      Sherman continued his incantation, his voice rising to a crescendo before finally throwing whatever he held in his fingers into the much taller man’s face. The result was startling and instant.

      The figure was no longer threatening. All signs of the electrical power he’d wielded disappeared, leaving in its stead a man that looked angry, shocked, and scared. His dark eyes darted around, looking for a means to escape. Futile. Rafe’s own men now circling around to block his way, some in Wolf form, snarling and snapping their jaws menacingly.

      “What did you do to him?” Zohar asked Sherman.

      Sherman turned away from their foe, whispering so low that only Wolf ears would hear. “I’ve bound his magic but it may only be temporary. I’ve no idea how long it will last. I could easily have killed him but I did say I would try to give the lady her chance to face the man that did carried out such a heinous act on her family and Pack.”

      “Thanks.” Rafe inclined his head as the small man spun back to the person who’d been such a frightening sight just moments earlier.

      “What’s your name?” Sherman asked quietly.

      Dark eyes narrowed in on him, a defiant tone as he answered. “Paulo, Paulo Capaldi.”

      “Why?” Sherman tilted his head. “Why would you abuse your power to kill so many people? You annihilated an entire Pack of Wolves, for what?”

      Paulo’s eyes closed to slits. “Why? Because I could, that’s why. I wanted their land. Not just theirs. I would’ve carried on, gained as much as possible and sold it to developers. Do you have any idea how much land like this sells for? I could’ve made a fortune and all I had to do was get rid of a few mangy Wolves.”

      Rafe’s beast reared its head, a rumble in his chest gaining momentum to escape into a savage growl. His fangs descended, nicking his cheeks and lips, blood dripping down his chin to drop onto the ground. He refused to rein his Wolf in, allowing Paulo to catch a glimpse of the future that awaited him.

      “Get that thing away from me!” Paulo whined at Sherman.

      Tasha appeared, tears running down her cheeks. “You killed my friends, my Pack, my mom and dad, just for money. What kind of person are you that you’d abuse a power the Goddess gave you like that?”

      Rafe’s anger grew. His mate’s suffering clawing at his insides like molten lava. Her pain was his pain. He could feel it. Raw, aching, agony, anguish and sorrow. He almost crumpled to the ground with the weight of what she carried. His Tasha, his love, and she needed him.

      His arms circled her, bringing her back against his chest, holding her tight as his Alpha power flowed into her. His strength ebbed from him, giving her what he could to help.

      Paulo merely sneered at her, sealing his fate. “What kind of person am I? I’m strong and use what I have to actually do something not just prowl around and live like wild animals. You Wolves are barely a step up from dogs.”

      Tasha’s body shuddered, shock reverberating through her as Paulo’s venom rushed over them. Sherman stepping forward, patting her arm. “I apologize for this idiot, my dear.”

      Zohar appeared, grabbing Paulo roughly. “I’ve been sent by the Council and I am their Legal Representative. It’s my decision what happens to you and your sentence has already been determined.”

      “What? No! You have no right. I’m a Witch and I should be tried by my peers not by you.” Paulo yelled, his face contorted with rage but also fear.

      Sherman took over, his voice cold and hard. “I’ve got the relevant authority from the Witch Council to dole out some justice.”

      Paulo pounced on Sherman’s words. “Yes, yes, of course. You’re a Witch, you’re the only one that should deal with me. Take me back to the Witch Council and let them administer my punishment.”

      Sherman wandered away, his face grim, thoughtful, as he paced back and forth. Every so often he’d stop and glance at Tasha, then Paulo, then return to pacing. Tasha’s heart thundered in her chest, Rafe could hear it clearly, her hands now hanging onto his as he still held her close against him.

      Rafe’s Wolves were growing restless, prowling around Paulo, or pawing at the ground, desperate to sink their jaws into him and draw blood. His Alpha power the only thing holding them at bay. Levi and Jacy joined the circling Wolves, adding to Rafe’s authority and keeping the Wolves in check, for which he was grateful. His focus was wavering between them and his mate so the added help would ensure his men didn’t suddenly attack.

      Not that the bastard didn’t deserve it but when the time came that pleasure was going to be his. He hoped. He may be Alpha of his Pack but he held no jurisdiction here. All they could do was wait and see what Sherman decided.

      Zohar caught Sherman’s pacing bug, walking away for several yards then beginning his own version. However, the Enforcer’s was more energetic, more a stomping, as he marched back and forth, glaring at Sherman then Paulo and back again. The former ignored him, the latter squirmed every time Zohar’s eyes bored into him.

      Everyone could see the decision weighed heavy on Sherman. He hadn’t expected to be put in this position and now the man obviously didn’t know what to do. He was well aware what would happen if he handed Paulo over to Rafe and his Wolves.

      As it turned out, Sherman didn’t have to make the decision he was having difficulty with.

      Rafe’s focus was on Sherman when Tasha shouted. “Shit!”

      Sherman yelled. “Get back!”

      Zohar snarling as he spun around toward them.

      Rafe spun around to see the beginning of that dangerous blue light simmering in Paulo’s eyes, a dangerous glint shining as he smirked, gathering his power to garner an assault. His focus on Tasha, his hatred showing clearly as his face contorted in a mask of revulsion, spitting out. “Dirty fucking Wolf!”

      “Hell no.” Rafe growled, releasing his beast.

      Razor sharp fangs descended, claws erupting, fur sprouting through his skin, as he threw Tasha behind him and leapt forward, mid-change. Half man, half beast, he attacked the threat to his mate, teeth tearing, claws ripping, skin, gore, blood spraying all around until there was nothing left of Paulo but a tangled mess on the ground.  His blood pooled around him, seeping into the dirt, the metallic aroma hanging heavy in the air.

      Rafe felt the viscous crimson fluid all over him, his clothes in tatters as he snarled at the body. Rage rampaging through him at how close his mate came to danger. His head spun around looking for something else to tear apart, eyes wild and feral, his blood rushing through his system like a tsunami, blocking out all other sounds.

      Soft fingers ran through fur on his half-formed torso causing him to jerk around, Tasha’s pale grey eyes peered up at him. “It’s all right, Rafe. We’re safe now. Come back to me, please.”

      Her gentle tone soothed his beast and his soul. His Wolf retreating to leave him standing in his tattered clothes and Paulo’s blood. “Are you okay? Fuck! Tasha, I was so scared he’d hurt you.”

      “I know but you stopped him,” she paused, blushing, “my mate. Thank you.”

      He crushed her to his chest, the mere thought of her being injured taking his breath away. Then he remembered the state he was in and quickly stepped back. “Sorry, I’m a bit of a mess.”

      “I don’t care.” She returned to his embrace. “Now can we go home and finish what we started?”

      Her words had his heart thudding in his chest, his soul soaring high as he nodded. His voice suddenly thick with emotion as he answered, “I’d love nothing more, sweetheart.”
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      Rafe changed clothes as soon as they got back to their vehicle, glad they’d brought backpacks in case they were away for longer than a day. Pity he’d have to wait until they got home to get the stench of blood off him.

      At least their return journey was faster, Jacy using the on-board GPS to reach the nearest highway then flooring it to speed along the almost empty road. Tasha’s head resting on Rafe’s shoulder in the darkness, his arm around her shoulders, holding her securely against him. He could sense the change inside her. She was still shrouded in grief but there was a sense of peace that now settled inside her that relaxed his Wolf.

      She was on the road to recovery, a long road no doubt, but she was now going forward, and he’d be with her every hard step of the way.

      Jacy glanced over his shoulder from time to time but when he saw Tasha dozing he remained silent. Rafe wasn’t sure he’d ever known his Beta to keep quiet for so long before. It must be some kind of record. Whatever it was Rafe was grateful, it allowed him to reflect on his mate and the changes it would bring not just to him personally but how it would enhance the Pack.

      A mated Alpha was more stable, not prone to outbursts, violent or otherwise, which was always beneficial for a Pack. It also meant, usually, that pups would soon follow and cement the Alpha lineage. Another plus for the stability of the Pack.

      All of that mattered, of course it did, but truth was, all he cared about right now was how she made him feel. Complete. Loved. His heart speeding up to thunder in his chest whenever he caught sight of her, when her scent wafted over him. When she spoke and her words made his skin goosebump with anticipation and desire. The thought of that first time she shuddered beneath him as she fell apart in his arms. Those were the most important things to him right now, nothing else.

      “How long?” he whispered.

      “Soon,” Jacy replied, turning off the main road.

      Rafe looking out the window and seeing his own land in the darkness. The glow of the clock on the dash showing it was almost four in the morning. Not long now until he held her naked body against his.

      “Shit.” He swore, pushing those thoughts away as his cock sprang to life.

      “What’s up?” Jacy stage-whispered over his shoulder.

      “Nothing.” He snapped before gently waking Tasha. “We’re almost home.”

      “Are we? Jeez, I slept most of the way again. Didn’t I?”

      “Yes,” he laughed. “It’s okay, it’s been a long day.”

      “I need a shower.” She yawned, stretching her arms and pulling her top tight across her chest.

      Damn! His cock twitched again. “Down boy.” He told it firmly.

      “What?” she asked, frowning.

      “What?” he asked back, feigning ignorance.

      “I can’t believe the Pack is taken care of. That Zohar guy certainly knows how to get things done.”

      Rafe growled, hating the sound of the Enforcer’s name on Tasha’s lips. “He has a lot of men at his disposal.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” She conceded. “I liked Sherman, he’s nice and funny.”

      “Me too.” Rafe agreed. “I wonder if Myrtle would like to train with him?”

      Tasha shook her head. “No, don’t push her into that. She’s not that comfortable with her magical side. If she wants to pursue it then she’ll do it on her own. If you ask her she might think it’s because you want her to and do it because her Alpha wants it.”

      Rafe didn’t answer right away, letting Tasha’s words sink in and also thinking of Myrtle. The girl was definitely a “pleaser”. He could see her agreeing to do something if he asked her to, even if it was something she didn’t want to. What he was surprised at was that Tasha had figured that out so quickly.

      “You’re right,” he finally said. “I know that about Myrtle, but I’m not sure how you realized that so quickly.”

      “I can read people well, it’s just something I do.” Tasha shrugged. “I can usually size people up pretty dang fast and Myrtle was easy. She’s someone who doesn’t like to say no and she’d do anything for her Alpha. But that’s not always a good thing. Like this magic stuff. It’s not something she really wants to do and there’s no point in making someone unhappy. Is there?”

      Again she’d surprised him with her insight. Not only was she sexy as hell but she was sharp as a tack too. Tasha was going to make one hell of an asset. To him and to the Pack. The Goddess sure had made the right choice when she’d chosen them for each other.

      “Thank you,” he said, lifting his head to send a quick word of gratitude skyward.

      “What are you doing?” Tasha poked him in the ribs.

      “Just saying thanks to the Goddess for sending you to me. You’re amazing, baby, utterly amazing.”

      She flushed scarlet, his Wolf eyes seeing it even in the darkened interior of the cab as she batted at his arm. “Shush.”

      She fingered the gold chain around her neck, opening the locket and showing it to him. “This is my mom and dad. She gave it to me a couple of years ago. It was hers, my grandmother gave it to my mom, and my mom changed the pictures and said I should have it. I’d like you to see how they looked.”

      Rafe looked at the tiny image, a strong tall, dark haired man standing behind a smaller fair haired woman, arms around her waist. The woman’s head tilted upwards looking back at the man with a smile on her face and a twinkle in her eyes. It was obvious to anyone how much they were in love with each other.

      “They look happy, and in love. Your mother is beautiful, Tasha, you obviously take after her.”

      Tasha smiled sadly. “Thanks, and yes, they meant the world to each other. She wouldn’t have left him even if she could have.”

      “I can understand that,” Rafe replied softly. “I could never leave you either.”

      Tasha looked up, her lips tugging up at the sides. “Me too.”

      Rafe leaned down, his lips caressing hers in a ghost of a kiss. A promise of things to come.

      “We’re home.” Jacy said, interrupting, as he pulled to a stop in front of the Alpha cabin. “And not a moment too soon. I expected you two to start the mushy stuff any minute. I’m outta here. See you around . . . sometime. When you surface that is.”

      Jacy tugged open the door because Rafe had broken the handle earlier in the day, laughing his head off.

      “You cheeky . . .” Rafe stopped, there was no point in continuing as Jacy disappeared. Instead he got out, reaching in and offering Tasha a hand. “Come on, we’ll go have a nice warm shower.”

      “Together?” She asked, eyebrow raised.

      “Together sounds perfect.” He grinned, helping her out and leading her inside.

      His mom must have been in and left lights on for them, there was also a tantalizing aroma floating through from the kitchen. Rafe’s stomach rumbled. “We can eat later.” He smirked as he headed upstairs, his mate on his heels.

      “Later is good.”

      As they reached the bedroom door he stopped, palming his forehead. “Shit! I didn’t think earlier. What with everything going on. What about your things? We can go back tomorrow and get what you need, or want.”

      Tasha reached up, patting his cheek. “I asked Levi to get Myrtle to help him pack up some stuff from my bedroom. That’s enough for now. We can go back in a few days and I’ll sort through everything else. It’s not just my stuff, Rafe. I’ll need help in contacting any relatives of the rest of the Pack in case they want to come and claim anything. But that’s not for today, or tomorrow. That can wait . . . until after we’re mated.”

      “You’re right. There’s more to do than I first gave thought to, but I’ll help. We’ll all help.”

      “Thank you.” She tilted her head. “Can we have that shower now?”

      Rafe pulled her after him straight into the bathroom, picking her up and sitting her on the space between the two sinks before turning on the shower. When he returned he leaned in, eyes open, his lips covering hers in a soft kiss which quickly turned hot and heavy. Their tongues clashed, tangling together as their hands fought to release the other of their clothes. She groaned into his mouth when his hand cupped her breast, finger and thumb tweaking her nipple into a hard bud. Groaning louder when he released her lips to duck down and suck her bud into his mouth. His eyes lifting to watch her head fall back, her spine arching as she pushed her breast further into his mouth.

      Rafe’s fingers made quick work of undoing her jeans, sliding them down over her hips as she lifted her backside up so he could slip them off completely. As soon as she was naked, his fingers massaged her inner thighs, spreading them apart and slowly, slowly making their way higher to caress her warm folds. Dipping one finger inside, her hands wound in his hair, grabbing on tight, gasping his name.

      Her soft mewls had his cock pulsating with need, but he wouldn’t take her for the first time here. No. Not like this. This, here and now, was just a taster of things to come. His thumb slid into her warm sheath, coating it with her juices before going in search of that most magical of places: her pleasure center.

      Rafe left her breast when he found it, his eyes on her face as he circled her clit with his moist thumb. Eyes wide, mouth open, Tasha locked gazes with him. “Oh my god!”

      Grinning he swirled faster, using more pressure until he saw the moment she was about to fall over. Her hands left his hair, falling behind her as she screamed his name, her body shuddering her release. He kept up his soft rubbing, milking her orgasm until she leaned forward, head on his chest, mumbling. “What about you? And we didn’t mark each other?”

      Rafe laughed, loudly. “Babe, that was just the start. We’ve got a long way to go.”

      “Holy shit, you’re gonna kill me.” She groaned as he picked her up and carried her to the shower.

      After a long, hot, and very steamy shower they finally made it to the bed. A freshly made bed with nice clean bedding. His mom had definitely been in.

      “Are you ready?” he asked thickly, full of emotion as the moment his life would change forever drew ever closer. His arms around his mate, fingers caressing her silky skin as he gazed into her upturned face.

      “I am,” Tasha whispered. “I’m lucky to have found you, Rafe. You’re more than I could’ve wished for in a mate. More than I dreamed I would ever get and what you’ve done for me, for my Pack, well, thanks doesn’t cover it but it’s all I’ve got.”

      “No thanks are ever required between mates, Tasha.” Rafe leaned in, teasing the side of her mouth with a kiss. “I’d do anything for you. Anything. I’d kill for you. I’d die for you. I’ll cherish you. From now and forever.”

      Her eyes filled with tears at his words, but he swiped an errant one away. “No tears. You’ve made me the happiest Wolf alive, baby. Now we need to seal our bond. Bite hard, bite deep, and make me yours.”

      Settling his body over hers, she opened her thighs to allow him entry to her warm sheath. Rafe teased her entrance with the tip of his hardness, her eyes widening in annoyance as she bucked her hips upwards. Chuckling, he obliged, sliding inside quickly, her channel widening to accept him, tightening around his cock. Damn, she felt so good beneath him. He was sure he’d never be able to leave the bedroom again, content to stay right here with her in his arms.

      “Kiss me,” she purred, longing and desire thickening her voice.

      Lowering his head his mouth covered hers in a scorching hot melding of their love. His hips rocking against her as he plunged in and out, her heart rate shooting up as she rose toward another orgasm. The time was near, for both of them, bodies slick with sweat, skin slapping on skin, movements now frenzied with lust.

      Tearing his lips from her mouth, he wound his fingers in her hair, tilting her head to the side and tugging it toward his neck. At the same time his mouth sought that sweet spot of hers, his teeth grazing her skin where he’d marked her before. Tasha releasing her canines and scratching his skin almost caused him to spiral over the precipice into ecstasy, barely holding on as he released his own fangs.

      Burying his cock deeper with each thrust, he opened his mouth and bit down, hard, jerking as Tasha mirrored him. Blood pooled in his mouth, sliding down his throat . . . a sense of utter euphoria engulfing his entire being until finally he saw her Wolf in his head gamboling with his: their mating bond was sealed.

      Releasing his bite, he drove into her faster and faster, head falling back as a roar like no other tore from his throat. The roar of an Alpha claiming his mate. A roar that announced to the entire Pack that their mating was complete. A roar that proclaimed that Tasha was his and he was the happiest man, and Wolf, alive.
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      Sunbeams shone through the window, settling on the far corner of the room, telling Rafe it was early afternoon. They’d slept for hours. Stretching carefully so as not to wake Tasha a poke in his ribs alerted him to his mistake. She hadn’t been alseep at all.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He grinned down at her, no sign of sleep in her face. “How long have you been awake?”

      “A while,” she answered. “I’ve just been watching you sleep. You look so peaceful and like a boy when you’re sleeping.”

      “A boy?” Rafe frowned. Nobody could mistake him for a boy.

      “Well, you just look relaxed and, it’s hard to describe, kinda young and innocent.”

      Rafe couldn’t believe it. Young and innocent. Those were definitely not words anyone he knew would use to describe him. “I think you’re mistaken. The only one young and innocent here is you.”

      Her face flushed before she waggled her eyebrows. “After last night I don’t think I can ever be called innocent again.”

      Rafe chuckled, moving quickly to cover her body with his. “I love you, Tasha Montgomery. More than you’ll ever know.”

      Her fingers reached up, running down the side of his face, sending every blood cell straight to his cock. “I love you too, Rafe Blackstone.”

      “Glad we got that out of the way.” He dipped his head, caressing her shoulder with feather light kisses.

      “Are you hungry? Can I fix us something?” She breathed heavily at his touch.

      He looked deep into her eyes, his hunger shining brightly, his heart full of love and contentment as he proclaimed. “Yes, I’m hungry, but no longer for food. My hunger is now for you, my mate.”
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      The light brown Wolf slid to a halt, slamming into the wooden stairs of the cabin, blood covering its body and dripping on the ground. Its hunger still raging inside even after its recent kills.

      Shaking its head, body quivering as the sound of snapping bones cut through the breaking dawn. A moment later, the tall muscular man looked down at his blood-soaked body, shaking his head.

      “Damn,” Kade cursed, rushing inside to shower and change before his scheduled meeting.

      This was the second night he’d slipped away on his own to hunt and try to quench the all-consuming strange hunger that had overtaken him. His need to keep it secret not something he was proud of, or indeed, knowing why he felt he had to. No matter, he had Pack business to attend to and, as Alpha, he had to get his arse in gear or he’d be late, again.

      Luckily, he managed to avoid Skye, his housekeeper, who seemed to spend every waking moment in his home. She was either cleaning, washing, or cooking up a storm. He’d barely made it to his room when he heard her enter downstairs, humming to herself as she started breakfast.

      Good. Kade was still hungry.

      Less than an hour later Kade MacKenzie sighed, muttering, “What?”

      Fraser, one of his three Betas frowned, head tilting to the side as he scrutinized him. “What in the blazes is going on Kade? You’ve not heard a dang word I’ve said. Have you?”

      Raising his ice blue eyes, looking out over the camp toward the distant Cairngorm mountain range, Kade shook his head. The snow-capped tips beautiful as ever, but they didn’t bestow on him the peace they usually provided. The gnawing hunger in his belly now at the painful stage, even though he’d eaten enough overnight to feed several Wolves.

      “Sorry, I’m not sure. I feel . . . strange. I have this hunger in my belly and it’s not abating, even after I’ve eaten. I’m going to go hunting and see if some fresh meat will put an end to it because it’s driving me to distraction. I can’t concentrate and my head is all over the place. Top it off with my beast howling constantly in my head and, yeah, I’m not feeling too great.”

      Fraser leaned in, giving him a long look, the wrinkles on his forehead puckering even more as his wise eyes studied him making Kade feel very uncomfortable. “How long have you been feeling like this?”

      “I’m fine,” Kade snapped irritably, refusing to answer the question. “I’ll see you later.”

      Turning away, Kade strode toward the edge of camp, trying to decide where he’d go to hunt. Their Pack land was huge, sprawling in a glen and hidden from view by nosey humans. They had fenced in either end so the animals they stocked the forests with couldn’t escape. It also kept out unwanted visitors. Human or otherwise.

      “The Loch,” Kade muttered, hoping his favorite place on earth would calm the inner turmoil raging inside him.

      The crescent shaped body of water looked green in color. Overshadowed by a large torr on one side and forests all around the other banks, their emerald shades reflecting off the surface. At certain times of the year, when the heather was in full bloom across the hillside, the loch took on a purple hue, looking most magnificent.

      This loch, however, was not to be found on any Scots map. No, it had belonged to the Pack for centuries and they had guarded it well. It was sacred to them. After all, it was from where their Pack got its name: Crescent Loch Pack.

      When technology brought satellite maps, they’d been contacted by several authorities asking for details. Each and every one had been told to politely “bugger off.” If they persisted in trying to get information, then politeness flew out the window.

      Kade smirked, remembering when his father and Fraser, who’d been his dad’s Beta, had found one such person sneaking around on their land. Fraser had transformed and scared the shit out of the guy, and afterwards, word got around and they were never bothered again.

      Another pain lanced inside him. This time in his chest as he thought of his father. Dead almost five years now but he still felt his loss, along with his mother who died at his father’s side. Rogues. Bampots, the lot of them and if he ever caught any on his land he’d rip them apart. No fucking questions asked.

      As usual, thinking of his parents had him thrumming with fury. Adding that to the damn hunger gnawing at his guts, and he was, in his mum’s words, “Up to high doh.”

      Reaching the edge of the forest, he started to strip, tugging his top off first. The rest following quickly and without his usual OCD behavior of folding everything neatly and placing them on one of the shelves they had erected around the perimeter of the camp. This time his clothes lay where they fell, his boots kicked off to land with a thud, a sock flying up to latch onto a branch, the other in a muddy puddle.

      For once he didn’t care. Didn’t even notice as he forced his transformation, allowing his beast to break free. His skin tingling for a brief second before fur broke through, like a thousand pinpricks all at once, then the rest of his body caught up. Bones broke, stretching, realigning as the tendons and muscles joined them.

      His first few years morphing were difficult, painful, but now he barely acknowledged the discomfort, getting it over and done with as quickly as possible. When his Wolf shook, head to tail, then lifted its head and howled, he felt relief. Relief at being able to sate this damn hunger.

      Surely a deer would stop this insatiable feeling.

      Lifting his nose, scenting the air around him, he caught the delectable aroma of some rabbits nearby. His enhanced hearing told him they were gamboling around in the grass, an easy kill for his beast, but not nearly enough for his needs. He was too near the camp for deer. He needed to go further afield for a chance at one of the herds that thrived on their land.

      He had his pick from Roe, Red, Sika, and Fallow deer, but he was hoping to come across a herd of Red. They were the largest and with the appetite he had right now, he was sure only a Red deer would do. Only trouble was he knew their herd had a particularly nasty stag that hung around protecting it. It was unusual for that to happen but for some reason this old boy just wouldn’t wander too far from the herd. Too bad. If he came across the herd then he was having one, no doubt about that whatsoever.

      His subconscious fluttered a warning, something about the Pack being banned from hunting Red deer.

      He pushed it back, ignored it. He was Alpha. He made the damn rules and he’d do whatever the hell he wanted. Releasing his beast fully, he took off, huge paws eating up the ground as he raced toward the north. That’s where the herd was last spotted, so that’s where he was going. He had to find them and he had to get his jaws around one of those deer.

      All thought of the Loch flying away as his feral instincts kicked in.

      His Wolf sped through the forest, ignoring smaller prey in search of something far more substantial. Leaping over burns, darting around trees, with incredible agility for such a large beast. His Wolf was huge, lethal, deadly, and it was intent on one thing only.

      A sweet aroma wafted on the air, drifting over his nose, twitching, and he veered toward it. Deer. Not Red but his beast was now in a frenzy and any prey would do. His Wolf almost howled with glee, barely containing its excitement and alerting the quarry that it was in the area.

      Slowing his pace as the herd’s scent grew more pungent. His beast surveyed the area, getting his bearings. Dang. He’d come further from the camp than he’d planned, but truth was he didn’t care. The one, the only thing he cared about was abating the hunger eating away inside him.

      His beast slunk lower, sliding along the ground, knowing every square inch of his land like the back of his hand, and that there was a small clearing just ahead. One lush with fresh grazing ripe for a herd of deer.

      Testing the air with his nose to gauge which way the wind blew, he adjusted his approach, veering around to the right and sticking his nose through the thick bushes. Yes. There they were. The full herd was not visible, some must be in the surrounding trees on the opposite side, but there was enough for him to single one out and make the kill.

      Although he wanted to scramble through and rush headlong toward his prey, he waited and watched. His keen eyes searching for one that wandered just a little too far away from the others, one that he could pounce on before they alerted the dominant female in charge. He didn’t want to have to kill her, not if he didn’t have to. The herd relied on her guidance to keep them stable.

      There. One of them was grazing away from the group, easy pickings.

      His stomach clenched, hunger pains lancing through it and urging him to attack. Bunching his hind leg muscles, preparing for a sprint to reach his target, he realized his total focus on food had made him forget about everything else around him. Sounds of another predator hit his senses a second before something large, hard, and powerful bowled into him, sending him sprawling as their bodies tangled with claws, huge paws, and jaws snapping.

      Kade growled savagely, opening his jaws wide, ready to snap them around the neck of his opponent.

      “Kade, what the hell are you doing?”

      The voice in his head startled him so much he let out a yelp. He refocused his eyes on the Wolf that had attacked him but who’d now leaped away. “Lennox?”

      “Aye, who the hell did you think it was? What are you doing?”

      Kade’s beast rose unsteadily, shaking his head and saw Lennox wasn’t alone. Shit. Dara was with him. “What are you two doing here?”

      Kade went on the offensive. A position he much preferred than defending himself. Dara’s dark brown Wolf paced back and forth, eyeing him curiously as Lennox’s front paw rose and slapped the ground angrily.

      “We’re your Beta’s and we’re worried about you. Don’t think it’s gone unnoticed that you’ve been sneaking out to hunt,” Lennox replied shortly, always the one to call out any BS from anyone.

      Kade snorted, tail swishing as he realized his nighttime escapades hadn’t gone unobserved. Again. Why was he surprised? Lennox was one sharp cookie and knew everything about everyone. Damn.

      “Who sent you?” Kade snarled, allowing his Alpha power to seep out, just enough to remind them who was boss.

      “Cut it out, ya numpty,” Lennox said, lowering his body to the ground.

      Dara was already prone, whining. The sight causing Kade to feel more than a little regret. Maybe he’d sent more of his power out than he’d thought. Dara never submitted to anyone, apart from him, and even then, it was grudgingly.

      “Answer the question, Len.”

      “Nobody sent us but I saw you talking to Fraser earlier and I was worried about you so . . .”

      Kade’s head lifted, a growl rumbling up from his chest. “I knew it. That old man needs to keep his nose out of my business.”

      “Alpha, it is his business. It’s all three of ours. We are the Pack Betas and it’s our job to protect the Pack, but also to look after you. Especially when you’re acting like a complete eejit. What were you thinking? You were the one that put the law in place about hunting deer. We only do so on specific Pack hunts and never alone. And don’t even get me started on just how far you’ve come alone. Jeez, you could’ve been attacked by rogues while you were on your own, Kade. That is not good and you know it.”

      Kade prowled around, hearing the deer scattering in a wild rush to escape from the predators they now knew were in their midst. A rumble grew in his chest, growing until it erupted from him in a howl of . . . what? Definitely anger at losing his prey. But there were other emotions vying for supremacy, doubt was rushing through him at his actions. As Alpha, he should be able to control himself, and his Wolf, but his actions were the opposite of control.

      He’d go so far as to admit he was losing it. Well, to himself he would. He would never concede that to anyone else. Not even to his best friend. One who just would not shut the hell up.

      “Kade! What is going on? I’ve never seen you act like such a bawbag, and don’t go all Alpha on me, ‘cause that’s exactly what you’re acting like.”

      “Will you just shut up so I can think?” Kade snarled viciously, Dara backing up as Lennox stood his ground, watching Kade’s every move.

      Kade pawed at the ground, tension rolling through him, almost turning him feral with the strain of keeping a hold on himself. His beast wasn’t making it easy. All it wanted to do was go hunting but . . . wait . . . its focus was no longer on the deer but it didn’t seem to know what it was it wanted to go looking for.

      “Great.” Kade forced his Wolf to concede control, transforming quickly to pace around naked. Running his hands through his hair, sighing, looking up to the sky for some damn divine intervention. Anything to help him understand what was happening to him.

      He had worked hard to hold the Pack together after losing his parents, and he’d be damned if he would let it all fall apart. No way in hell was he going to lose everything now.

      He jerked around, scowling as a hand landed on his shoulder. Lennox in human form, his knowing eyes staring hard. “Alpha, I’m sorry for upsetting you but we really need to talk.”

      “Aye.” Kade glared back, raising an eyebrow. “Bawbag?”

      Lennox squirmed then shrugged. “Let’s be honest, that’s a fair assessment of you these past few days.”

      His friend’s cheeky smirk broke some of the tension that was thick in the air. Kade contained a grin, looking around for his third Beta, Dara. He was still in his Wolf form and eyeing them cautiously. The more serious of the two, he knew Dara would be struggling with his behavior, and Lennox’s approach. Kade gave him a brief nod before focusing on Lennox again.

      “So let’s talk.”

      His Beta blew out a puff of air, lifting his arms to the side then dropping them. “Shit, okay, but you have to promise not to lose the heid.”

      Kade speared Lennox with a cold stare. “I never lose the heid. In fact, if anyone around here is prone to that, I think everyone would agree that’s you. You’re always giving it laldy about something or other.”

      “Will ye just haud yer wheesht long enough for me to say this?” Lennox’s hands landed on his hips, and maybe if he were clothed he’d look more menacing. However, standing bollocks naked the effect just wasn’t the same.

      Kade inclined his head. “Get on with it.”

      “Okay, now this is the part when you just shut yer geggy.”

      “I’ll keep quiet, but if you don’t get on with it I’m going home. It’s too damn cold to be standing around here like this.”

      Kade glanced at Dara, who’d obviously thought being wrapped up in his nice Wolf fur was preferable to being human, naked, and cold. Good choice.

      Lennox stepped away, pacing back and forth before he stopped and throwing his arms up into the air dramatically. “All right, I’ll just say it like it is. All three of us, Betas that is, know you’ve been sneaking out of camp and hunting. Jeez, the last two nights you were gone until dawn. But, the thing is, Fraser, he, well, he . . .”

      Kade couldn’t stand the stuttering any longer and he was certain he’d never seen his friend ever at a loss for words before. “Spit it out, Len.”

      “He knows what’s wrong with you and you’re not gonnae like it.”
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      “Just what in blue blazes do you mean by that? What’s Fraser been saying?” Kade fumed, knowing the older man had a hand in these two following him.

      Although he respected the Wolf’s wisdom and knowledge, that auld yin simply couldn’t keep his nose out of other folks’ business. Sometimes, he was nothing more than a blethering skite that set Kade’s teeth grinding.

      “He knows what’s wrong, so keep yer heid, okay?” Lennox shook his head. “Damn, Kade, just let me finish.”

      Kade scowled but kept hold of his tongue as Lennox carried on. “Now, this is the part you’ve not to go daft at. All right?”

      “If you don’t get on with it, I’m leaving you here to freeze your balls off.”

      “Fraser spoke of old legends, well, it’s not that old because he remembers it happened to several Alphas in the past so . . .”

      Kade couldn’t stop the snarl that erupted as he glared at his Beta. “Will ye just get on with it?”

      “Aye, right, sorry,” Lennox said quickly, running a hand through his bushy red hair, his face paler than usual, making his beard appear even more crimson.

      “Just tell me what the auld yin said.”

      “This thing that’s going on with you, there’s a reason for the abnormal Hunger . . .”

      Kade interrupted. “Did you just say that with a capital H?”

      “Aye, I did and that’s because it’s known to the elders and it’s a, well, a condition that strikes when . . .”

      Lennox paused, looking around at Dara as if for moral support. “Thanks, pal.”

      Dara merely lifted his head, turning away, giving a clear message: Lennox was on his own.

      Striding over, Kade poked Lennox in the chest. “Tell me what the hell is wrong with me.”

      He watched as Lennox inhaled, his words rushing out of him so fast Kade had to focus carefully to understand.

      “The Hunger means your mate is near and you have to go find her. It also indicates that she may, or may not, be in some kind of trouble. There, I’ve said it, so just accept it and go find her.”

      Reeling back, Kade almost lost his footing, his eyes wide and shocked as Lennox stared at him. His Wolf howled in his head, parading around and howling. What the hell? No. This could not be true. He wasn’t looking for a mate. Damn, he wasn’t ready for a mate.

      He was still “sowing his wild oats” and had planned to do so for many years to come before settling down. Shitting hell. No. Not happening.

      “Yes,” his beast growled back.

      “Alpha, you have to accept this or you’ll end up going nuts. Like bampot crazy and you’ll have   the Council comin’ and taking you away. I shit you not, Kade.”

      Kade prowled around, his beast yelling in his head, his friend talking nineteen to the dozen, and his insides churning enough to make him puke. “This can’t be happening.”

      “It is, so just get yer heid in the game and accept it.” Lennox came over, patting his shoulder. “I’m going with you. Just in case there’s trouble. So is Dara. Fraser will take care of the Pack until we’re back.”

      “What? Now?” Kade shook his head vehemently. “We don’t have supplies and I’ve got work to take care of.”

      Lennox smirked, nodding toward two large backpacks lying on the ground. “We brought some supplies, clothes and such, but we can hunt for food. As for work, I told you, Fraser will take care of it until we’re back.”

      Kade shook his head again, striding away, his beast arguing inside his head as his stomach churned. Funnily enough, he noticed he was no longer hungry.

      Raising his head, he sought the Cairngorms, staring at the snow-capped range to calm himself. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, but it was sometime later he felt soft fur and a wet nose nudging his hand. Looking down he met Dara’s dark brown eyes, his Wolf whining up at him.

      “Okay boy, I’m all right.”

      “Are you?” Lennox asked quietly.

      Kade could sense the concern flowing from both of his Betas, great waves running over him and causing his inner-Alpha to rise and appease them. “I’ll be okay. I guess we have a mission on our hands, laddies. Seems I’ve got to go find me a mate.”

      “Thank feck,” Lennox said, laughing. “I thought you were going to go mental on me earlier.”

      “Me?” Kade feigned a hurt expression. “Now when have I ever done that? No, wait, don’t answer that.”

      Dara’s Wolf lifted its head, howling, as Lennox’s laughter erupted. “Aye, right.”

      “So, tell me, did Fraser give you any idea how I do this impossible task?”

      Lennox’s eyes slid away as he shrugged. “He was a little vague on that but he did say to allow your Wolf to lead the way. Supposedly, he’ll point you in the right direction.”

      “He said that, did he?”

      “Aye,” Lennox looked away. “Sorry, he wasn’t much help with details, just that if you acknowledged what was wrong, then nature would take over, and the Goddess would lead you to your mate.”

      “Oh, so the Goddess is going to help me now?” Kade asked, in disbelief.

      “That’s what he said,” Lennox replied.

      Kade stood for a moment longer, realizing that if what the auld Beta said was true that his life would never be the same again. Was he ready for the changes a mate would bring? He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that he had to do something and it appeared that this was the something he had to do. He took a deep breath in, exhaling slowly, before turning back to his friends.

      “Come on, let’s get started.” Kade looked over at the packs. “And just so you know, I’m not carrying those.”

      Dara padded over, his large beast easily picking one up in its jaws before Lennox transformed and did the same. Kade took a deep breath in, forcing his own change, his Wolf eager to be on its way, its mind now focused on one thing only.

      Finding their mate.

      Dang. This was not the way he’d envisioned the day ending.
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      Kirsty ran through the trees, Leia, her German Shepherd, a few strides ahead. Her dog’s dark eyes flitting back to her repeatedly as she whined. “Shush, babe, they’ll hear you.”

      Kirsty’s heart hammered in her chest as they ran, knowing if they did not escape that they’d probably meet the same fate as her parents. Apparently killed by freaking Shifters. Werewolves! Jeez, she knew about them. Everyone did, but she hadn’t exactly had firsthand experience with them until the Police called to tell her that her parents had been killed. She’d been in shock that they were dead but the ensuing investigation had been a joke.

      Why? Because the authorities were useless. What did they do about the deaths? Absolutely nothing. Not a damn thing. Nope. They had told her that it was up to some Wolf Council to deal with them, that the human police could not go after Wolves, let alone rogues. Yeah, thanks for that.

      Now here she was running for her life, miles from civilization, and she was bone tired. Being on the go all night would do that to a girl, and although she couldn’t hear them, she was taking no chances, so on she jogged, Leia her only companion.

      Her shoulders hurt, skin rubbed raw by the straps of her backpack, after hours of trying to escape the damn rogues that came calling at the farm. The farm that had been repossessed, but where she’d still been staying, breaking in and sleeping in her own bed. After all, she had nowhere else to go, nobody to turn to for help, what was she supposed to do? Sleep rough?

      “Be doing that now, wontcha?” she gasped out as she carried on behind the only being she could count on, the one that showed her unconditional love and devotion: Leia.

      She dreaded the thought of the Wolves catching up to them because she knew, without a shadow of doubt, that her dog would fight to the death to protect her and she could not bear that thought. It was her job to take care of her pet, not the other way around, but she was under no illusion that her German Shepherd would attack any threat to Kirsty.

      Tears stung her eyes at the thought. No. She could not lose her too. That would be the last straw. Kirsty knew if she lost Leia that she would just give up and wasn’t sure if she could go on. Not after everything else. Kirsty refused to think about that, she would do anything to protect herself and her loyal pet, anything.

      And that included weighing herself down with her father’s shotgun.

      As a farmer, he was one of the few people licensed to have a firearm in Scotland, and a shotgun to fend off predators was one of the few firearms permitted. He’d used it to scare off foxes in the past and she’d grown up knowing how to use the dang thing, even if it scared her to death. It was cumbersome, and heavy, but it was the only thing that she could think of that would possibly give her an edge over a freaking Wolf.

      No silver bullets, unfortunately. But surely being shot with the large bore caliber would slow one down. Wouldn’t it? She hoped so because it was all she had. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. She did have several knives from her grandmother’s antique cutlery set, solid silver too. However, she’d have to be close to use those, and Kirsty definitely didn’t want to be that near to one of those bastards. Not after what they’d done to her parents.

      She still could not figure out the why, even the police had said they were baffled. Although one had snorted and said, “Damn rogues don’t need a reason.”

      Didn’t make any difference the why, her parents were still dead and she was still alone, apart from Leia.

      Blowing a puff of air upwards to remove hair from her eyes, she sighed when it didn’t budge. Wet with sweat, it stuck like glue to her face, so she swiped it back with one arm, holding tight to the shotgun with the other, its strap over her shoulder, and the large double barrel across her chest. She prayed she didn’t need to use it. Although her father had taught her how to use the firearm when she was young, and she was confident in her proficiency, it was a whole other ballgame when her target was a fast moving, vicious killer.

      Then the thought of a Wolf sinking its teeth into her Shepherd flashed into her head and she ground her jaws together. Not happening. If it meant she had to shoot the damn thing, then she would.

      Leia slowed, whining and panting. “Soon, we’ll find you some water and rest up for a wee while.”

      Leia’s tail wagged, her head cocking to the side as she looked up at her. Her dark eyes trusting and full of love. Damn. Kirsty could not allow her beloved animal to be hunted down by these filthy rogues.

      Looking around she realized she had no clue where she was, miles from home, that was for sure. Hot, sticky with sweat, and exhausted, all she wanted was to find somewhere safe to rest. Ahead she saw what looked like an opening going into a glen, one she was not familiar with and she thought she knew them all. She wasn’t that far from the farm so she was a little confused that she didn’t recognize the area.

      Anyway, where there was a glen there was usually a stream, so she headed in that direction, staying under cover of the trees as she rushed onward. Leia leading the way, her head swinging side to side, on high alert.

      Kirsty’s red hair had long since broken free of her braid, flying around her head as she sped up, her face wet with sweat. Oh wait, not sweat. “We don’t sweat, dear, we glow,” her Nan used to say.

      Yeah right. Kirsty laughed softly, she was glowing bright as the damn sun if the liquid running down her face was anything to go by.

      Leia whined again, her tongue lolling out the side of her mouth. “Poor puppy, I’m sorry. We’ll stop soon.”

      Kirsty patted Leia’s rump as she caught up, passing through some bushes to find a fence at the neck of the glen. Looking around she saw some signs of the “Keep Out” variety. “Sorry,” she said, as she slipped over and into the lush valley.

      As soon as her feet touched the ground her body quivered, a strange sensation passing through her. Pausing, Kirsty tried to figure out what it was. Was her sixth sense trying to warn her of something? Her Nan always told her to listen to her intuition. She said that it was a gift, one that she should cherish and allow to grow. Aye, right. Just after that, her Nan had gone and died on her without further explaining. When she’d asked her mum about it, she’d been warned not to talk nonsense.

      Didn’t matter now, she had to find water, for her and Leia. There must be water nearby, she was sure she could hear it, and when Leia rushed past her, she knew she was right. Her pup must have scented it and ran headlong toward the liquid, to quench her thirst. Kirsty followed, her head spinning around in search of any threats.

      Keeping to the edge of the tree-line, Kirsty followed her Shepherd, knowing Leia would never lead her into danger. With an excited yip, Leia sped up, darting around a corner and out of view. Kirsty’s heart thudded in her chest, trying to keep up, speeding headlong to come skidding to a stop when she saw Leia at the edge of a stream, head down and lapping up water.

      “Thank you,” Kirsty whispered, her eyes rising to the sky as she joined Leia.

      Dropping the shotgun and her pack to the ground, she fell to her knees, using her hands to cup the cool water up to her mouth and quenching her raging thirst. Until those first drops of cool liquid ran down her parched throat, Kirsty hadn’t realized just how thirsty she’d been, her hands working double speed to get more into her mouth, swallowing so quickly she ended up having a coughing fit.

      Spluttering and choking, she fell back onto her backside, the damp grass soaking her jeans as Leia licked her face, whining. “I’m okay.”

      Kirsty pushed Leia’s wet nose out of the way. “I’m all right, lass, leave me be.”

      Leia wagged her bushy tail, her nose sniffing Kirsty all over before heading back to the stream once more. Kirsty grabbed her pack, tugging it over to get some kibble out for Leia. It wasn’t how she usually fed her dog. Her Shepherd was used to being fed raw, not manufactured dry food, but since her parents died, and money had slowly dried up, it was the best she could do. Especially after the freezers in the barn had been depleted.

      Leia seemed to know she was doing her best, and had only turned her nose up the first time Kirsty placed the kibble before her. Now she gobbled it up but Kirsty hated that she could not provide the food her dog was used to. She had noticed the difference in Leia too, her coat wasn’t nearly as shiny, her teeth not as clean and white as they used to be. What else could she do? She just didn’t have the money available to provide for her the way she used to.

      Even if she did, how could she get the food delivered? She had no proper address anymore. Overall, she felt as if she were failing her pooch and that hurt her more than anything right now. She didn’t care she’d lost weight herself, she’d carried a few extra pounds anyway, but Leia was a different matter. Kirsty would have to find a way to get some more money soon if she were going to keep her dog with her. The alternative was not an option.

      Her mind on other things, she hadn’t noticed Leia moving away from the stream. Or her body language. Tail straight out, hackles risen along her back, lips curled back showing her teeth. It was the low snarl that brought Kirsty out of her inner-thoughts and scrambling for the shotgun.

      Snatching it up and quickly loading it before flicking the safety off. Kirsty was relieved her father had opted for a pump-action that held five cartridges, because she doubted one, or even two, would do much damage to a damn Wolf; not going by the size of the ones she’d caught glimpses of before she’d ran from her home.

      She was under no illusion that if there were more than a couple that she’d be dead before the day was out. Although she could use the gun, and load it fast, she doubted she would be able to do it quickly enough to keep the rogues at bay.

      “Leia,” she called urgently. “Come.”

      Leia’s head spun around, then back the way they’d come, still snarling. Kirsty needed her dog to come to her and, hopefully, heed her command to leave. She couldn’t bear the thought of the Wolves tearing her apart. No. She could not allow that to happen.

      “Leia.” Kirsty’s tone changed, commanding and harsh.

      Leia slunk toward her, tail between her legs, looking up at her with eyes that tore at Kirsty’s heart. “Go, now. Go, Leia.”

      Kirsty pointed away with the gun but the dog stayed in place, refusing to budge. “Oh hell, baby, you have to go. Now. Go.”

      Her Shepherd whined, nudging her thigh but refusing to move from her side. Kirsty’s eyes filled with tears as she crouched down, patting Leia’s head. “You have to listen to me, baby, you need to go and hide. Please. I can’t lose you too. Go!”

      Leia’s body language told her everything she needed to know. Her dog was going nowhere. Shit. What was she going to do now?

      “Damn it, Leia.” Kirsty groaned, watching as her dog’s ears pricked up, her head swinging away and cocking to the side. Her eyes focused on the trees behind them, in the opposite direction from where they’d come. Kirsty’s heart sank. Her throat constricting as she muttered, “Oh great! We’re surrounded.”

      Then Leia did something Kirsty did not expect. She took off running at full speed away from her.  Kirsty watched wide-eyed as her large dog sped along the edge of the stream, then darted off into the trees, head low, tail high as she ran far quicker than Kirsty had ever seen her do before. “Oh now you go. Stay safe, baby.”

      Kirsty’s heart ached as she lost sight of her cherished friend, sad and happy at the same time. Hoping against hope that Leia would avoid the rogues that appeared to be all around. “All right, get your arse in gear and take at least a couple of these bastards down before . . .”

      She couldn’t finish the sentence. Kirsty knew how this would end. Instead, she retrieved more shells from her pack, placing some on the ground, and some in her pockets. She prayed she would get the chance to reload before the Wolves reached her.

      Kirsty needed some payback for herself and her parents and she figured that this would be her one, her only, chance.

      Her body now drenched in a damp sweat borne of fear as she heard sounds of the approaching beasts. They were stampeding toward her, crashing through the forest with no thought of stealth. Kirsty shook her head, groaning. “Hey, if I were as strong as them going after me, I wouldn’t bother being quiet either.”

      Double checking the shotgun, or was it triple checking, she made damn sure it was ready to fire as soon as she had a clear shot. She was good with the gun; her father had made sure of that, schooling her in the art of gunmanship since childhood. At school, the other kids thought it was cool, nobody else’s parents owned a gun. So she was an anomaly and was always being asked about it.

      At the time, she’d been embarrassed. Now she was grateful for the fact she could at least have some semblance of survival at her disposal. “Stop kidding yourself. You’re not getting out of this alive.”

      Kirsty mumbled aloud, before letting out a growl of anger. Knowing she would meet the same end as her parents chilled her to the bone but she would not go down without a fight, her Nan’s fighting spirit surging inside her, and with it came other problems.

      She couldn’t help but cry out as her hands started to shake, adrenalin coursing through her and causing her to tremble from head to toe. Kirsty fought it, tamped it down, tightening her grip on the gun and holding it steady. No way would she miss the opportunity to take one, or more, of these filthy bampots out.

      Kirsty took a deep breath in, eyes focused on the area to the front, as that was where the noise was coming from. She could hear nothing whatsoever behind her, where Leia had disappeared, so she hoped to goodness that there were no rogues sneaking up on her. If there were, then it was “game over” as her dad would say.

      Her father’s face flashed in front of her, and with it came a calm peace, her heart slowing, her hands steady as the first Wolf burst free, heading straight for her.

      Her keen eyes took in every detail, the dull brown fur, wild dark eyes, foam dripping from its open mouth. Its jaws widening to give her a clear view of razor sharp teeth capable of ripping her leg clean off in one go. Kirsty raised the gun, getting the beast in her sights, then waiting for a moment until it was just a little closer.

      She didn’t want to waste a shot and this thing was huge, so large that if she waited just a second, she was certain she could get it . . . she fired. The recoil a bitch but one she was used to and her reward was seeing the Wolf rear up then collapse to the ground as the large caliber shot hit its mark, smack bang in the middle of its chest.

      She hoped that was where its heart was. If so then maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t get up again. Surely even one of these loathsome creatures couldn’t withstand a shotgun shot to the heart.

      Kirsty couldn’t stare at it to find out, not when two more Wolves rushed toward her, and then she glimpsed at least one more of the beasts from hell. Fuck! This was it, her last moments on earth, and she stood alone in the face of ferocious beasts hell-bent on ripping her apart.

      Her finger tightened on the trigger, praying that her end would be quick. A flash of images searing across her irises: her parents after the Wolves had finished with them.

      She’d be lucky if anyone found her remains, far less identified her, and she doubted she’d be laid to rest next to her mum and dad. No. She would be torn to shreds and nobody would ever know what had happened to her.

      A scream tore from her throat as she fired, hitting the lead Wolf in the shoulder. It yelped, but didn’t slow, rampaging toward her as she fired again and again until she heard the gun clicking empty. Holding the heavy barrel up in front of her to fend off the beast as it leapt toward her.

      “No!” she yelled a moment before blackness took over.
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      Kade’s beast led the way, seeming to know where to go, heading toward the neck of their glen. Lennox and Dara in hot pursuit as Kade’s beast ran over their land in pursuit of . . . what? His mate?

      Kade was still unconvinced. A mate wasn’t on his agenda and how could that be the cause of the problems he’d been having? He doubted all of it. This was a fool’s errand, and that eejit Fraser was sending them on this wild goose chase to teach him some kind of lesson.

      He’d get his revenge on the auld fart, no mistake about it. For now, he’d allow his beast free rein and see where it took them.

      Another hour passed, and Kade was getting annoyed, angry even, as the miles fell away. How much longer before his Wolf would realize the folly of this so-called mate hunt.

      “Hey, can we go home now?” he asked sarcastically.

      There was no response, none. That was a first. His Wolf was ignoring him. Totally and absolutely refusing to answer. Well, damn.

      Another ten minutes, and Kade was just about to force a transformation when his beast slowed, raising its snout, sniffing, ears twitching, listening. Then it hit.

      Kade felt as if he’d been knocked down by a loose caber at their spring Wolf Games. His chest tightened, he couldn’t catch a breath, and a flash of a red-haired lassie stepping onto his land flashed in his mind.

      “Ours!” his Wolf growled triumphantly, taking off like a bullet through the forest.

      “Holy crap, it’s true. That’s my mate.” Kade could not stop the feelings growing inside him, first and foremost was one of protection. He couldn’t tell how he knew but he was certain she was in trouble and he had to reach her, protect her, keep her safe and . . . so much more.

      Opening his link to Lennox and Dara, he filled them in. “It’s fecking true. She’s here on my land and I’m sure she’s in danger. We have to hurry.”

      “What? Are ye kidding?” Dara was the first to respond, every syllable full of disbelief.

      “If this is a joke, I won’t be amused,” Lennox cut back shortly.

      Kade glanced behind him, pulling his lips back and snarling viciously. “Move your fucking arses now!”

      “Hells bells, he means it,” Lennox replied, his Wolf speeding up, hampered by the pack he was carrying. “Dara, drop the packs, we can get them later.”

      Dara and Lennox opened their jaws, their loads dropped to the ground as they nimbly pounced over them, not even breaking stride. Kade felt the urgency build inside him as they ran on, knowing they had miles to cover, their large paws eating up the ground as they rushed onward toward the girl he’d caught a mere glimpse of.

      She looked to be medium height, on the skinny side, with long red hair that looked wild as it flew around her head. She also looked pale and tired. What was she running from?

      That she was running he had no doubt, but from who? Or what?

      On and on they sped, until breaking through some thick brush, Kade came face to face with a large German Shepherd. Its tongue lolling out at the side, it looked exhausted as it came forward showing no fear. That was strange. Most domestic pets ran in the opposite direction from Wolves but this one came right up to him, nudging him with its snout before turning and looking behind it.

      “I think she’s trying to tell you something.” Dara’s words already saying what Kade had sensed.

      His beast lowered its head, staring into the eyes of the dog and he could plainly see worry and fear there. Not fear for itself. No. It was scared about something else. Or for someone else.

      The Shepherd whined, turning around and prancing away a few steps before stopping and looking back at them as if to urge them onward. Kade didn’t need telling twice. Loping over, he licked the dog’s muzzle before taking off again, this time his paws moving even faster. His powerful muscles propelling forward so quickly that everything was a mere blur as he ran.

      He didn’t feel the branches as they slapped against him, nor the brambles as he plowed through when he couldn’t get over them. Nothing hindered or slowed his race to reach her in time. His beast snarling as they finally broke through the trees into the clearing at the stream. One he knew so well.

      The horrendous sight before him would stay with him for the rest of his life.

      One rogue lay dead, a passing thought of how she had managed to kill him flew through his mind, quickly replaced with a roar of anger when he saw another lying on top of her. All he saw was blood, crimson staining the grass, her hair flowing out from beneath the large grey beast pinning her down.

      There were two, or possibly three, other rogues still coming, but he ignored them, leaving those for Lennox and Dara to deal with. His focus was on the filthy fucker on top of his mate. He would rip its heart out, then tear its body into tiny pieces for daring to touch his mate.

      That’s if she were alive.

      God forbid, if she weren’t, then he’d hold and torture the rogue for eternity.

      His beast flew into a frenzy, howling, snarling, jaws snapping as it launched at the rogue. Kade was surprised it didn’t even attempt to defend itself. Well, until he knocked it flying off the fallen woman and realized it was dead, three shotgun wounds bleeding profusely from its body. One was right between its eyes, the gaping hole bloody and splattered with brain matter.

      Holy hell, his little mate had taken down two rogues on her own and she was human. Human. Not Wolf. It had never crossed his mind that his mate would be anything but a Wolf. Hell, it didn’t matter. Not to him. She was his, and he was hers, and to hell with anything else.

      Kade glanced at the fights going on behind him, or rather, fight. Only one rogue was present, the other two must have scarpered when they had arrived. Lennox and Dara were dealing with the straggler quite easily. Kade planted his paws either side of the woman, sniffing around for signs of any blood or obvious wounds, finding none.

      His beast huffed out a loud exhale in relief before sending out his Alpha power to search more thoroughly. He checked for broken bones or internal injuries, once again relieved when he came up with nothing. It appeared she had been knocked out when the rogue had landed on top of her. Thank the goddess.

      He stayed in place, guarding her in case any rogues reappeared. He would be better able to protect her in Wolf form than human and so he waited, hoping that she’d come around on her own. If not, he would transform and carry her back to camp.

      Lennox stomped over, his face covered in blood. “Is she goin’ to be okay?”

      “I think so. Looks like she was knocked out when she shot that Wolf and it bowled into her. It’s a big one and it had her pinned down.”

      “Kade, there’s something you should know.”

      Kade swung his head around, looking into his Beta’s eyes. “What?”

      “The rogue over there, the other one she managed to kill, and by the way can I just say how freaking amazing she is? She took two of them out on her own, that’s . . . well it’s kinda cool dontcha think?”

      Kade’s lip drew back as he snarled, “Yes, it is but get on with it. What about the other one?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. I’m afraid it’s Andrew Gates.”

      Lennox stepped back as Kade’s head snapped around, inhaling to take in the scent of the dead Wolf. His Beta was right. It was Gates. He’d been a member of their Pack but after repeated instances of him being cruel, unruly, and just downright bad to the core, Kade had banished him.

      “Always knew the bastard would come to a sticky end,” Kade spat out, anger coursing through him.

      “Aye,” Lennox agreed moving away to the stream to clean himself of rogue’s blood.

      Kade remained in place, guarding his mate, taking the time to take in her beauty. Marred with grime and dirt, but she was still the most beautiful being he had ever laid eyes on. His heart soared to the heavens as he realized Fraser had been right and he had managed to find his soul-mate before she had been harmed, or worse.

      It was at that moment when her eyes popped open. The most gorgeous jade green orbs he’d ever seen staring up at him, confused for a moment before they widened, her mouth opening to scream.
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      “Get off me!” She shouted so loud it hurt his sensitive ears.

      Then she lifted her hands that still held the damn shotgun and whacked him on the nose, before scooting out from beneath him. He was surprised at how quickly she moved, and doubly surprised at how fast she managed to grab some shells and reload the gun.

      Oh shit. She thought they were rogues and she was going to shoot him at point blank range. Even an Alpha would not survive that. He wondered if he could transform before she fired, her finger already tightening on the trigger. He could see the tension and knew his time was up.

      Great. He’d finally found the one person in the universe that was made just for him and she was going to blow his brains out.

      Kade lowered his head, locking eyes with hers and pleading with her. He saw her falter, indecision on her face, and then Dara had to go and spoil it by “coming to his rescue” and rushing over, all fangs and bloodied fur.

      Damn. Could he not catch a break today or what?

      Kade caught a black streak in his peripheral vision a second before the Shepherd they had met in the forest bounced on top of his mate, knocking the gun from her hand. It went off, a loud bang reverberating around them as the woman screamed.

      “Leia! What the hell are you doing?”

      Leia? She called a magnificent beast like that Leia? Hell, he hoped it wasn’t after the well-known Princess of the same name. Dang, he couldn’t help but snigger, and in his beast form, he guessed it looked odd as his head shook from side to side, his fur rippling along his body.

      The dog licked the woman’s face before coming over to Kade, bowing low before him then bouncing up and licking his nose. It was the one, and only time, he would allow any animal to do such a thing. However, it was obvious the dog was his mate’s pet and if his not eating the face of her animal was a step in the right direction, then that is what he would do.

      “Leia!” The woman shot to her feet, reaching for her dog. “Come here! What are you doing? Are you crazy?”

      Kade decided the time was right to introduce himself, but before he did, he looked around for something to cover himself with. There was not a lot of choice apart from a small backpack. That would have to do. He trotted over then transformed, quickly grabbing the bag and holding it in front of his groin as he raised a hand in greeting.

      “Hi, my name’s Kade and this is my land. We found you earlier with a rogue lying on top of you and some others were just about to attack. We . . .”

      Her eyes had slowly been taking him in, then landed on his face, when she stomped over, prodding him in the chest. “What did you do to my dog? She never goes to strangers and she sure as hell doesn’t go around licking Wolves.”

      Said dog was at that very moment doing just that. Over at Lennox, licking his face and pawing him as if she wanted to play. Kade raised an eyebrow, nodding to the side. Her eyes followed, her face turning scarlet as a blush crept up her throat, then her cheeks.

      “See! That’s what I mean. She never does that sort of thing. Have you used some kind of magic spell on her? Tell me now because if you have then I’m telling you right now, release her or I’ll . . .  I’ll . . . I’ll kick your arse into next week.”

      She looked so angry but adorable and gorgeous at the same time. How was that even possible? Kade had no idea but she did. He saw her eyes lowering to his chest, her face growing even redder before she raised the shotgun and pointed it at him. Again.

      “Hey, there’s no need for the gun. We’re not rogues and we’re not here to hurt you. In fact, my men and I rescued you.”

      She frowned, skin puckering between her eyes as she glared at him. “Rescued me? I don’t think so. I was doing all right on my own. Well, I think I was. I’m pretty sure I hit two of those filthy animals and I would’ve gotten the rest too.”

      “That would’ve been a good trick,” Kade drawled, raising an eyebrow.

      “What?”

      “You were unconscious and couldn’t breathe because a huge damn Wolf was on top of you, and there were more of them just about to gobble you all up. So, tell me, how were you going to deal with that?”

      He saw outrage flitting across her face first, then shock, and lastly realization dawned. That’s when her shoulders dropped, the shotgun lowering as tears sprang into those impossibly green eyes. The urge to go to her surging through him but if the last few minutes were anything to go by, he thought she’d probably shoot his arse. He stepped closer, slowly, lowering his voice as he tried to keep her bag covering his naked groin.

      “Hey, I’m just saying that things weren’t as clear cut as you thought. There were other rogues and your pup there had some sense about her. She came, found us, and urged us to come find you. So we did, and we got here just in time. By the way, my name’s Kade and I’m Alpha of the Pack that owns this land. I wish it were under different circumstances but I’m pleased to meet you.”

      She switched the safety on before expertly unloading the gun, and then turned those eyes up to meet his. “I’m Kirsty Carmichael, and you’ve already met Leia.”

      “She’s beautiful and smart.” Kade saw how much Kirsty loved the Shepherd and thought it would be a good way to break the ice. It worked, sort of.

      “Yes, she’s gorgeous, but not so sure about the smarts. Licking Wolves isn’t exactly something I want her doing.”

      “We’re not all bad.”

      “I’m afraid I have a different view,” Kirsty retorted. “Wolves killed my parents and they chased me, obviously wanting to do the same to me. Forgive me if I have a skewed perception of your kind.”

      Kade was horrified. Her parents were murdered by rogues, just as his had been, and she’d just been chased down by others. Damn. He had his work cut out here. “I’m sorry to hear that. In fact, I’m disgusted and angry at what you’ve gone through. That piece of shit over there was once a member of my Pack but he was thrown out last year because he wasn’t fit to remain.”

      Her head spun to where Gates’ body lay, loathing in her eyes. “Thank you for your help. I’ll just rest up for a bit and then I’ll be on my way and off your land.”

      “No!” Kade couldn’t help himself, his voice rising and his hands shooting up, palms out to stop her. “You should come back to camp with us so you can rest and get some food and clean up. Your dog can have a good feed too. I’m sure we can find something for her. I’ll cook her some steak if I need to.”

      Kirsty’s eyes dropped, going wide as saucers as she stared at him. He looked down and saw her bag on the ground and his manhood on show. Hell.

      “Sorry.” He shrugged, picking up her pack to cover himself again.

      “That’s all right,” she replied smirking cheekily.

      “So, you’ll come back to camp with us?” he prodded, not sure what he would do if she said no.

      She was his mate but she was also human. He wasn’t sure what that meant for her. Was she aware of their bond? Or not? Damn. He would have to tread carefully and not scare her away. Hell, he was terrified he would go all “caveman” on her, throw her over his shoulder, and carry her home.

      Somehow, he didn’t think that would go down well with Kirsty. She would probably try to cut his balls off.

      She looked around at the carnage, Leia coming over to nudge her hand, whining. Kirsty petted her Shepherd as she looked over at Dara’s and Lennox’s beasts then back at Kade. Her words completely throwing him. “I used to feed her raw but when our supplies ran out, along with my money, I’ve had to give her kibble. It’s rubbish, I know, so if you have anything that’s better, I’d appreciate that. She deserves better than what I’ve been able to provide for her lately.”

      Kade saw her weakness: Leia, and pounced.

      “I can do that. Does she like rabbit? Whole prey? If so, I’ll get the boys to get some for her on the way home. In fact, I can also get them to teach her how to hunt for herself. That’s if you’re okay with that?”

      Kirsty looked up at him, face filthy, stained with dirt, sweat, and tears but she still looked like the most beautiful woman in the universe to Kade. Her eyes almost mirroring the color of their Loch as her eyes met his.

      “She loves rabbit but she’s never had one with, you know, fur and stuff. It’s always been skinned and cleaned before she had it. I’m not quite sure she’d know what to do with it.”

      “First things first—” Kade stepped closer, desperate to be near his mate, noticing she was smaller than he had first thought. Her head barely reached his chest, forcing her to tilt backward to look up at him. “You’ll come back and stay with us for a while?”

      “A while?” she asked, confusion in her voice and written all over her face. Her body trembling at his close proximity.

      Kade’s Wolf howled with glee, it appeared his little human recognized him. Maybe not fully, maybe not as her mate, but there was a spark of something in her eyes as she gazed up at him.

      “Yes, a while. We need to make sure you’re safe, and the only way I can do that is to have you under my protection with my Pack keeping guard over you, and Leia.”

      There, he did it again. Using the love of her pet against her. Low blow, but he would do whatever it took to ensure she returned with him. He needed time to teach her that Wolves were not her enemy and that he, in particular, was anything but.

      “Leia?” she asked, glancing at her Shepherd who had wandered away to prance around Lennox and Dara.

      “Yes, she wouldn’t stand a chance against a rogue. At least if she’s with our Pack she would be safe, and I’m sure the kids would love her. She’ll be spoiled and well looked after, and as I said, we can teach her how to hunt for herself. That way she can eat properly without costing you a penny. What do you say?”

      “Okay, I have to admit I’m tired and Leia’s not had a decent feed in days. If you give me your word we’ll be safe, then yes, we’ll come with you.”

      “I give you my solemn oath, Kirsty Carmichael, as Alpha of the Crescent Loch Pack, that you and Leia will always be safe with me and my people.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Dara, go ahead and grab a rabbit or two for Leia, then get some guards and come back and deal with this mess. On the way home, pick up the packs and make sure there are extra guards on duty until I tell you differently. I’ll see you tomorrow for an update.”

      Kade then looked for Lennox who was playing with Leia, his massive Wolf making the Shepherd look like a pup as they scampered around. “Lennox, stop mucking around, there might still be a rogue or two left in the area. Keep your wits about you. We need to get Kirsty back to camp.”

      Lennox’s Wolf shook itself, rumbling a soft growl, which Leia appeared to understand, her body language changed as her head lifted, sniffing the air.

      “Wow, can she talk to you guys?”

      “I’m not sure,” Kade admitted. “I don’t think she can talk as such, but she can probably sense things. Now, Kirsty, I’m going to transform again. I’ll be much happier in my Wolf form in case we do come across any more rogues. I don’t want to have to waste any time if that happens. I want to be able to attack immediately. My first priority is protecting you. I hope you don’t mind?”

      “No, of course,” she replied, although he got the distinct feeling that she would have preferred he stayed in his human form.

      He would have preferred that too so he made a decision. “I tell you what. We left some packs a ways back, when we knew you were in danger, so we could move quicker. They have clothes in them. If we don’t sense any other Wolves in the area by the time we reach them, then I’ll transform, and we can walk back together. All right?”

      “Sure.” She smiled. Apparently, that pleased her as much as it did him.
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      What the hell was going on? Kirsty had no idea but she knew something was afoot. Her reaction to the collossal beast of a man spoke volumes. She’d barely been able to have a coherent thought, her eyes drifting south again and again, and boy! When he’d dropped her pack and she saw his package, she’d almost salivated like a bitch in heat.

      With Leia acting all weird too, things were feeling increasingly strange.

      But she couldn’t pass up the chance to rest and be safe, even for a short while. Leia also deserved a decent meal or two, and if the Wolves could teach her how to catch a rabbit, although the idea grossed her out more than a little, she’d go with it if it meant Leia could eat better.

      She just hoped she’d gotten a hold of herself better by the time they reached this camp they were heading to. And then her mind wandered to think of what it would be like. A few cabins in the forest maybe? Shoot, she couldn’t begin to guess what a Wolves’ camp looked like.

      Would it be clean and tidy? Damn. She hoped so. What if they were always in Wolf form and they lived like . . . wild animals? Oh no, maybe she’d made the wrong decision. She should say so now and turn back before she got there. It would be too embarrassing if she arrived and her face did that scrunched up thing it did when she smelled something she didn’t like. Damn it to hell and back again. What would she do?

      Turn tail and run? Yeah, like that would work. They could catch her as easily as the damn rogues did. But why would they? They weren’t rogues. They were, as far as she knew, law-abiding people who didn’t harm humans. That was what she hoped anyway.

      Her nerves all a jangle, she did what her nan always told her. Focus and let her intuition guide her.

      The first thing that happened was an image of Kade’s naked body popping into her head. Great. She couldn’t quite get that out of her mind. No wonder. It was a fabulous sight. No woman could possibly deny that but he probably had a bevy of women running around after him, with a litter of babies in his wake.

      Stop it. She chastised herself, refocusing her thoughts on how he, and his Wolves, made her feel. She was surprised when her stomach fluttered with butterflies, then a sense of . . . no . . . yes . . .  what? Belonging was the only word she could use but that was stupid, impossible, and downright foolish.

      She’d barely met the guy so why did that feeling surface? Oh, wait, she’d had a knock to the head and she’d gone loopy. Aye, that was the only reason for the feelings that were now stampeding through her like a runaway stallion, wild and free.

      “Oh, shut up, you stupid mare.”

      “What?” Kade’s voice startled her, causing her to jump and let out a far too girly squeal.

      He was behind her, next to a huge pack that she knew she’d never in a million years be able to lift. It lay open, boots peeking out as he fastened a pair of jeans. Damn. She’d missed the chance to see that glorious body which now had a black t-shirt covering his muscled chest and those dang jeans were now hiding his thick thighs and, well, the rest.

      “Sorry, I was just talking to myself,” she replied, nibbling her bottom lip to try and remove the naughty images that suddenly invaded her mind.

      “Do that a lot?” he asked, grinning.

      “No, I don’t think so, but I’ve been on my own a lot lately so I guess it’s become a habit. It gets awfully quiet when there’s nobody else around.”

      “I can’t imagine what that would be like,” Kade said as he tugged the boots on, grabbed a zip-up fleece and waved his arm forward. “I rarely get time on my own, and even then the Pack can still communicate with me through our link. In here.” He tapped the side of his head.

      Kirsty wasn’t quite sure what he meant. “You can hear them in your head? Like, what, some kind of ESP mindreading thing?”

      Kade’s eyes crinkled at the side as he smiled, his ice-blue eyes shining as he shook his head. Kirsty’s stomach clenched as he gazed down at her, his size making her feel tiny, but strangely not fearful.

      “No, it’s something most Pack’s have. We are linked and in Wolf form we can communicate freely with each other. In human form that doesn’t happen, not unless you’re Alpha. I can sense them, their feelings, if they’re upset, or more importantly if they’re in danger. It’s the way we keep the Pack safe, and that means I have to focus to shut them out sometimes.”

      Kirsty couldn’t comprehend having someone else talking inside her head. She wasn’t sure if she thought it was cool or creepy. Before she had the opportunity to ask about it, Kade was at her side, a hand on the base of her back guiding her through the forest. His touch was . . . strange.

      Her body reacting in ways she’d never experienced before, her skin tingling beneath his fingers as they splayed out over her clothes. Her heart suddenly going into overdrive, and damn, but she felt as if she couldn’t catch a breath. Kade towered over her and she bet he couldn’t get closer if he tried. His thigh rubbing against her every time he took a step.

      Oh boy. She was in trouble. Her mind going in directions that were definitely not appropriate.

      Luckily, Leia pranced over, distracting her from the hot Alpha at her side. Her dog jumping around excited in front of her, before running off a few feet and spinning in a circle.

      “What’s up, Leia?”

      Kade crouched down, holding a hand out and Leia ran to him, licking his fingers. “You’re gorgeous.”

      Leia raised her head at the praise, looking up at Kirsty before whining and looking over her shoulder. Kade rose, raising an eyebrow. “She wants to go for a run but she doesn’t want to leave you.”

      “What?” Kirsty asked shocked. “How do you know that? Please don’t tell me you can talk to my dog ‘cause that’s just weird.”

      “No.” Kade’s lips tugged up and holy shit he had a dimple to the left of his mouth! A dang sexy dimple. Kirsty had to concentrate as he carried on. “It’s her body language that’s telling me, her little whine, the way she’s prancing about like that. She’s full of energy and wants to burn some of it off but she’s obviously devoted to you and she won’t go anywhere until you tell her it’s okay.”

      She looked between her Shepherd and the Alpha, then the area around them. It was a remote area, one she didn’t know existed, but would Leia be safe? She couldn’t even contemplate losing her beloved pet. It would destroy her if anything happened to Leia after everything else she’d been through.

      Kirsty was torn, she wanted Leia to have a run, but she was scared too and Kade seemed to have read her mind as he leaned down, whispering against her ear. His hot breath on her skin causing her to flush scarlet.

      “She’ll be fine. I promise she won’t be in danger, and I have enhanced hearing, so if she goes too far I’ll make her come back.”

      “How can you do that? I usually whistle but if she’s far away she won’t hear me.”

      Kade stepped away, his head falling back, hands cupping the sides of his mouth and a loud howl erupted from him. Kirsty shrank back, the sound both scaring and arousing her in the most mysterious way. More importantly, Leia immediately returned and sat submissively in front of the Alpha. Wow. Leia only ever heeded her commands, seeing her obey Kade like this was . . . powerful.

      She also felt something else in her body reacting to him . . . further south. Kirsty clenched her thighs together as she fought to appear unaffected. “That’s amazing, she doesn’t usually obey anyone else.”

      “I think you’re forgetting something,” Kade said as he petted Leia’s head.

      “I am?”

      “Dogs are more than ninety-nine percent Wolf.”

      “Holy crap, I did forget that.” Kirsty giggled. “That was one of the reasons I started feeding her raw. I saw something online and started reading up about dogs, their diet and stuff and she was just a wee pup when I changed her over, but she’s done fabulous on it.”

      “She’ll learn quickly how to fend for herself. I’ll teach her myself.” Kade gave Leia one last pat then tilted his head. “So, want to give her the go ahead so she can go explore?”

      “Sure,” Kirsty replied, waving her arm away from her, giving her pet the command. “Release.”

      Leia’s body shivered with excitement for the briefest of moments before she tore away, disappearing in seconds.
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      Kirsty had a moment of panic at not having her by her side, her pet but also her protector. Then she remembered her escorts, Kade and the massive Wolf that waited just up ahead. Once again, she felt as if Kade had read her mind as his hand landed on her back again.

      “You’re safe, Kirsty. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you, or Leia.”

      She looked up at him, his face serious as he stared intently down at her. His eyes full of . . .  what? She couldn’t figure it out but she did believe what he said. Why? She wasn’t sure but again she heard her nan telling her to trust her instincts, and right now they were screaming at her to go with this man and have faith in his words.

      “Thanks,” she simply said.

      “Here, let me carry that, it’s heavy and you’ve already got your pack.” Kade held his hand out toward her dad’s shotgun.

      She paused, the gun giving her a sense of power even if it wasn’t loaded, but he was right. It was heavy and she was tired. Today had been a hell of a day, one she’d prefer to forget, but knew she never would. She’d never thought she would ever kill a man, well, not exactly a man, but it still bothered her.

      Kade waited, his expression neutral as she decided whether to hand it over. Or not.

      “Okay,” she said, holding the heavy gun out toward him not quite sure why she trusted this man she barely knew. But for whatever reason she wasn’t fearful of him and something deep inside her was telling her that he wouldn’t hurt her. Strange.

      “Thank you,” he inclined his head as he took hold of the gun, hefting it to lie over his shoulder.

      “For what?” she asked, confused.

      “Trusting me,” he replied simply. “Now why don’t we get on our way. I know you must be exhausted so I’d like to get you back and then you can rest.”

      She realized something had happened between them but again she wasn’t sure what as they carried on.

      Walking in the serene woods calmed her somewhat, especially when Kade kept her updated on Leia’s whereabouts. Then he asked her what had happened to bring her onto his land.

      She froze for a moment before gulping in a great breath and telling him everything. How the farm had gone bankrupt, mainly due to their cows being killed, probably by rogues, and then how her parents had been murdered. She talked and talked, spilling everything out in a rush of words that surprised her. Usually she kept everything inside, locked up tight, but with this man she’d barely met, she unburdened herself and told him everything.

      He never interrupted, not once, allowing her to ramble on as they walked, his touch seeming to ground her and stop her from dissolving into fits of tears. That was new. Every other time she thought of her mum and dad she’d cry her eyes out. Not this time. This time she talked about them and not one tear slid free. Strange.

      In fact, when she’d finished, she felt relieved and refreshed, again that was way up on the weirdness meter.

      Kade’s voice was soft and low as he finally spoke. “I have no words to express how sorry I am for what you’ve gone through. As Alpha of a Pack, I am horrified that other Wolves have caused you so much sorrow. I assure you that we’re not all like that, only rogues act in such a manner, and now that I know the extent of their activities, I’ll take steps to deal with them.”

      His eyes told her what she needed to know. He spoke the truth so she nodded. “Thanks, but how will you do that?”

      “First, I’ll alert the Wolf Council about their actions. Second, I’ll have more of my men patrol to ensure no rogues encroach on our land. Third, I’ll head up a hunting party and see if I can find these . . .”

      He stopped, taking a deep breath in, his hand running through his long wavy hair. “Pardon my language, but I’m going to do my best to hunt these fuckers down and end them.”

      “End them?” she asked, eyes wide at the implication.

      “Kirsty, these are rogues who are Wolves, it’s not as simple as putting them in a cell somewhere. There’s not many places that could hold one of us, we’re very strong and vicious when cornered. If my men and I go looking for them then I assure you they won’t hold their hands up and say, ‘Yes, I’ll come with you for the Council to mete out my punishment.’ No, they’ll fight to the death to escape, and that means we’ll have to do the same to stop them continuing what they’ve been doing.”

      Her heart missed a beat. She felt it, stuttering in her chest as she thought of Kade facing a pack of rogues. Her hand flew to her throat as she shook her head. “No. Please, don’t go. I don’t want you hurt . . . or your men.”

      She added the last part hastily, trying to cover up the all-encompassing fear that had taken over her when she’d thought of Kade being in danger.

      His eyes lit up briefly before he replied. “I’ll be fine. I’m Alpha, they are rogues, they don’t stand a chance. And now that I know about them, I can’t just sit by and leave them be. It’s not what any Alpha would, or could do. It’s in our DNA, Kirsty, we have to protect those not able to protect themselves.”

      His words struck deep inside her, the truth in every syllable ringing loudly around her. This man, this Wolf, was noble, kind and good. The fact he was sexy as sin was just her cross to bear. She was under no illusion that he’d have a bevy of women at his beck and call and she was a mere human. Kirsty wouldn’t stand a chance with him. Not in a million years.

      Didn’t stop her from dreaming though or thinking about his glorious body. When he turned to bark an order to Lennox she’d glimpsed part of a celtic tattoo across his shoulder and she wondered if she’d get the opportunity to see all of it. That alone was enough to keep her mind occupied for quite some time to come.

      “As you don’t have anywhere else to go, I suggest you stay with me until we can sort things out for you.”

      She’d been so engrossed in her thoughts she almost tripped as she turned to look up at Kade. His strong arms grabbing her quickly and saving her from falling flat on her face. “Thanks. Sorry, what did you say?”

      He kept hold of her, his hands now on her shoulders as he stepped closer. Too close. Their bodies separated by . . . nothing. His thick thighs pressed against her as his eyes speared hers. “I said you should stay with me for the time being. That’s okay with you, isn’t it?”

      “With you?” she gasped, his closeness causing her mouth to dry up and her throat to almost close.

      “Yes, with me, in my cabin. There’s nowhere safer for you and Leia, of course.”

      “Your cabin?” she squeaked.

      His eyes filled with mirth, causing them to twinkle mischieviously. “Aye, my cabin.”

      Kirsty took a shallow breath, praying he couldn’t hear the way her heart thudded in her chest. “Okay.” She had agreed far too quickly. What the hell was wrong with her?

      “Glad that’s settled,” Kade replied, his eyes full of emotions she couldn’t put a name to.

      What was it about this man that affected her so? After everything that had happened to her family she should be running as fast as she could in the opposite direction from a Wolf. But no, here she was, readily agreeing to stay with him, in his home. Kirsty could not figure any of this out, especially the way her body reacted to him. Now that was just plain weird, no, beyond weird. It was the strangest thing she’d ever encountered but something, a tiny wee something, deep inside told her to trust him and to trust her feelings.

      Aye, right. As if a hunk like that would even be remotely interested in a mere human like her. So not happening, but if she could rest up for a few days and Leia could get some good nourishment inside her then she’d take it, and dang the consequences.

      “Sorry, but I have to ask, Leia, is she named after . . .”

      Kirsty nodded, cutting him off with a laugh. “Yes, that famous Princess. Sorry, I love those films and the originals are still my favorites. When Dad brought her home for me, I couldn’t resist naming her after one of my favorite characters.”

      “I think Princess suits you more than her,” Kade said, his voice dropping low, seductive, and she wasn’t sure if he were joking or not.

      “Och, I’m no Princess, I’m happier in jeans and boots than a dress and tiara.” She tried to joke away his comment, walking faster but was relieved when he spoke again, his voice returning to normal. Well, normal for him. It still sounded husky and sexy to her ears.

      “Leia is coming back. I think she’s tired herself out and just as well because we’re nearly home.”

      Kirsty looked around and up, noticing the sun had moved across the sky. They must have been walking for hours, Leia bursting through the trees and rushing toward them. Her tongue hung out the side of her mouth as she stopped in front of them, Kirsty dropped down to wrap her arms around her. It was the longest time they’d been apart since she’d been given her as a pup.

      “Hey, girl, did you have fun?”

      Leia yipped, her tail wagging furiously as Kade chuckled. “I think she did. This is a great place for her, she has so much land she can run around on, and I’ll instruct the Pack to keep watch over her. She’ll be safe so you don’t need to worry.”

      Kirsty couldn’t argue with him, she could see with her own eyes how happy Leia was. Her dog’s eyes were shining as she pounced around playfully, tail wagging nineteen to the dozen, excited yips emphasizing her mood. “Okay. I think she’ll be fine with that but I’ll be the one having a problem. We’ve never been apart since she was a puppy, and lately she’s been by my side twenty-four-seven.”

      “Don’t worry,” Kade said, helping her up. “I’ll keep you entertained.”

      The look on his face had her blushing, again, and she wondered at the obvious hidden meaning in his words. Had she let herself in for more than she could handle? Hell, Kade MacKenzie was probably more than any girl could handle and she’d agreed to stay with him.

      She must be mad.
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      Kade found the walk back to camp difficult for so many reasons. He wanted to tell Kirsty that his parents had also been killed by rogues, but he thought that would scare her so he kept quiet. Then when he had called her Princess, he’d been deadly serious but saw her shock as if she hadn’t believed a word.

      The absolute worst part was his Wolf howling in his head, demanding he mark her and make Kirsty theirs. Aye, like that was happening anytime soon.

      She had gone through a horrendous ordeal because of rogues, losing her parents, being hunted down by them and having to shoot them at close range. Damn. Kade wondered just how long it would take to get close to her and if he would be able to control his beast in the meantime.

      A soft rumble from Lennox, and Kade eyed his Beta whose Wolf stared intently at him. His expression saying it all as they entered camp, and Fraser rushed to meet them with a group of concerned Wolves at his back.

      “Alpha, is it true? Rogues came onto our land?” Fraser asked, his face pinched with worry and his tone sharp and shrill.

      “There’s no cause for alarm,” Kade replied calmly. “They’ve been dealt with and we’ll be putting more guards in place to keep everyone safe.”

      For once, when he spoke, not all eyes were focused on him, everyone openly staring at Kirsty. She looked around, noticed, and he groaned inwardly. The next few moments could be crucial to her standing within the Pack, and she had no clue. He had been an idiot. He should have warned her, but how could he?

      He couldn’t very well blurt out, “By the way you’re my mate so when we get back to camp you need to look strong and capable. Don’t look weak or they’ll never accept you.” Aye, that would have gone down about as well as a freaking lead balloon.

      He held his breath, noticing Lennox’s beast sidling up beside her, standing guard as Kirsty snuck a quick glance at him. Kade smiled as he introduced her. He waved the shotgun around dramatically. “This is Kirsty, she was being hunted by the rogues but I have to say she had things pretty much under control by the time we arrived. She’d already killed two of them and looked ready to take on the rest.”

      She raised an eyebrow at his version of events but didn’t call him out on it. Instead, she lifted her head, straightened her shoulders and cocked her head to the side as she stared at the crowd. Kirsty’s lips tugged up at the side as she shrugged. “I don’t know about that. I mean, what girl doesn’t want to be rescued by an Alpha and his big strong Wolves?”

      Kade watched as the women in the crowd nodded, some giggling like schoolgirls as the men’s chests puffed out. He was taken aback at her words, tone, and body language, each of them portraying a capable and strong woman with a wicked sense of humor. Hell, even he was grinning as she turned and winked up at him.

      “Kirsty will be staying with us and so will Leia.” Kade reached down and patted the Shepherd’s head as she sat patiently beside her owner. “This is important, please ensure Leia is able to roam free but you must make sure she’s safe at all times. Understood?”

      Everyone nodded; some of the younger kids itching to come forward but wary of the dog’s imposing size. “She’s friendly and won’t harm anyone, unless there’s a threat to Kirsty. In that situation, she’ll rip a throat out in a second.”

      Again, Kirsty looked at him, covering her surprise at his words expertly as he motioned some of the wee bairns forward. “Aye, it’s okay to come play with her. In fact, could you take her and see if you can find the rabbits I told Dara to bring back for her? She’s in need of a good feed and I’m sure you’ll be able to teach her how to tackle her first fully raw prey? Am I right?”

      Jimmy Middleton stepped forward, the almost eleven-year-old patting his chest. “I can teach her, Alpha.”

      “Thanks, laddie, I’m sure Leia and you will get on just fine.”

      Jimmy petted Leia for a moment before leaning down and hugging her tight. “Come on, lass, I’ve got some food fer ye.”

      And off they went, Leia yipping and prancing about while Jimmy led the gaggle of excited bairns as they rushed away. Kirsty watched nervously as her dog disappeared. Kade closed the distance between them. “She’ll be fine. I promise they’ll look after her and trust me, she’ll find you when she wants to. Your scent is unique, and she’ll always be able to hone in on your whereabouts, especially here.”

      “Thanks, I guess I’m just not used to not having her right here—” Kirsty’s hand hit her thigh before she frowned at him. “Why especially here?”

      “Because you’re the only full human in the camp, and trust me, Princess, your aroma is like nothing else on Mother Earth’s planet.”

      He watched as her eyes widened, a soft blush spreading across her cheeks before she tore her eyes away asking. “Full human?”

      “Yes, we have some . . . unique people here but we can discuss that later, over dinner.”

      His acute hearing caught the murmurs as they spread throughout the assembled crowd. Some people were catching on about just who Kirsty was but he didn’t want her hearing it from anyone but him, so he gently took her elbow before addressing the Pack. “Lennox and Dara will put in place some extra measures for now, but I’ll be leading a hunting party tomorrow to ensure our land is clear of rogues. I’ll also contact the Council and alert them to the atrocious acts they’ve committed, but I will not be waiting for any Enforcers. I’ll be hunting these rogues down myself and taking care of them personally. Liaise with the Betas and be ready to leave at dawn.”

      Kade nodded at Fraser before leading Kirsty away, heading toward his cabin. He had never been nervous in his life but right now, his insides churned like the river in full flow of a salmon run. What if she didn’t like his home? His people, his camp, his way of life? Bugger it, he felt as nervous as he’d been on the night of his very first transformation. Not even losing his virginity had been this nerve-wracking, his long strides slowing as members of the Pack interrupted them, welcoming Kirsty and giving him quick knowing glances.

      She was oblivious as they made their way through the camp, finally arriving at his home. Set back from the rest of the camp, nearest to the road leading into their glen, his pride and joys parked outside. His brand-new Jaguar F-Type and his cherished vintage Norton Commando bike, one he, Lennox and Dara had rebuilt together. Its chrome sparkled as the last of the sun caught the silver that stood out against the scarlet red of the tank.

      “Wow, you’ve got a Norton?” Kirsty whistled, stopping to give it the once over. “My granddad used to have one and he’d take me out when I was little. He’d make me loop my hands in his belt to hold on and I wasn’t allowed to tell Mum ‘cause she’d have a fit. I’d wear his helmet and it was far too big for me but it was the only one he had and he’d refuse to allow me to ride with him unless I wore it.”

      She shook her head, a faraway look on her face as her fingers trailed along the saddle. “My nan kept that damn thing for years after he died. She couldn’t bear to part with it, not until she got sick and had to move in with us. She had to get rid of many things then and the bike was one of them. I can still remember how I felt when he would take me out. It was magical.”

      “I’ll take you out for a ride once we’ve got the rogue problem dealt with.” Kade stepped up behind her, desperate to take her in his arms and pull her back against him.

      His longing for his mate grew stronger with each passing second, his desire for her was far more potent than he realized possible. He was thankful when Skye interrupted, her quiet voice breaking the moment.

      “Kade, I’m glad you’re home safely. Dinner is almost ready.”

      Kirsty spun around looking between Skye and him and back again before her face seemed to close down. Skye’s usual nervousness meant that she did not make eye contact as Kirsty cocked her head to the side staring at his helper. What was going on?

      “Skye, this is Kirsty, she’ll be staying with me, together with her dog who is away with the kids just now. I just don’t want you to get a fright when she appears. She’s a German Shepherd and quite large but you don’t need to be scared of her. Okay?”

      “A dog?” Skye’s eyes flitted to his, fearful.

      “She’s friendly, I promise.” Kade tried to reassure her. “Now, what were you saying about dinner?”

      “It just needs another five minutes and then I can dish up,” Skye answered, her voice quieter and shaky.

      “Honestly, Leia won’t harm you.” Kade reiterated as he walked up the stairs, patting her shoulder. “She’s no threat to anyone here and neither is Kirsty. Everything is fine, Skye.”

      “If you say so, Alpha,” Skye replied so softly he knew she was on the verge of one of her panic attacks.

      “I can dish up,” he said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and ushering her away. “I’ll see you tomorrow sometime. I’ll be away by dawn but Kirsty will be here, I want you to look after her for me. Can you do that?”

      “And the dog?” Skye almost whimpered, the sound obviously affecting Kirsty as she came forward.

      “Leia won’t hurt you, she’s friendly and playful, but I can be there to introduce you two and if you’re still scared I can keep her in my room, or outside. I wouldn’t want you to be upset because of me, or Leia.”

      “I’ll be here before you leave, Alpha. You can’t go out without a proper breakfast,” Skye said quickly, shooting Kirsty a quick glance before rushing off.
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      “Is she okay? I’ve not upset her, have I?” Kirsty looked after Skye as she sped away.

      “No, it’s all right, she gets spooked easily.” Kade ran a hand through his hair sighing. “Long story short, she was prisoner of some rogues and they treated her as only rogues would. I rescued her and she’s been here ever since. She’s still nervous around most of the Pack too, so it’s not you. Any change upsets her.”

      “Oh, I see—” Kirsty shook her head. “So she’s not your . . . well, you know? I thought you and her were . . .”

      “What? No, nothing like that.” Kade rushed to quash that thought. “I don’t have anyone special in my life. Skye keeps house for me since I lost my parents, cooks, does the shopping and takes care of things that are time consuming. It’s not that I can’t do stuff, my mother made me do my own chores from a young age, it’s that I just don’t have the time. An Alpha’s life is busy, so she keeps things in order and frees up my time to take care of the Pack.”

      “So you can cook, clean, do your own laundry?” Kirsty asked, eyebrow raised.

      “I can when the need arises,” Kade confirmed.

      “Good to know,” she said, her eyes smiling. “I don’t like guys who just order women around and expect them to do all the household stuff. Well, especially if they expect me to do it.”

      “Shouldn’t a couple be a team? Work together and do what they are good at?” Kade queried as he waved her through the door.

      “I guess, but I’m not very domesticated.” Kirsty stopped, looking around the large lounge before continuing. “I preferred helping my dad on the farm rather than my mum in the house. I’m afraid I’m not a great cook, and it’s not unheard of me putting something red in amongst a light wash and turning everything pink.”

      Kade chuckled at the thought, especially the vision of Skye’s outrage if that ever happened. “Skye’s employed by the Pack to take care of those things here, so you don’t have to worry about that happening.”

      “I just hope she’s not too scared of Leia, she seems very . . . skittish.”

      Kade placed the shotgun on top of the dresser to the side of the door. “She is. She’s been here for a few years now, and I keep hoping she’ll improve, but she’s never fully told anyone what happened to her. I guess she has demons she still has to face.”

      “That’s why she’s here, isn’t it?” Kirsty asked. “Because you’re Alpha. You have a calming effect on her, don’t you?”

      He was surprised at her correct assumption and intuition. “Yes, but how did you know that?”

      She wandered away, her fingers trailing along the tartan throw over the back of one of the sofas. “Because you have that effect on people, me included. I’m not quite sure how it works, this Alpha thing of yours, but it does.”

      He remained silent as he watched her inspect his home. She walked around, picking up a book or two from the large bookcase, carefully replacing them before moving on. Touching items as she went, she traversed the room, her red hair catching the breeze coming from the kitchen and floating around her. The wind also brought her scent to his nostrils, causing them to flare as he inhaled deeply.

      She was exquisite, her aroma a bouquet of wild flowers and musk, his cock twitching to life in his jeans as his beast prowled impatiently. How the hell was he going to do this? Under normal circumstances, his mate would recognize him for who and what he was and they’d already be in bed by now. With Kirsty, things were most definitely not going to take the traditional course, and he wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to control himself, or his Wolf.

      “Food.” He almost groaned as he fought to rid his mind of the visions coursing through his brain. Ones where Kirsty lay beneath him as he brought her to orgasm repeatedly. Oh hell, this was going to be torture. The Goddess had played him a harsh hand sending a human as his mate.

      “I beg your pardon? Are you okay? You sound a bit strange.”

      “I’m fine,” he replied far too quickly, striding toward the kitchen. “I think dinner’s ready. I hope you’re hungry because Skye always makes far too much food.”

      “I’m a bit peckish,” Kirsty answered as she followed him.

      Her scent invading him as he passed her, his beast prowling around, demanding he mark her as theirs.

      “I can’t! She has no idea that she is ours.” He tried to appease the Wolf but knew it wouldn’t do anything to calm the rising mating-call.

      “Your home is beautiful, not exactly what I thought it’d be, and I don’t just mean your house.”

      Kade couldn’t respond immediately, too intent on controlling his mounting desire, and he took several deep breaths. “Thank you, I think. What exactly did you expect?”

      Kirsty shrugged as she looked around the spotless, modern kitchen. Kade checked that there was an iron pot stand in the middle of the oak table before retrieving the casserole from the oven. Uncovering the fresh baked bread, he set another place at the table before grabbing a chilled bottle of wine and two glasses.

      “I’ve no idea what I expected but this community wasn’t it.” She shuffled from one foot to the next, looking embarrassed. “Sorry, that sounds cheeky and I don’t mean to be rude. I’ve just not had much interaction with Shifters and although I’d love to chat more about everything, could we put that off for just a wee while? I really need to have a quick clean up and use the bathroom.”

      “Of course.” He pointed down the hall to his right. “There’s one just down there, first door you come to.”

      “Thanks,” she mumbled as she rushed away.

      Kade let out a long groan, relieved for the reprieve of being alone. He had no idea how to approach this. She was human and knew nothing of their ways so blurting out she was his would probably not be the best course of action. He had visions of her running for her gun and loading it to keep him at bay while he tried to explain. Shit, he was up the proverbial shit creek with no paddles in sight.

      Soft knocking on the back door had him almost jumping out of his skin, a soft snarl on his face as he spun around.

      Lennox’s cheeky face peering through the glass. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure—” Kade waved him in. “Make it quick though, Kirsty’s just gone to freshen up.”

      Lennox left the door open, leaning against the countertop and crossing his arms. “She’s human.”

      Kade exhaled, shaking his head. “Stating the obvious, Len. What’s your point?”

      “What are you going to? How’re you going to explain things to her?”

      Kade busied himself with stirring the casserole before answering. “No fecking idea, got any pointers?”

      “Nope,” Lennox replied, grinning like an idiot.

      “Wipe that stupid smirk off your face, this is serious.”

      “I know.” Lennox stepped toward him, palms held out in surrender. “I’m sorry, but don’t you find it just a little bit funny that the one person the old Legends that Fraser rambled on about, and that’s been picked for you, is someone who has no knowledge of said Legend or even of our ways?”

      Kade scowled at his friend. “No, I don’t find that funny in the least. In fact, I find it so far from funny that I feel like ripping something apart. So, if I were you, I wouldn’t poke the beast.”

      “Sorry,” Lennox said, his tone not sorry in the least. “But I guess you should start by explaining all things Wolf to your mate and she might just catch on. After all, she is attracted to you. I know you’re aware of that because I sure as hell am. I could scent it on her just as much as I could tell she was embarrassed about her reaction to you.”

      “Aye,” Kade conceded. “I’m aware of that but I’m having a hard time controlling myself around her. Hells bells, in normal circumstances she’d be in my bed right now.”

      “I know,” Lennox agreed. “I’m sorry for making a joke about it, Kade. This must be awful for you but I just want you to know that I’ll take care of the Pack so you can focus on your mate.”

      “Thanks.” Kade blew out a long breath, running a hand down his face. “Can you call the Council for me? I can’t face those pompous arses right now. I’d probably lose my cool and end up saying the wrong things and putting the Pack in a bad light. Also, make sure the camp is well guarded just in case any of those rogues decides to pay us a visit. I won’t allow them to put any of our people in danger, and ensure we have a decent hunting party ready for tomorrow.”

      “Sure, I’ll call the Council straight away,” Lennox said seriously. “Then I’ll meet with Dara and Isla to get guards in place and organize a hunting party for tomorrow.”

      “Good, but I also want guards on Kirsty at all times until we eliminate any threat. She’s too damn important to take any chances with.”

      Lennox crossed his arms, nodding. “I understand that, Alpha. I’ll ensure she’s safe, and you don’t need to tell me that. I know how important she is.”

      “What the blazes do you mean?” Kirsty asked, her shocked voice surprising them both.

      Lennox scrambled for the door hastily as he threw over his shoulder. “See you in the morning.”

      Kirsty glared at Kade, head cocked to the side as her eyes blazed. “Well? What was that all about?”

      Her chest rose and fell as she breathed deeply, obviously upset and worried at what she’d overheard. He was more upset at himself for being so preoccupied he hadn’t noticed her arrival. Damn. What should he do? Lie? Try to placate her with half-truths? Somehow, he didn’t think either of those two scenarios would go down well.

      Especially when she crossed her arms and started to tap a foot, one eyebrow raising expectantly. “Why don’t we sit down and we can talk while we eat? I’ll try and explain everything but it will probably seem strange to you, so all I ask is that you hear me out. Okay?”

      Her eyes sparkled with . . . something he wasn’t quite sure of, his senses picking up a touch of an otherworldly aura as she hesitated. What was that? It was there only briefly but he’d definitely sensed it, his eyes scanning her for any more signs as she slowly walked to the table and sat down.

      “I’m telling you right now, I have a kinda sixth-sense when it comes to bullshit so don’t try and fob me off with lies. I want to know what you two were talking about, especially the part about me being important to you and the Pack.”

      Kade kept eye contact as he joined her. “I won’t lie to you but before I start, can you explain what you mean about your sixth-sense?”

      As he ladled out the beef casserole and poured their wine, she shrugged. “Apparently, I get it from my grandmother. She was a little strange and could see the future, well, sometimes. She did readings for people and some even called her a Witch, but that is just silly. She just had some special gifts and she used to tell me I had them too. I don’t know if I do but I do know that I can tell when someone is lying to me. I can feel it in here,” she patted her chest, “and my skin tingles. It’s weird but it’s never let me down. So, Mr. Alpha, don’t lie.”

      Maybe this explained his earlier feeling. Her grandmother may have had second sight and passed it down to Kirsty. Humans scoffed at such things that Shifters took for granted.

      “I don’t usually lie,” Kade said, nodding to the food. “At worst, I’ll omit the truth to save someone from being hurt, or if the information would put the Pack in danger. Other than that, I speak my mind and rarely care about the consequences.”

      “In that case, we won’t have a problem.”

      “Let’s get some food inside us and we’ll talk as we eat.” Kade slathered butter on his bread, shoving it into his mouth so he had a few more moments before he had to answer her.

      When she raised her eyebrow again he guessed she knew what he had done, and why.

      Oh boy, this was not going to be easy. Barely managing to swallow the food in his mouth, he gulped down almost the full glass of wine, pouring himself another and downing that too before taking in a deep calming breath and meeting her eyes.

      “Firstly, I need you to stay calm and not freak out.”
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      Okay that was probably not the best way to start the conversation. Not when Kirsty’s eyebrows shot up and disappeared beneath her hair as she spluttered on the wine she had just sipped.

      Her face turning red as wine dribbled down her chin, her hand swiped at his as she glared. He heard himself apologizing as her face returned to normal. “Sorry.”

      “You do realize that when someone tells you to not freak out that that’s exactly what you do?” Kirsty shook her head. “Pray tell, just what is it that I’m supposed to not freak out about?”

      Kade’s head fell back, frustration growing inside him and causing him to fight for control when all he wanted to do was leap across the table and kiss his mate. “Kirsty, do you know anything about Shifters? Anything at all? How we find our mates? What they mean to us? What family means to us?”

      His voice came out hoarse, strangled, and full of emotion as he finally looked over at her surprised face.

      “Hmm, not a lot. I’ve only heard rumors that Wolves only have one person they love and that it’s for life. You don’t have divorce, or cheat on your wives, and as far as I can gather, family is important to you.”

      “That doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Kade replied softly. “Wolves have a soul-mate. One person the Goddess perfects for us. One person in the whole universe that is created just for us. They are like one half of us, we are two halves that come together to make a whole unit. A Shifter will do anything for their mate, they will protect them, love them, they will literally die for them. They are everything to a Wolf and for an Alpha that is doubly so. An Alpha is made stronger with a mate by his side. His mate makes him stronger, stabilizes him and the Pack. It’s a precious gift that is the most joyous thing that can be given to anyone, but for an Alpha there are no words to describe just how important that person would be.”

      “I see,” Kirsty said, looking thoughtful for a moment. “It sounds almost magical.”

      “It is.” Kade nodded enthusiastically. “Very. When a Wolf meets their mate, they know, it is what could be called magical. They know by scent, sight, as soon as they meet, they know, and very soon afterward they mate.”

      He watched as a host of emotions ran across her face, confusion, shock, and he dared to hope that he saw a flicker of realization there. Her eyes dropped to the table as she picked up a fork and started to eat slowly, not a word passing her lips for long minutes as he sat and stared at her.

      “Mate is a strange word,” she finally said, refusing to look at him. Instead, she picked up her wine and gulped half of it down.

      “Not to us it isn’t.” He reached over, refilling her glass. “We don’t marry the person that means the world to us because marriages can be dissolved, but that rarely happens with Shifters. I will not lie and say it never happens. There are times when a mating is perpetuated to make alliances between Packs, but that happened more frequently centuries ago. It rarely happens now, so I can say, hand on heart, that there is nobody in my Pack that will ever leave his or her mate. They are all soul-mates and would rather die than be parted from the one they love. Our love runs hotter, deeper, more real than anything you’ll find in the human world, Kirsty.”

      Again, she remained silent, the clock above the window ticking away loudly in the silence as he waited. Kirsty’s head remained bowed, her red hair falling to hide her face from view, and he dearly wanted to reach over and move it out of the way. He kept control of his hand, barely, as his teeth ground together, terrified he had scared her witless.

      Her dainty hand reached for her glass, her soft lips sipping down her wine before her emerald eyes turned to him. “Is that why I’m important?”

      Hell. She had made the leap without any further prodding from him. He merely nodded, smiling over at her. “Yes. That’s exactly why you’re so important.”

      Sadness flashed across her face, tears sprang in her eyes as she gulped great gasps of air as she whispered, “So Lennox thinks I’m his mate?”

      Oh hell no! Kade’s heart almost exploded in his chest at her wrong assumption. His chair flew backward as he leaped out of it, falling to his knees next to her and grasping her hand in one of his. “No! No, not at all. Lennox is not your mate, Kirsty. Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “I heard him say he knew how important I was and that he’d make sure I was guarded and safe. And earlier, in front of the Pack, his Wolf was there by my side as if he was warning everyone to stay away.” She gasped, several tears breaking free to roll down her cheek. “After what you’ve just said, I put two and two together.”

      “And came up with five.” Kade reached up, his finger gently wiping away her tears. “Lennox is definitely not your mate, Kirsty, although as Pack Beta he will always protect you. With his life if need be. But, the fact is that the one that’s your mate is me.”

      Her body relaxed against the chair, her shoulders dropping, her eyes clearing of tears, even as a blush spread up her neck and onto her cheeks. “Oh,” was all she managed.

      “Oh, indeed,” Kade replied, leaning in for a gentle kiss, barely brushing his lips over hers before forcing himself to pull back. “I don’t want to scare you away but it’s really hard for me right now. Usually as soon as we find our mate we, well, we . . .”

      He wasn’t sure how to voice it delicately but the look on Kirsty’s face told him she knew what he meant. Her eyes twinkled cheekily. “I guess you go straight to the wedding night, huh?”

      “You could say that,” he said chuckling. “But I understand you don’t know our ways and you’ll need time to adjust to things, get to know me, and the Pack. I’ll try my best not to rush you into anything.”

      “I’m not a prude and I’m not a young lassie, Kade, but yes, I’ll need some time to digest this.” Kirsty leaned forward, her fingers wrapping in his hair. “I’m relieved about Lennox though, he’s definitely not the one I’m attracted to.”

      Then her lips landed on his in a scorching kiss that had his cock standing to attention and straining for freedom. Her tongue lashed against his as she held him firmly in place, a soft groan escaping her throat before she pulled back.

      “Whew, I better stop before I get carried away. You’re a rather intoxicating man, Kade MacKenzie.”

      “I don’t mind you getting carried away.” He smirked, licking his lips to savor the taste of her.

      “I bet you don’t, and although I said I’m no prude, I’ve never gone to bed on the first night, ever. I don’t plan on changing that, not even for you.”

      Kade withdrew, respecting her wishes as he rose. “I understand. Now, is there anything you’d like to ask me?”

      Her eyes widened as she nodded vigorously. “Hell, yes, of course there is. I have a million things in my head right now but I’m not sure where to start. Maybe another glass of wine will help, and you can start by telling me a little more about you, your life, how you became Alpha and I’ll probably interrupt as you go.”

      “Sure.” Kade went to retrieve another bottle of wine. “What if we go through to the sitting room and make ourselves comfortable and we can get started?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Kirsty followed him, settling in the corner of one of his favorite sofas, pulling her legs up and the cover from the back down to cover her.

      He filled her glass then went to the door, opening it slightly before returning to sit next to her. “I think Leia will be back soon,” he said in explanation.

      “Oh my gosh, I totally forgot she wasn’t here.” Kirsty’s hand flew to her mouth in shock. “That’s awful! I forgot about her completely.”

      “No, you didn’t. You just had some other things on your mind, that’s all.” Kade eased her worry. “Anyway, she’s having fun. I’ve been listening out for her and she’s playing with the pups . . . sorry, bairns.”

      “You call your kids pups? Shoot, I have an awful lot to learn about your people. It’s all so strange.”

      “Not strange, just different to what you’re used to but that’s what I’m here for. Let’s get started.”
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      The next hour or so flew by, Kirsty pumping him for information on all things Wolf. Her eyes twinkling with mischief in places, concern in others. Kade did his best to allay any fears she had and hoped he’d done a good job. If he’d mucked up, he might lose her, and that was not something he could contemplate. It would be the death of him, probably literally. At the very least, it would drive him insane and then the Council would step in, and that would not end well.

      It was as his mind wandered to the ramifications of losing his mate, that Kirsty moved closer, her hand shaking his shoulder. “Hey, are you all right?”

      “What? Och, aye, I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not. What were you thinking about just then?”

      Kade thought about evading her question, or just plain out lying, before he shook his head at himself. “Sorry, I was just about to try and not answer you. I didn’t want to alarm you with my answer but I don’t want to start off our . . . relationship that way.”

      Kirsty’s eyes widened for a moment, her lips pursing together. “I don’t like secrets, they’re not a good way to begin any relationship, whether it’s between friends, or a man and woman.”

      “I know,” Kade agreed. “That’s why I’ll tell you but I’m scared and that’s not something I’ll ever admit to anyone else, ever.”

      He paused, allowing his words to sink in. Kirsty’s body leaning toward him slightly, enough for him to wrap an arm around her shoulder and pull her against him. “I’m Alpha and we never show weakness, never admit we’re worried, or scared, and that’s the truth of things. The only time we do is with our mate, it’s a special bond that allows us to be completely open and honest. It also helps us to be able to vent and, on occasion, be vulnerable with that one person.”

      “That’s a hell of a burden to carry on your shoulders.”

      “I’m Alpha,” he said simply.

      “I’m just beginning to understand what that means. So, tell me, what were you thinking about that had you looking so worried there?”

      Kade heaved in a huge breath, letting it out slowly before he spoke, his voice soft and low as he tried to explain, knowing it must sound crazy. “When an Alpha finds their mate, I’ve explained about that, and how fast they join and bond together. Well, what I didn’t explain was what would happen if they don’t follow through and mate.”

      Kirsty frowned. “That never happens? Like, there’s never a time when they meet and they’re like, hell no, I hate this person?”

      Kade chuckled at her perception and innocence. “No, that doesn’t happen. Well, not to my knowledge anyway. The Goddess doesn’t pair a couple that is not a good match. She ensures that they’re perfect for each other, in every way.”

      Her green eyes twinkled as she stared up at him, her head nestled against his shoulder. “I wish it were like that for everyone. Too many people give up at the first hurdle and when there are kids involved it’s tough on them.”

      “Family is the most important thing to us,” Kade reiterated firmly.

      “I’m beginning to understand that, but carry on, tell me what would happen if an Alpha doesn’t mate once they find their soul-mate.”

      “First, I need to say that this is a very rare occurrence—” Kade paused, not sure how she would take the shocking news but knowing he couldn’t sugar coat the truth. “But if a mate was kept from an Alpha then he would go crazy, as in mentally unstable. His Wolf would fight to be free to hunt for her to seal their bond. In those instances, the Council would need to be called in, as a matter of urgency, to deal with the situation. An out of control Alpha is dangerous, and only the Council would be able to take care of it, but it wouldn’t end well for the Wolf in question.”

      He watched her closely as a gamut of emotion ran over her face, her body quivered as shock coursed through her. She raised her glass, failing to drink her wine as her hand trembled. Kade reached up, steadying it with his so she could sip some of the liquid before her eyes found his. “I didn’t realize it was such a serious problem. What would the Council do?”

      Kade sighed; again, he did not want to reveal the severity of the consequences but knew he could not hold back. If he did, then she would never trust him. “Firstly, they’d capture the Wolf to stop him from harming anyone. In his crazed state, he might hurt someone trying to reach his mate. He would not be himself, reason would have completely gone and that is why he would be dangerous. That’s the first item on their agenda. Stop him from causing any damage to anyone.”

      “Okay, that’s understandable,” Kirsty agreed. “Then what? Can they help him?”

      “Sadly, no.” Kade shook his head. “Once we find our mate there is only one thing we feel inside and that’s an all-encompassing love and the need to be with that person. We have to love them, protect them, and cherish them from the second we find them. If they’re taken from us, then we will hunt for them until we find them and make them ours. If we cannot do that, then it’s as if our mind just kind of shatters, and as far as I’m aware there is no way to fix it. They’ve tried, over the centuries, to find a way but nothing works, and they can only deal with the aftermath and stop the beast from causing any damage.”

      “What exactly does that entail?” Kirsty asked, her voice barely a whisper as she nibbled her lip.

      He could feel her fear, despair running through her as she waited on his answer. Kade was almost certain she knew what he was going to say, her heart speeding up as she gazed up at him. Her green eyes wide, full of anguish, a stray lock of hair falling to lay across her cheek.

      “They sometimes use a ceremony that ends with the Wolf remaining in beast form, with no memory of their human side, and therefore no thoughts of their mate. The beast is restrained in a prison, of sorts, with others like it, for the remainder of its life, which can be a very long time. However, it isn’t always successful and can result in their death.”

      Her hand flew to her chest, tears springing to her eyes, but not a word did she utter. Silence surrounded them as she fought for control and he wondered if he had gone too far. It was a lot to take in for anyone not familiar with their ways. Would she run from him? Would the burden be too much for her?

      Could he have worded it differently? Softened the blow to make it sound not quite so devastating? However, if he had he would be lying and that would not be right. It wasn’t who he was and it wasn’t how he wanted to start their life off. Shit. That’s if they even had a life together after he had dropped such a bombshell. One he was sure she felt squarely on her shoulders.

      “Kirsty,” he started but her hand shot up silencing him.

      She took a great gulping breath in, her face turning up with a look of utter compassion. “I had no idea that’s what would happen. I can’t even fathom what that would mean to someone as strong and powerful as you. You’re obviously dedicated to your Pack and to not be able to do that would be awful but to be disabled and . . . and . . . mutilated like that. I have no words. It sounds barbaric and like something out of the dark ages.”

      Reaching up, her hand cupped the side of his face. He leaned into it, her touch soothing his soul and his beast. “It may sound barbaric but it’s the only solution that ensures others’ safety and that’s the most important point for any of us. I, for one, would rather die than cause harm to anyone whilst lost to the frenzy that would overtake me if my mate was taken from me before we could bond.”

      Kirsty’s head tilted back, her lips parting in invitation, her soft words igniting his passion. “Kiss me.”

      His mouth covered hers quickly, tongues tangling, his strong arms moving her onto his lap, holding her tightly against him as he devoured her. Her scent invading him, her taste like summer strawberries and wild heather in full bloom, ingraining itself inside him. His heart and soul soaring to heights he’d only heard tales of.

      She was his. His mate. The one and only woman made for him and he would never let her go.

      Her hands snuck beneath his clothes, a moan escaping him when her fingers danced across his bare skin. His cock throbbed with a need so great he wasn’t sure he’d be able to contain himself much longer. A soft mewling from Kirsty was almost his undoing, her teeth nipping at his lip sending him over the edge.

      Kade tightened his hold on her, cradling her in his arms and standing, ready to whisk her to his room to worship her body. That was the plan until his front door flew open, banging loudly a moment before a large furry body barreled into him, knocking him on his ass.

      Luckily, said ass landed back on the sofa, Kirsty still in his arms, albeit their lips were no longer locked together. “What the hell?”

      “Leia!” Kirsty gasped, giggling as the Shepherd jumped all over them excitedly.

      “Sorry, Alpha, she got away fae me.” Little Jimmy flew through the door, face flushed, his freckles bright and shiny as he slid to a stop. “She’s had two full rabbits, ate all oh them, fur, guts, the lot. Then we took her for a run and played chase for a while but she suddenly just took off wae her nose tae the ground and found her way here. Guess she wanted tae get back to her master.”

      Jimmy stopped, scratching his head. “Nae, that’s no right. Mistress, ain’t it, Alpha?”

      “Aye, Jimmy, Kirsty is her owner. Thank you for looking after her for us.”

      Jimmy beamed with pride, his wee chest puffing out. “Nae bother, Alpha. Can I come and play wae her tomorrow?”

      “That’s not my decision, Jimmy. You’ll need to ask Kirsty.”

      Jimmy frowned, looking at Kade then Kirsty. “Sorry, I thought I did. Is Kirsty no Alpha tae? Or should I call her Mistress Alpha?”

      Kade fought to control himself, knowing the laddie was being deadly serious. “Mistress Alpha isn’t required, no, Jimmy. Kirsty, is it all right if Leia goes out to play tomorrow?”

      Before she could answer Jimmy butted in. “I’ll make sure she’s fed and I’ll introduce her to everyone and I’ll tell them all that she’s tae be protected, just like the Alpha said earlier. I promise tae look after her. Honest.”

      Kirsty looked very solemn as she addressed the boy. “If you promise to take good care of her. She’s very precious to me, Jimmy, so it’s a big responsibility.”

      “I promise,” Jimmy said quickly, making a cross over his heart.

      “All right, you can come get her in the morning. Thank you for looking after her for me today.”

      “Nae problem, Alpha Kirsty.” Jimmy looked behind him, checking there was nobody listening. “I’ve always wanted a dog but my da keeps saying what did I want a dog fur when I’ve got a Pack of Wolves. He disnae understand, ya know?”

      “I do know.” Kirsty nodded, smiling. “She’s a very special dog too, she’s smart and loyal. She’s also lots of fun, so enjoy her as much as I do and you’re welcome to play with her anytime you like. Just remember to let me know so I don’t worry. Okay?”

      “Aye!” Jimmy nodded vigorously. “Bye, see you in the morning, Leia.”

      Leia jumped down from the sofa, licking Jimmy’s face and wagging her tail before Jimmy reluctantly left. “I better go. Nite.”

      “Goodnight, lad.” Kade waved the youngster away, waiting until he’d closed the door before snuggling against Kirsty, chuckling. “Looks like Leia has joined the Pack just fine.”

      “Yes, seems like it.” Kirsty ran a hand through Leia’s fur before the Shepherd wandered off to settle down on the rug beside the front door.

      “Now, where were we?” Kade leaned in for another kiss but Kirsty pushed her hands against his chest, shaking her head.

      “I think I was getting carried away earlier,” she said, raising an eyebrow and piercing him with those impossibly green eyes. “You make it far too easy to forget my ‘never on the first night’ rule, Kade.”

      Damn. His cock still throbbed beneath her backside but he certainly wasn’t going to push her. “I think you feel it too, Princess. The mating call isn’t just on my side or you wouldn’t feel as you do, but I respect your feelings. Why don’t I show you to your room?”

      “That’s a good idea.” She wiggled to get off him. “I think I’ll be having a shower before bed, a bloody cold one.”

      “Tell me about it,” he retorted, rising to adjust himself before leading her upstairs.

      Kirsty turned, obviously surprised when Leia didn’t follow. Kade saw the Shepherd sound asleep and smiled. “She looks right at home, leave her be. You can leave your door open if you want, and she can join you later if she’s of a mind to.”

      “But I’ve never slept alone since I got her,” Kirsty whispered, wavering on the bottom stair, her bottom lip quivering just a little.

      “You don’t need to ever sleep alone again.” Kade tilted his head to the side. “You’re more than welcome to sleep in my room. I promise I won’t try anything.”

      Holding his hands up, he carried on quickly. “I mean it. You’ve gone through a hell of a lot today. You’ve been chased by rogues, you’ve killed two, got knocked out, been brought here, met me and my Pack. Jeez, that’s a tough day for anyone. I’m just saying that you don’t need to be alone tonight.”

      Kirsty looked longingly at her pet then back up at Kade. “I’m not used to being on my own but I’m a big girl. I could manage it if I wanted to. But I guess I just don’t want to. No wandering hands though, or you’ll find out what it feels like to get on my wrong side. Trust me, that’s not somewhere you want to be.”

      Kade backed up the stairs. “I would never do anything to upset you, Princess. You have no idea how much that would hurt me. I think you should talk to some of the Pack tomorrow, maybe some of the women who are mated, and find out a little more about how this works. I think you’ll be surprised when they fill you in on things. I’ve done a piss poor job of it if you’re under the impression I could do anything that could cause you any distress, hurt, or suffering. For now, we’ll get some rest and tomorrow is another day. Okay?”

      “Fine,” she said, following him warily.
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      Kirsty was rudely awakened with a wet nose pressed against her cheek, quickly followed by a rough tongue licking her face. “Leia, stop,” she wailed as she pushed her dog out of the way.

      Leia pounced up, her front paws on the bed and tail wagging furiously. “Give me a minute to wake up at least, girl.”

      Kirsty wiped the sleep from her eyes, stretching and looking around. “Shoot,” she said, realizing she’d had a damn good sleep in Kade’s bed and hadn’t even felt him leave. She felt a pang of regret at missing the opportunity to see him possibly naked, maybe even wet from a shower. Dang, that would have been some sight, and she’d slept right through it.

      A clock on the chest of drawers told her it was way past dawn so she hadn’t even been there to tell him to be careful. He was already well on his way to hunt down rogues, a dangerous mission, and she’d not been there to let him know how worried she was for him. Some way to start the whole “mate” thing.

      She got up, patting Leia for a few moments before having a quick shower and brushing her teeth. Kade had given her a toothbrush last night and she’d scrubbed her teeth clean before they’d had a chaste goodnight kiss. He’d kept true to his word, not attempting any kind of “naughty business” other than holding her close as they spooned in his huge bed. His hard body, full of strength, taut muscles, and oozing pure power had given her the best night’s sleep she’d had since her parents had died.

      From the moment she had set eyes on the stunning Alpha, she’d felt the tug toward him. Something deep inside urging her in his direction. It had confused her, even angered her, until he’d explained this mating malarkey. Then things fell into place and she couldn’t deny that the thought of having Kade as her “soul-mate” made her feel a happiness she thought she’d never have.

      She knew she still had a lot to learn. Shit, she knew next to nothing about Shifters, but she was a quick study and the fact she felt safe for the first time in ages went a long way to easing her concerns. Now all she had to do was try to figure out what being Kade’s mate entailed. Kirsty thought she had a lot of questions to ask but wasn’t quite sure where to start.

      Dressing in her one set of clean clothes, she followed Leia downstairs, finding an impatient Jimmy waiting. He shuffled from foot to foot, his face lighting up when Leia bounded down the last few steps, prancing around him.

      “Leia!” he shouted, crouching down to grab her ruff, shaking her and shoving his face into her fur. “I missed ye, lass. Are ye hungry?”

      Leia barked, tail swishing around furiously. “I think that’s a yes.” Kirsty laughed.

      “Can I take her?” Jimmy asked, his eyes imploringly cute.

      “Of course you can, just be careful and make sure she’s safe. Okay?”

      “Aye, I’ll guard her wae my life,” Jimmy replied seriously.

      “I don’t think that’s required but if there’s anything dangerous, you get back here and get an adult. I don’t want you hurt either.”

      “Och, I’ll be fine. I know our land like the back oh ma hand.”

      Leia bolted to the open door, stopping to wait on Jimmy, her body quivering with excitement.

      “I think you’ve made a friend, Jimmy.”

      “Aye, I have,” he replied proudly, running after the Shepherd.

      “He loves animals.”

      Kirsty spun around, the soft voice surprising her.

      Skye stood at the kitchen door, wringing her hands nervously.

      “Oh, hi, sorry, you startled me.”

      Skye’s face flushed as she rushed to apologize. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “I know you didn’t. I’m just not equipped with your super-duper Wolf hearing so I wasn’t aware there was anyone here.”

      “I’ve made you some breakfast.” Skye still hadn’t made proper eye contact.

      Kirsty wondered if she ever did.

      However, if Skye spent her time here, working for Kade, she was probably a good place to start to find out what she needed to know about him, and the Pack.

      “Thank you, I really appreciate that.” Kirsty followed the nervous girl. “So, Skye, how long have you worked for Kade?”

      She tried to keep her tone friendly, conversational, but even so, she saw Skye tense up. Boy, this was going to be difficult.

      There were a few moments of awkward silence as Skye shuffled around, putting together a huge plate of food and bringing it to the table. “Do you want some juice or coffee?”

      “Coffee but I can get it myself. You don’t have to wait on me, Skye.”

      Skye shook her head, her dark blonde ponytail flying around. “I’ll get it. You get started on your breakfast.”

      “I’ll never manage to eat all this,” Kirsty joked, looking at the pile of food.

      “Sorry, I’m used to Kade’s appetite, he eats a lot.”

      “No apologies necessary, it looks delicious. Thank you very much for this.”

      Skye brought over a steaming mug of coffee, pushing a small milk bowl closer. Kirsty shook her head. “I take mine black, thanks. Why don’t you sit down so we can get to know each other?”

      Skye’s face had a look of horror on it as Kirsty prompted her. “Come on, Skye, it looks as if I’m going to be sticking around so I’d like us to be friends. I would appreciate if you could help me learn about the Pack. In fact, I’m clueless about most things to do with Shifters so could you please teach me?”

      She watched as the nervous girl wavered, her eyes flitting to the back door as if wondering if she could somehow make a run for it. Kirsty made one last attempt. “I’m sure Kade would be happy if you helped me.”

      Skye finally acquiesced, pulling a chair out and sitting down. “I don’t know how I can help you.”

      “I’m sure you can.” Kirsty tucked into her food, making appreciative noises. “This is wonderful. I’m so glad Kade has you. I can’t cook for toffee.”

      Skye gave her a shy smile. “Really?”

      “Aye.” Kirsty nodded, popping some bacon in her mouth and rolling her eyes. “This is to die for. I’m useless in the kitchen. I guess you’ll need to stick around or both Kade and I will starve to death.”

      “So it’s true? You’re his mate?” Skye asked quietly, her head bowed, eyes staring at the table.

      “It appears so, but I’m just learning about all of this soul-mate stuff,” Kirsty admitted, her own face blushing. “I can’t deny the pull to him but as I said, I know nothing about Wolves or Pack life. Can you teach me? Please, Skye, I’m struggling here and I don’t want to embarrass myself, or worse, Kade. I don’t think you’d want that either.”

      “What?” Skye’s head shot up, eyes wide and alarmed. “No, of course not. He saved me and gave me a home. I’d do anything for him. Of course I’ll help you.”

      “Wonderful,” Kirsty replied, smiling. “Right, first, my name is Kirsty and I’d like to be your friend, if you’d let me.”

      “I’ll help you,” Skye conceded.

      “Great, we can start there and maybe, in time, we can become friends.” Kirsty hoped she could break through the wariness and nervousness of the girl. “So, let’s start with what you think are the most important things I should know.”

      Skye looked thoughtful for several moments before she nodded to herself and began Kirsty’s crash course on all things Wolf. The next few hours were taken up with a wealth of information, so much so that she made Skye go get a pad and pen so she could take notes. Lots of notes.

      In fact, by the time they were finished, her hand was cramping, but she felt ready to head out and tackle her first foray into the Pack.

      “Thank you so much.” Kirsty’s words had Skye blushing, but she managed to keep eye contact briefly. Progress. “Before I head out, do you have any idea when Kade will be back? I’m kinda worried about him.”

      Skye gave her the briefest of smiles. “Och, you don’t have to worry about him. He’s very powerful and he’ll have plenty of guards with him. I bet Isla will be right there too. She’s the Pack Enforcer and she scares me. She’s really fierce and tough and I know for sure she’ll be right beside Kade ‘cause she’s passionately loyal to him and the Pack. He’ll be fine, Kirsty. I’m sure of it.”

      Kirsty couldn’t help but smile as Skye used her name for the first time and also because the young woman was trying hard to allay her fears. “Thanks, I hope you’re right. I’m not quite sure what’s going on, but the longer he’s away I’m getting a weird feeling in my belly. It’s like it’s filled with a swarm of butterflies having a party I’m not invited to.”

      Skye smirked. “I think you’re beginning to feel the effects of the mating bond too.”

      “Ya think?” Kirsty asked.

      “Aye, it’s not normal that two people who’ve found theirs are separated so soon afterward. I suspect Kade isn’t feeling too great either.”

      “I hope he’s okay.” Kirsty nibbled her bottom lip. “I don’t want him feeling bad because of me. I just met him and don’t know about all this stuff so . . .”

      She stopped, embarrassed that she’d been about to spill her innermost thoughts about her feelings for the sexy Alpha. Luckily, Skye seemed to understand.

      “That’s okay, you’re not to know our ways. Hopefully, after our wee talk you’ve got a better idea of things.”

      “I do.” Kirsty straightened her shoulders. “Be strong, keep eye contact, don’t appear weak. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      Skye nodded, doing the exact opposite. “Aye, you’ll need to be tough to be the Alpha’s mate.”

      “I hope I’m up to the task,” Kirsty mused aloud as she wandered to the door.

      She stopped, bracing herself before pulling the door open and stepping outside. The crisp air wafted over her as her eyes adjusted to the rare Scottish sunshine beating down. Scanning the area, she saw people going about in different directions, some glancing her way with surreptitious looks. Her stomach churned with nerves which she fought to tamp down, especially as Skye had warned that Shifters could sense, and scent, just about every emotion. Great.

      This was going to be far more difficult than she’d thought. She was good at “putting on a front” but if the people she was trying to impress could see right through her, or rather, smell right through her, then she wasn’t quite sure how she’d get on.

      The one thing she was certain of was the fact that she had to impress these people or she was up shit creek without a paddle. Taking a deep breath Kirsty straightened her back, stepping down and toward the nearest people she saw, hoping they were friendly.

      They had their backs to her, which gave her a few more minutes to calm herself, but before she reached them, she heard a sound that lifted her heart. Leia’s excited barking had Kirsty turning toward the noise, her Shepherd barreling toward her at break-neck speed, tail wagging and Jimmy rushing after her.

      “Leia, wait up, will ye?” Jimmy yelled, sliding to a stop breathlessly. “Sorry, Miss Kirsty, she musta scented ye and she just took off.”

      Kirsty leaned down, grabbing Leia and shaking her by the fur around her neck. “You been having fun, girl?”

      “Aye, she’s been chasing rabbits; she’s no too great at catching them yet. But I’ll keep teaching her and I’m sure when the Alpha takes her out hunting he’ll do it better than me.”

      Jimmy looked adorable, his hair falling down over his forehead, his face lit up as he kept glancing at Leia. Kirsty could see how serious he was being though so maintained her tone in keeping with his. “I’m sure you’re right, Jimmy. Thank you for taking care of her for me this morning.”

      “Of course.” Jimmy reached out, petting Leia. “She’s beautiful and really smart. She’ll pick it up in no time. I just wish I was a wee bit older and could transform so I could hunt properly wae her. Just another year or so and then I’ll be able to. Can I come and get her later? I’ll make sure she gets fed. Promise.”

      “That would be great, Jimmy, thank you for your help. I’ll see you later.”

      “Thank you, Miss Kirsty, for trusting me with her.”

      His wee chest puffed up with pride as he turned to walk away, Kirsty patted Leia’s head as she nudged her hand with a wet nose. “You’ve made a friend for life there, puppy.”

      “Aye, she has.”

      The voice surprised Kirsty, so close to her that she jerked around. A large bear of a man standing with an axe lying over his shoulder, a woman by his side. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare ye.”

      “Didn’t scare me,” Kirsty replied calmly, keeping her hand on Leia. “Just didn’t hear you coming up behind me. As I said to Skye earlier, I’ve not got that amazing Wolf hearing you all do.”

      The man cocked his head to the side, obviously sizing her up. Kirsty was grateful to have Leia at her side, her Shepherd calming her in ways that only her pup could. She kept eye contact, raising an eyebrow when she thought his perusal had gone on a tad too long. The woman stepped forward, smiling. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, lass. This big oaf here is my mate, Muir, and my name is Fiona. I’m the Pack Healer, so if you need anything in that department just come find me. Muir, here, he’s usually building something or other and he also looks after the animal stocks on our land, but I’m sure you’ll soon learn everything there is to know about everyone.”

      “I doubt that.” Kirsty smiled. “There’s an awful lot of people here.”

      “Lass, if you need any help I’m always available. As the Pack Healer, I know everybody so I can help you anytime.”

      “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” Kirsty gave the woman a smile, glancing at the imposing man, making eye contact and holding it. “I look forward to getting to know you better, both of you.”

      Muir inclined his head, giving her the briefest of smiles. “I think you’ll do just fine.”

      As they moved away Kirsty exhaled, mumbling to her Shepherd. “Stay close, girl. I think I’m going to need your support.”

      Leia whined, nudging her thigh gently with her snout as if she knew exactly what her mistress needed from her. Staying right beside her as Kirsty set off to meet more of the Pack.
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      Kade’s beast tore through the trees, his earlier anger abating somewhat. His shock at finding evidence of rogues on his land had not been easy to process, especially when they’d found tracks very near to the camp.

      The thought that any of his Pack could be in danger caused him to snarl at Isla who oversaw the Pack Guards and security of their lands and camp. She had taken everything he’d thrown at her, and not once had she defended herself, lowering her head and accepting his anger and admitting it was her fault.

      That’s when the normally quiet Dara’s beast had prowled forward, butting in and reminding Kade that nobody had been any the wiser, Kade included.

      Guilt had washed over Kade in great waves as he realized if he hadn’t been sneaking out to hunt, so overtaken with the Hunger that had consumed him that maybe, just maybe, he would’ve scented the rogues that had encroached onto his land. He had stormed away, ordering everyone to stay where they were. He needed some peace for a few minutes so he could think. Thing was, when his anger cleared and he did have the time to process what they’d found, he knew that Isla wasn’t the only person responsible. They all were, him included.

      If rogues had made it so far onto their land, so close to camp, that meant that each and every one of them had become far too complacent. Their Pack was large, strong, but now it was all too evident they were also arrogant and overconfident.

      That was down to him. He was Alpha and the buck stopped at his door.

      He’d made his way back to his Wolves who waited nervously, Isla standing off to the side. Kade went over, opening the link so the others could hear.

      “I apologize, Isla. This wasn’t your fault, at least, it’s not all on your shoulders. We’re all to blame, each and every one of us, myself included. We’ve become complacent, believing ourselves to be too strong and above others from thinking they could attack us. We were wrong. We’ve become weak in the face of our own egos, pride taking over humility and it’s cost us with this incursion into our land. What we need to do now is work together to rid ourselves of these bampots and make sure none of our people suffer because of our ignorance.”

      Isla straightened up, her beast holding itself proud, its head nodding once. “I agree, we’ve become prideful and conceited, my apologies, Alpha. It won’t happen again. I have another concern I’d like to raise, if I may?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “I don’t like the fact that Andrew Gates was among those rogues that were hunting your mate,” Isla paused, her eyes spinning to Kade’s. “Sorry, I mean, Kirsty.”

      Kade merely chuckled. “I think everyone is aware of who Kirsty is, carry on.”

      “All right, well, as I said, that wee toad being with them makes me very uneasy. He was always on the tailcoat of Archie McDonald and I have a bad feeling in my guts about Gates still being around.”

      Lennox’s beast padded over, a low growl rumbling up from his chest. “I agree, Gates was always doing what Archie told him, he couldnae wipe his own arse without Archie’s say so. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were still in the area too.”

      Kade cursed to himself, knowing he should’ve handed Archie over to the Council for his misdemeanors instead of just throwing him out of the Pack. Even though he’d warned the man to leave, not just his land, but also the damn country, it looked like the blaggard had other ideas. “Do you think he’s been putting together a Pack of rogues all this time? It’s been what? Almost two years since he was banished, that means he’s had a lot of time on his hands to find himself a merry little band of misfits.”

      Dara stepped forward, saying what was on everyone’s mind. “I don’t think it’s a little band of misfits, Kade. If they feel brave enough to come onto our land, then they’ve got the numbers to back it up. We need to tread carefully or we could be getting led straight into a trap.”

      Kade growled, hating to agree but knowing he must. His fur rippling with anger and frustration a moment before a tremor of fear ran through him. “Back to camp. Everyone. Back to camp. We’ve been away too long and most of our best fighters are right here. The pack is vulnerable and the most vulnerable of all is my fucking mate!”

      Kade’s massive paws scrambled on the ground, desperate to gain purchase, finally his claws digging into the soil, and he was off and speeding back toward the camp and Kirsty. Terror taking hold deep inside him as he tore through the forest, his Wolves spreading out either side. Isla overtaking him, her sleek beast made for speed, he watched as she disappeared, his own Wolf battling to catch up.

      No, no no! This could not be happening. He’d only just found Kirsty. The thought of rogues getting their filthy hands on her almost crippling him with emotions he’d never encountered before. So deep did they run that he feared for his sanity, his beast letting loose a roar of pure anger.

      Lennox appeared at his side, keeping pace as they tore towards home. “We’ll get there, Kade, don’t worry. She’ll be okay.”

      “She better be,” Kade answered, not recognizing his own voice, so full of agony and torment it sounded like a stranger’s. “I can’t lose her, Len, I just can’t. It will kill me. But I swear on all that’s holy, I’ll fucking end every damn rogue before I die.”

      Lennox didn’t answer; after all, there was nothing left to say.

      On and on they ran, Kade picking up speed he didn’t know he had as fear for his soul-mate grew inside him. If rogues had infiltrated so far onto their lands, sent them on a wild-goose chase just to get their strongest Wolves away from camp, their only reason was to attack their home when it was at its weakest.

      There was just no other scenario that fitted and damn it to hell and back, Kade had fallen for it. Hook-line-and-goddamn-sinker. He was going to tear Archie fucking McDonald apart, slowly, and revel as the traitor’s blood poured down his throat.

      Kade plowed onwards, his mind picturing Kirsty’s smiling face, flowing red hair, and those impossibly green eyes. His heart aching at the mere thought of losing her causing him to do something he rarely did. “Dear Goddess, I know I’m not worthy. I fail you every day, but she’s worthy, she’s precious, and you sent her to me. Please, I’ll do anything you ask of me, anything, just keep her safe until I can reach her. That’s all I ask. Just until I can get to her. I’ll take it from there, I promise, but keep her safe until I can get back to her.”

      He prayed with every fiber of his being that the Goddess would look favorably on his plea. Surely, she couldn’t deny him. Not when she’d only just allowed him to find his soul-mate. He couldn’t bear thinking of the feisty young woman not being by his side. That just was not an option. It couldn’t be.

      Taking stock of his surroundings, he noted they weren’t too far from home. Soon. Soon he would be back beside the one person on earth made just for him, and he would make damn sure she was safe. Nothing was going to take her from him. Abso-fucking-lutely nothing.

      That was when he heard the noises. Ones he wished he could block out, close his ears to the sounds of battle ahead. Women’s screams, children’s terrified cries, a dog’s frenzied barking, but above it all, he heard the one thing he’d dreaded the most: Kirsty’s voice loud and clear as she yelled, “Noooooooooo.”
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      Kirsty wandered back to the cabin, a smile as wide as the River Clyde on her face, Leia still at her side. She couldn’t believe how well her introduction to the camp had gone. With her trusty Shepherd beside her, lending her some kind of inner strength, she seemed to have pulled off the impossible: acceptance by a Pack of Wolves.

      Dang! She couldn’t quite grasp how it had happened, but it had. She remembered all the tips Skye had given, and she’d passed through the camp talking to everyone she saw as if she met Shifters every single day. She was proud of herself and couldn’t wait to share it with Kade. Now, if he’d only come back, she’d decided she was going to slacken her tight control and possibly, maybe, have a hot night of passion with him.

      Her cheeks flushed just thinking of the sexy Alpha. Her heart fluttering wildly in her chest as her stomach somersaulted a time or two. He certainly had an effect on her that she had no control over and the way everyone spoke about him, well, he seemed an all-around good guy. Not some bawbag jerk. No, he was a stand-up guy and it seemed like he was all hers.

      Wow, she couldn’t quite believe her luck. Or maybe this was all just a dream and she’d wake up soon in the cold farmhouse that used to be home.

      “Stop it,” she muttered as she pushed open the door, finding Skye waiting on her.

      “How did it go?” Skye asked, her eyes not quite making eye contact.

      “It went well, surprisingly well, but I put that down to having Leia with me.” Kirsty patted her dog’s head. “She seemed to know I needed her and found me. With her beside me, I had a confidence I didn’t know was inside me. So, it went much better than I anticipated, all down to your expert advice too, I might add. Thanks, Skye.”

      Skye blushed, scarlet. The red covering her face the darkest crimson Kirsty had ever seen anyone blush. “Och, it was nothing. I was just trying to help. You’re going to be Kade’s mate so you need to start off right. Are you hungry? I’ve made some scones, they’re just out of the oven.”

      Kirsty’s hand flew to her chest, grinning widely. “Are you kidding? Fresh made scones are my favorite . . . well, one of my favorites. Lead the way, and I hope you’ve got lots of butter and jam.”

      “I do,” Skye said with a ghost of a smile. “I’ve got blackcurrant, strawberry, blackberry, and a couple others too. I make my own so there’s always a good supply in the larder.”

      “I’ve just died and gone to heaven,” Kirsty said dramatically. “You can never leave, ever, ever, ever. You’ll be working here until you’re old and grey, Skye. I mean it.”

      “I’m happy working here,” Skye replied, looking over shyly. “I was a little worried you might not want me here. Not every woman wants another in their kitchen.”

      “I’m not one of them.” Kirsty sat down at the table. “Firstly, I’ll take all the help I can get, and secondly, you were here before me. It’s not right to come in and tell you to get on yer bike. That’s just not on. Not in my book anyway. You have nothing to worry about, honey, I promise.”

      “Thank you,” Skye said as she brought over the still warm scones, pausing with them mid-air, head cocked to the side.

      At the same time, Leia’s ears pricked up, a second before her hackles rose right along her back. Kirsty looked between the two, Leia’s growl sending shockwaves of alarm through her. “What’s going on?”

      Skye’s eyes widened, her face chalk white, the plate with the scones dropping to smash on the stone floor. “Rogues! Rogues are here!”

      Kirsty didn’t think twice, bolting for the stairs and her backpack. “Cartridges for my shotgun are upstairs. I’ll be right back. Stay inside, Skye, don’t go out there. I’m ordering you to stay inside. Okay?”

      She knew that Skye was a Wolf, but she was under no illusion that the girl would be a match for rogues. She had obviously gone through something terribly traumatic and she would freeze. Kirsty knew it; she could sense it in the girl, so she had to protect her at all costs.

      She had already killed two rogues with her dad’s shotgun. She would kill as many as she could this time too. First, she had to ensure Skye was hidden and safe, and then she would go and help the Pack.

      Tearing down the upstairs hallway, she thudded against the door, banging her shoulder hard. She barely felt the pain, too intent on retrieving the cartridges for the shotgun. Grabbing the box from her pack, she pushed as many as she could stuff into all her pockets, in her jacket, jeans, and then held the box in her hand as she ran back downstairs.

      Skye waited for her, terror in her eyes. “Skye, is there a cellar or something here?”

      The girl nodded so Kirsty pushed her. “Go, go there now and lock yourself in. Do not come out until it’s safe. I’ll come back for you, I promise I will. Now go and take Leia with you.”

      “Where are you going? You need to come with me.” Skye was openly crying now, tears streaming down her face, Leia whining and pacing back and forth.

      “I can’t do that, Skye. I’ve got to go help the Pack. You have to take Leia and go hide, please.”

      Skye didn’t move, holding her hand out to Kirsty who changed tone, saying firmly. “I’m ordering you as the Alpha’s mate to go to the cellar and stay there until it’s safe. Now, Skye, go now.”

      She saw the change, Skye’s eyes lowering submissively as she took hold of Leia’s collar and led her away. Kirsty didn’t wait, rushing to the dresser and loading up the gun and once again thanking the lord her father paid for such an expensive top-of-the range model. At least she should be able to take out a few of these fuckers. “What the fuck are they thinking? Attacking the camp?”

      Then it hit her. This was their plan all along. While Kade and the guards were away, they’d come to attack the camp. Kirsty’s mind ran over who she’d met on her little trek earlier: mostly women and children with only a few men.

      Damn. They were in trouble but she’d be damned if she would go down without a fight.

      She opened the door, made certain the safety was off and stepped out to protect her people and kill as many rogues as she could.

      That thought slammed into her brain: her people.

      She realized in a split second that something magical had happened since she had met Kade MacKenzie and his Wolves. Kirsty felt, possibly for the first time in her life, that she belonged and she would fight for every person here until she drew her last breath.

      She just prayed that Kade and his guards returned before that happened.
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      Just as she jumped down from the porch, her resolve resolute, she heard little Jimmy roaring, “Get off me! I’ll tear yer throat out, ya mangy mutt.”

      Kirsty turned just in time to see a large Wolf with its teeth wrapped around the boy’s thigh, blood spilling from the horrendous wound. She didn’t think twice, raising the gun and sighting the beast. It was huge compared to Jimmy, but he was struggling and she was terrified she’d hit him so she shouted, “Jimmy, down, now!”

      The boy’s eyes found hers, widening in shock briefly before he gave her a nod, dropping quickly to the ground a second before she let loose two rounds in quick succession. One hit the beast in the middle, the second straight through its head as it whirled around in pain and anger at being injured. She hadn’t aimed for the head, it was a lucky shot, but one that left the beast stone dead next to a bloodied and injured Jimmy.

      Kirsty darted over, staying close to the ground. “Oh, Jimmy, that’s a bad wound, we need to get you some help.”

      “Och, I’ve had worse,” the lad replied bravely. “If I can get the bleeding stopped I’ll be okay. We heal quick, Miss Kirsty.”

      “Okay, but we need to get you inside,” Kirsty said quickly, a dark furry streak joining them. “Leia! What the hell are you doing out here?”

      Kirsty looked to the cabin, Skye’s terrified face peeking out of the door. Kirsty didn’t have time to think, hauling Jimmy over to the stairs and up to the door. “Here, take him inside and stop that bleeding.”

      “I’m sorry, Leia broke free. I couldn’t stop her.”

      “Just help Jimmy.” Kirsty didn’t have time to talk and with her Shepherd at the bottom of the stairs, guarding them, it didn’t look as if she was going to get her back inside anytime soon.

      “Okay, sorry,” Skye whimpered, tugging the bleeding boy inside.

      “Stay close, Leia, no heroics, girl. Okay?”

      Leia tilted her head then gave her a soft yip as if she understood. “I’m not kidding. If you go all Alpha on me, you’ll get no treats. You hear me?”

      Leia’s head lowered, whining. “Good girl, now let’s go see who else we can help.”

      Kirsty turned back, scanning the camp, the sights filling her with terror and dread. Rogues appeared to be everywhere, some in Wolf form, others in human. Either way, they were attacking anyone they could, viciously.

      She saw Muir wielding his axe, swinging it high before dealing a devastating deathblow to a dark brown Wolf that leaped toward him. The blade almost severed the beast’s head, blood spurting everywhere, covering Muir so that he looked like something out of a horror movie. The man looked scary as hell, his features set in a mask of hate as he glared at the dead rogue.

      It was at that moment she saw Fiona at his back, her face white, eyes wide as she locked eyes with hers. Kirsty sprinted toward them, gun at the ready, skidding to a stop and turning her back to stand face out, fearful of attack.

      “What the fuck is going on?” she asked, her voice tight but controlled, Leia prowling in front of her, sniffing around the fallen Wolf.

      Muir reached out, patting her back. “The rogues must’ve planned this. They’ve waited until the Alpha and the guards were far from home and then attacked. By the way, lass, I saw you rescuing young Jimmy. That took guts, Kade would be proud of you.”

      “I only did what I could.” Kirsty shrugged. “That fucker attacked a child! What the hell is wrong with these people?”

      “They’re rogues,” Muir said simply, as if that explained everything. “Fiona, we’re going to get you over to the Alpha’s cabin where you can help the lad, and you’ll stay there. We’ll try and get any injured to you. You do not, I repeat, you do not leave that cabin. You hear me, my bonnie lass?”

      Kirsty heard Fiona take in a huge breath before she started to argue. “Muir, I can’t hide away when the Pack is under attack.”

      “Fi, you’ll do no good if you end up dead!” Muir’s voice rose, fear and worry for his mate clear in every syllable. “Now’s not the time to argue. We need to move.”

      Kirsty agreed. “Fiona, he’s right. The Pack needs their Healer and you’re it. Let’s get you to Jimmy, I saw the wound and it’s bad. He needs you.”

      “Fine,” Fiona said in the tone women used worldwide that meant anything but.

      They moved as one, quickly covering the distance back toward Kade’s cabin, a large man appearing to bar their path. An evil smirk on his face as Leia ran forward barking. Kirsty didn’t think twice, raising the shotgun and firing twice, straight through the chest. Two large, gaping holes appeared, blood splattering out behind him over the porch steps a second before his body slumped to the ground. Kirsty noted the surprised look on his face as she stepped over his corpse.

      Once again, she thanked the lord for her father’s gun, and the large bore cartridges. Anything less and she doubted they’d do much damage to Shifters.

      As soon as Fiona was safely inside she looked up at Muir. “What now?”

      “We help as many as we can, and hope to hell Kade and the rest return before the rogues massacre the lot of us.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Kirsty smirked up at the huge man. “Not a great plan, but I don’t have anything better, so let’s go.”

      “I’m not so sure you should.” Muir frowned down at Kirsty. “I’m sure Kade would prefer you stay with Fiona.”

      “Aye, right.” Kirsty shook her head. “Like that’s going to happen. I am not sitting on my arse while there’s bairns out there being attacked by fucking Wolves. Are you nuts? Just shut up and let’s get going.”

      Kirsty took a step then stopped. “Oh wait.”

      Muir patted her shoulder. “Glad you saw sense, lass.”

      “What?” Kirsty frowned. “No, I’m just reloading.”

      She sorted out the shotgun then jumped down the steps to join her Shepherd, turning to quirk a brow at Muir. “You comin’ or what?”

      She saw him hesitate for a moment but the sound of women screaming, children crying, and men fighting, soon had him by her side. She nudged his arm. “Let’s help as many as we can and try and stay alive. Deal?”

      “Deal.” He looked around motioning off toward the left where a small group of women were attempting to shield some children from several rogues, both human and Wolves. “Let’s start there.”

      “Oh goody,” Kirsty quipped, her mouth suddenly dry as a bone as they ran toward what looked like certain death.

      The air she inhaled had a metallic odor, decidedly unpleasant, especially when she realized it was blood. There were other smells, nasty, disgusting, and almost causing her to gag, but then she had no time to think about the stench assaulting her nose as they drew closer to the group in front of them.

      The kids huddled together, some barely toddlers, with the older ones trying to hold them, take care of them, while the women fought off the rogues. The damn bastards thought it was some kind of game, the men taunting the women, the Wolves reaching out with the huge paws and raking their claws along flesh to draw blood.

      They could, obviously, have taken out the women and, god forbid, the kids too. But no, they were fucking playing with them. Having fun with them while inflicting pain on the adults and terrorizing the bairns. Kirsty’s fury ignited to levels she never knew existed, her stomach clenching, her heart almost bursting with indignation as she raised the shotgun.

      “No fucking way,” she ground out, firing as she ran.

      She zeroed in on a mangy grey beast that had been attacking the women, her first shot not hitting its mark. She’d been aiming for its head but ended up striking it mid-way on its side, causing it to howl and swerve toward her. That was its undoing, because in turning around, the second slammed right between its eyes, dropping the beast in a heap with brains and gore seeping from the huge wound left behind. Kirsty barely registered it as she kept moving forward toward the women and children.

      They were still meters away but she didn’t slow down, or stop shooting. Her next target a huge man that she’d seen slapping a woman’s face so hard she fell to the ground, clutching her bleeding nose and mouth. Her aim was better this time, the shot searing into the base of his back, severing his spine and rendering him useless. Kirsty didn’t bother wasting another cartridge on him. She doubted even a Shifter could heal from that anytime soon.

      That left two shells before she would have to reload. However, there were two Wolves, and three more men. Damn. That was not good odds. What should she do? She made a split-second decision, shouting to Muir. “I’m reloading. I need more than I’ve got.”

      “Go ahead, lass,” Muir replied but he didn’t slow down.

      Shit. She expected him to wait on her. Damn.

      Kirsty stopped dead, skidding on the grass, Leia looking at Muir then back at her, barking wildly. “I know! I’m coming.”

      She reloaded quicker than she ever had before, dropping one shell and leaving it where it was, not sparing the seconds it would take to bend down to retrieve it. As soon as she rammed home the last one, she took off again, closing the gun as she ran. Not exactly good gun etiquette, and she could see her father shaking his head and giving her a good telling off, but bloody hell, this was a fucking war zone.

      Leia took off, sprinting ahead as Muir reached the first Wolf, his axe landing with a dull thud and sinking deep into its back. The blood-curdling howl that split the air made her skin crawl. Its head spun around, huge jaws gaping wide to snap at Muir; he barely managed to wrench his axe and arm free in time. She saw the razor-sharp teeth snap shut as Muir jumped clear, his axe already rising and falling again to lodge deep within the skull of the Wolf.

      The remaining Wolf and men now turned their attention away from the women. Good. Well, good for the women and bairns, Kirsty thought, not so good for Muir and her. In her mind, the massive beast was the scariest thing she’d ever seen, its fur matted with what appeared to be blood, its jaws wide, fangs showing as it snarled viciously.

      “Oh hell,” Kirsty gasped as it padded away from the women, headed straight toward Muir.

      The men were coming in her direction, one of them stripping off his clothes. Shit. She didn’t want to see his naked body, far less the Wolf she knew would soon be materializing. Her eyes flitted between the Wolf and the man, making her decision she zeroed in on the man, whispering as she fired two rounds in quick succession. “Sorry, Muir.”

      She stood no chance against three. Two men and a Wolf equaled her quick demise, or worse: her capture.

      She took out the biggest threat first, the rogue just about to morph into a terrifying killer Wolf. Her aim was true, both shots slamming into his chest, destroying it completely and leaving gaping holes in their wake. Where his heart used to reside was now a cavernous void of blood and gore.

      One down. Two to go. For now, anyway.

      Her eyes flitted to Muir, she’d already seen how capable he was with his large axe and she hoped he would be able to stand firm against the Wolf that now stalked him. All she had to do was take care of the dirty bawbags heading her way with scowls on their faces and hate in their eyes. Aye right. That was going to be a breeze. Not.

      There was nowhere to run. The time for that was long gone, even if she had a fleeting longing to be holed up with Skye, she knew she could not have stayed there. Not when kids were being hurt by these damn rogues. Kirsty locked eyes with the large man nearest her; his were black as the Earl of Hell’s Waistcoat and just as evil. An involuntary shiver ran up her spine when his tongue darted out to run across his lips. Eww, gross.

      She snatched two shells, reloading the gun to capacity as he spat out.

      “Yer gonna be mine, ye feckin’ cheeky bint. Think a wee human can stop us?”

      Kirsty raised an eyebrow at the same time as she locked and loaded, using the tip of the gun to point to his dead companion. “Seems like I just did. Why don’t you round up the rest of yer manky mutts and get out of here, before more of you end up like him? Because I’m tellin’ you straight, I’m ready to lose my rag and if I do, you definitely don’t want to be anywhere near me.”

      He stopped, his head falling back, hands on his waist as he laughed loudly. The second rogue stopping to look at him as if he was mad. “Did ye hear her? That lassie’s heid’s full oh mince. Aye, she’s gonna gie me loads oh fun. No be much fun fer her but I’ll sure enjoy it.”

      “Haud yer wheesht an just grab her before she hurts anyone else! Archie will gie ye a right doin’ if ye dinnae get her under control soon.”

      Kirsty let out her own laugh, shaking her head at them. “You obviously don’t know me. Nobody, and I mean nobody, ‘gets me under control’, especially not a couple of daft bawbags like you.”

      She’d had enough, swinging her trusty gun up and aiming quickly. Firing at bawbag number one first, hitting him in the groin area, which she thought very apt, before swinging to bawbag number two. This one she aimed higher, much higher, and although she’d hoped for his head, she was just as pleased when she saw a gaping hole appear in his throat, all the way through so his head tilted awkwardly to the side before he crumpled to the ground.

      Bawbag number one was, amazingly, still on his feet, albeit clutching himself and screaming like a banshee. Kirsty slowly walked forward, gun trained on him, ready for any sly move on his part.

      “What was that you said earlier?” she prodded him. “Huh? Not so vocal now, are you? Oh wait, you are, but you sound like a cat that’s caught its tail in a door.”

      Muir joined her, the women and children with him as he ushered them toward Kade’s cabin. “On ye go, get inside.”

      As the women hurried away, helping the injured, carrying the bairns, Muir smirked at the rogue. “Lassie, whit have ye done?”

      “Well, he was threatening to, you know? Have his wicked way with me. I sort of took exception to that and I couldn’t resist.” Kirsty had to raise her voice to be heard over the loud screams of pain from the injured man.

      “I’m afraid we dinnae have time for this.” Muir shook his head, using the stock of the axe and smashing it into the face of the man, knocking him out cold. “I couldn’t listen tae that racket a moment longer. Come on, we’ve a lot more work, lass, the Pack needs us.”

      “I’m right beside you.” Kirsty let out a long exhale, noticing her hands were shaking, the barrel of the shotgun juddering up and down. She tried to still them, concentrating hard, staring at them intently as if her eyes could somehow influence the trembling.

      Muir’s huge paw of a hand reached down, stilling the quaking barrel. “Hey, it’s okay, Kirsty. It’s shock, lass, just try and take some deep breaths and try and focus on what we need to do. In other words, don’t think on what ye’ve had to do, but on the people that need our help. There’s still bairns out there that these rogues are gonna hurt if we don’t stop them.”

      Kirsty looked up into his face, no longer was it harsh, hard, or ferocious. Instead, he gave her a little nod of understanding, his eyes full of concern as he continued. “Kade will be able to help ye once it’s all over with. His power can ease yer suffering, but right now I need yer help. I’m sorry I have to ask ye to kill again, but I can’t do it on my own.”

      “I know,” Kirsty whispered. “I don’t expect you to. I’ve just never done anything like this before and  . . .”

      Muir cut her off. “Sorry, we don’t have the time, Kirsty. Look.”

      She turned to where he nodded, a group of massive Wolves closing in on women who were bravely trying to shelter some small kids. There was also a Wolf on their side, but going by the size, it was young, nothing near the size of the rogues circling around them.

      “That’s young Keir, he’s barely seventeen, he won’t stand a chance, Kirsty. We have to move now before they tear him to shreds.”

      “I’m ready,” Kirsty said firmly.

      “I’ll catch up.” Muir was pulling off his clothes. “The time for my axe is long gone. Keir needs my beast by his side. Just don’t shoot me, lass, okay?”

      “How will I know it’s you?” she wailed.

      “Because your lovely pet here will be with me as I come to join you. Plus, my beast is a lovely grey color, nothing like these mangy beasts. Now go.”

      “Leia, stay with him, but don’t you dare get yourself into trouble.” Kirsty didn’t waste any more time, turning around and racing toward the filthy rogues.
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      As she ran toward the group her heart beating like a drum in her chest, lungs burning painfully, Kirsty thought briefly, “I really should go to the gym.”

      The randomness of the thought, amidst the total chaos around her, caused a wild sound to tear free. It was part laugh and part sob. The madness and cruelty surrounding her like nothing she’d witnessed before and she prayed she never would again.

      If she survived.

      That was not certain. Not with the odds stacked against them. She’d yet to see another male. Apart from Muir, she had only seen women and children. Had the rogues taken the men out first? Or were they somewhere else fighting for their lives?

      Kirsty’s brain was on overload. So many things stampeding through it at once as she closed the distance between her and the terrified children who were screaming and crying. She saw two of the women stepping to the side, their skin rippling, before they transformed. They hadn’t even bothered to undress, clothes tearing apart as their beasts materialized before her.

      Shit, shit, shit! Their Wolves were large, much larger than a normal, run-of-the-mill beast, but they were so much smaller than the rogues they faced. Kirsty couldn’t believe their bravery in the face of the ferocious beasts before them, and, for a split second, she too wished she could throw off her human form and lock jaws with these assholes.

      She soon changed her mind when one of them leaped toward the nearest rogue who’d swiped out its massive paw at Keir’s beast. The rogue’s jaws locked around her, bringing her down easily as they rolled on the ground. Sounds straight out of her worst nightmare filled the air as the rogue started to tear the woman’s beast apart.

      Kirsty sped up, horror filling her, Leia catching up, barking like crazy as Kirsty screamed, “Nooooo!”

      She ran on for another few yards, watching blood spurt high into the air before stopping to take aim. She couldn’t afford to miss so she steadied her stance and arms. This was something she didn’t want to do but also something she couldn’t not do. If she didn’t do it and do it now the woman was as good as dead. Fuck, she didn’t know if she was too late. There was blood everywhere already. Although the woman was still valiantly fighting back, her claws digging into the underbelly of the rogue and attempting to dislodge him.

      “Hold on,” Kirsty whimpered as she held her breath and pulled the trigger, once, twice.

      She took off running again, watching as the rogue jolted as the slugs hit, both at the back end, shattering its hind leg completely. The roar that tore free from the beast deafening as its head turned back on itself trying to figure out what had happened.

      Leia ran straight toward the children, prancing around, guarding them with snarls and barks. Dear goodness, did she think she stood a chance against rogues? Kirsty’s heart ached at the thought of one of them attacking her beloved Shepherd. She wouldn’t last ten seconds.

      Keir, the young Wolf, sneaked forward, grabbing hold of the ruff of the woman mauled by the rogue and pulling her away. Her whines of pain spearing Kirsty deep inside with jolts of so many emotions that they fought for supremacy.

      Anger, fear, sadness, distress. The list was endless, but she settled on anger. That one would get her through for now. The others could wait until later: if she made it through this madness.

      A huge grey Wolf loped up beside her, nudging her thigh. She almost screamed with fright until she looked into its friendly eyes. “Muir?”

      Its incredibly massive head nodded once before it looked at the rogues. She smirked at his questioning look. “I won’t shoot you. Promise.”

      He seemed satisfied and took off toward them. “Oh hell,” Kirsty ground out. “Kade, where the hell are you?”

      With two more rounds used, she reloaded again her feet flying across the ground, her eyes on the catastrophe before her. Muir was now in battle against two rogues, his Wolf taking a beating, but so far, not going down. The sounds they made were otherworldly and ones Kirsty hoped she would never hear again. It was just . . . too much. She wasn’t sure how much more she could take.

      “Man up!” she told herself loudly. “There’s bairns there that need you.”

      She veered off to the right, going in to the group where there was a slight gap. Slight being the operative word. Most of the rogues’ attention focused on Muir’s battle but one was on Keir and the injured beast he was guarding. The rogue Wolf had his back to her as she ran toward it, not slowing down, she waited until the last moment, the muzzle of her gun touching the fur at the base of its head and fired.

      It dropped like a lead weight and she joined the women and children. “Come on! We can get away while they’re busy! At least we can try. Move, now.”

      It was a slim chance they would make it but it was a chance. The only damn one they had.

      The women started to lift the smaller kids, cradling them in their arms, some holding two as Kirsty rounded up the older ones. “Right, kids, I know this is scary, but I need you to find an adult and hold on tight to their clothing. Just find someone, anyone, and grab on to them. Okay? Do not let go. Absolutely do not let go, no matter what happens.”

      Just as they were getting organized to move off that’s when one of the women shouted, her voice high and excited.

      “They’re here! Kade’s back!”

      Kirsty turned and looked to where the woman was pointing, her heart almost breaking with relief when she saw a sleek brown and black Wolf stampeding toward them, quickly followed by Kade’s unmistakable beast.

      The roar of anger that tore from his beast almost shattered her eardrums, his gigantic paws throwing up dirt as his claws dug into the earth whilst he sped toward them. She saw so many others fanned out either side of him that she let out a sigh of relief that whooshed from her loudly.

      Her knees felt weak, her body stiff, held in place as the Wolf that had been in front met the first rogue, leaping high into the air and landing on its back. Kirsty had the presence of mind to shout out. “Shield the kids, they don’t need to see this.”

      She wasn’t sure whether they should stay where they were, or move away. What was safer? She looked for a familiar face, one she’d met earlier possibly. There. The woman with light brown hair, and now with horror on her face, Elspeth, she’d spoken to her.

      “Elspeth, should we stay here or move?”

      Elspeth turned, her eyes focusing on Kirsty then lowering. “They’ll be fighting, Miss, we should stay where we are so we don’t get in their way.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Kirsty nodded. “I’m not used to . . . this.”

      “Neither are we,” Elspeth whispered. “Rogues have never attacked us before, but I’m sure I saw Archie McDonald earlier. That black-hearted bastard will be behind this. Kade threw him out of the Pack ages ago because he was, well, a black-hearted bastard.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Kirsty turned to the injured Wolf. “Is there anything we can do for her?”

      “Not right now. Her Wolf will do what it can, and if she needs Fiona, then we can get her after Kade’s dealt with these, excuse my French, fuckers.”

      “I think fuckers is the right word,” Kirsty agreed wholeheartedly.

      The sounds of the raging battle rose to a crescendo, her eyes drawn back to find Kade. When she did, she almost cried out in alarm. His light brown beast fighting off two rogues, one grey, one dark brown. Both looked mangy in comparison to her proud mate’s. Their fur dull whereas his gleamed as the sun shone down on them. His body thick and powerful, muscles rippling beneath his fur, obviously well-fed and theirs were the opposite. The rogues were still fearsome beasts and it was nevertheless two against one, so her heart beat wildly against her ribs as her breathing raced out of control.

      She couldn’t just stand here and watch this. She had to do something. The sight of him in such a dangerous struggle rammed home her feelings for the Alpha: she loved him with every cell in her body.

      Raising her shotgun once again, she stepped forward, rushing to his aid. Kirsty had no thought of her own safety, weaving around Wolves in the midst of combat, making her way toward Kade.

      The nearer she got the more she saw, blood marring all three Wolves, with wounds appearing before her eyes. A few yards to go and one of the rogues fell to the ground, mortally wounded, but to her horror two more joined the fight. Kade now faced three.

      “Hell no,” Kirsty spat out, levelling her gun and closing the remaining distance that separated her from the man she’d finally admitted to falling for.

      Kade’s huge paw swiped at one, throwing it away so that it rolled over and over, and landing right at her feet, dazed. She didn’t think twice. Lowering the barrel between its eyes, she fired point-blank and killed it stone-dead. The loud report causing Kade’s eyes to spin toward her, confusion and surprise first, then fear in his ice-blue eyes before one of the rogues snapped its jaws onto his shoulder, causing him to howl in pain.

      Kirsty screamed as Kade fought to release its hold as the second rogue leaped onto his back, bringing him to the ground. Tears stung her eyes as she watched his struggle to free himself from beneath them, she couldn’t fire again for fear of wounding Kade. Kirsty did the only thing she could, she turned the shotgun quickly around, holding the barrel in both hands and raising it high above her head.

      Stepping forward, her feet dancing to try and keep herself out of the fray, she swung with all her might, the stock of the gun landing right between the ears of the grey beast hanging onto Kade’s shoulder. It yelped but held on so she lifted it again, and again, the thud of the hard walnut as it crashed against the skull of the Wolf was lost in the cacophony of noise around her. Several times her aim was off, landing on a shoulder, or missing altogether as the beasts scrambled around with limbs, claws, and fangs in the vicious mêlée.

      Kirsty refused to give up. Her movements frenzied until she saw blood pouring from her victim, bones cracking, and finally it fell to the ground: dazed not dead.

      The butt of her precious gun was ruined, however, she prayed the working end was still viable as she swung it around, firing into the fallen beast’s brain. She was more than a little surprised when the dang thing worked and didn’t blow up in her face.

      Kirsty had barely drawn a breath when she went soaring through the air before her back slammed against the hard ground. A rogue Wolf pinned her beneath it as its head lowered to snap at her face. She scarcely had time to panic as she automatically raised her arms, using the shotgun to hold off the beast. She rammed it firmly between the largest teeth she had ever seen.

      Her vision closed in on those horrendous, blood-soaked, razor-sharp implements of her impending doom. Everything else around her started to fade out as she fought for her life. This was what today came down to. Her on the ground, a mere human against a magical beast that outsized her a gazillion times over.

      Aye, she wasn’t getting out of this one alive. Not without her fairy godmother popping up and blowing its arse to kingdom come. Kirsty was pretty damn sure that wasn’t happening.

      Didn’t stop her fighting with every last ounce of strength she had left though. Her legs kicking wildly, her arms straining but losing ground quickly. She screamed as its claws raked her side, blood and goodness knew what else dripping down onto the ground beneath her. Holy shit, she couldn’t hold out any longer. She. Just. Could. Not.

      Blackness started at the outer edges of her eyes, pain in every part of her body. Her heart felt as if it were about to explode in a bloody mess in her chest. And the stench. Fuck. The stench of the rogue’s breath as it snarled down had her gagging in her throat.

      Don’t puke, don’t puke, she thought again and again, knowing she’d choke if she did. As if that were the most important thing right now, instead of being ripped apart by this monster that wanted nothing more than to eat her alive.

      The darkness grew and grew until Kirsty was certain her next drawn breath would be her last. Her final thought was, Wonderful. I find Mr. Perfect and lose him the next day.

      Her eyes slid shut, the briefest of moments before unconsciousness took hold. She waited for the pain to encompass her as the rogue finally devoured her. But it never materialized. Maybe fate was being kind and sparing her those last seconds of agony. Finally, she slipped under, nothing but cold darkness waiting.
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      Kade broke through the trees with a desperation he had never experienced. His eyes taking in the scene in his camp, in his home, his anger growing to heights he never thought possible.

      Then his eyes landed on Kirsty. His mate stood with that damn gun of hers surrounded by rogues, Muir already in battle, young Keir standing guard over a wounded female and his beautiful mate trying to protect the women and children.

      What the fuck was she thinking?

      He had no more time to think as he sped toward the threat and into battle. Kade had to destroy the rogues that endangered his camp, his people, and his mate. He would rip them all to shreds and then he’d deal with his feisty and reckless mate.

      He plowed into the fray, heading straight for the ringleader. He’d recognize that bastard Archie McDonald’s beast anywhere, even though he was trying to sneak away. Unfortunately, two of the traitor’s men had other ideas and slammed into him, forcing him to fend them off and allowing McDonald to slink away. Never mind, he would get that fucker one way or another, once he had taken care of his rogue followers.

      The rogues were filthy fighters, sneaky and tag-teaming. Kade’s anger rising by the second he used all his strength and guile to fatally wound one, its body dropping to the ground with a thud. Great. Nope, not so great. Two more joined the battle. Now he was facing three. Hell. He would make these dirty bawbags pay for what they had done this day. Starting with these three.

      His huge paw swiped one, knocking it out of the way, so he focused on the other two when he heard the unmistakable report of a shotgun right next to them. His huge head swung toward the sound, his eyes locking with Kirsty who stood over the dead body of the Wolf he had knocked away.

      Emotion overwhelmed him, anger at her stupidity, concern, and downright fear for his mate. Kade made to go to her, ready to grab her and whisk her away to safety, but the two rogues had other ideas as they attacked him full force once more.

      He had his hands, or rather claws full fending off their attack but his mind was definitely not in the game. His only thought was “Where the hell was Kirsty?” and was she safe? He knew he was not giving his best in the fight, the rogues scoring hits that normally he would never allow, but he couldn’t help his mind wandering to his mate. Not to mention him trying to catch glimpses of her.

      It was one of these moments that stopped his heart. It simply stopped beating when he glanced over one of the rogues attacking him and saw another knocking Kirsty to the ground. Its jaws wide open, ready to snap her in two. A frenzy of fear consumed him, his Alpha power overwhelming him uncontrollably, his strength doubling, tripling in seconds.

      He had never felt such strength before, the force of it flowing through him in great waves as he destroyed the two rogues he had been battling against mere moments before. He decimated them, tearing them apart, his eyes flitting repeatedly to Kirsty as she fought to stave off her attacker.

      She had her gun in the rogue’s jaws, but he saw her weakening as his own grew to monumental capacity. Her gut-wrenching scream as the rogue injured her. The scent of her blood assaulting his nostrils was the last straw, driving him insane with fury.

      He finished off the rogue that was left, rushing toward his mate, barreling into the rogue pinning her down. They rolled end over end, Kade’s jaws locking on the other’s neck and closing with a force borne from utter hatred. The sound of bone snapping was all he needed, dropping the dead beast to the ground, he turned and raced back to his mate.

      Kirsty lay pale as snow, her fingers locked around her shotgun, her side wide open as blood leaked frighteningly fast to pool beneath her. Kade was beside himself, terror stampeding through him, with only one solution in his mind.

      He looked around, relief flooding him as he saw both Lennox and Dara beside him, guarding both him and Kirsty. There was still fighting going on around them, but at least he knew his betas would keep them safe for now. They better because he would not have his Wolf’s strength for much longer, not for what he had planned.

      Kade ignored his own wounds; he could deal with those later. For now, his focus was on his mate. His one and only goal was to get her to safety and save her. The wound she was suffering from would be fatal to a human if he could not heal her quickly. He would need to do something drastic and only one thing came to mind. He only hoped she didn’t hate him afterward. If she survived.

      Don’t fucking think like that! he roared in his head, forcing the quickest transformation of his life. His fur rippling, bones cracking and realigning, muscles and tendons changing from beast to man.

      A brief second before it was complete, he heard Lennox in his head. “We’ve got you, Kade.”

      Of course they did. They were brothers. He had put his life in their hands many times and he was doing so again. This time was the most vital of all. This time, his mate’s life was at stake.

      Kade grimaced as he leaned down, the wound in his shoulder complaining as he scooped Kirsty up and cradled her against him. Her warm blood dripping down his naked body sent waves of despair rushing through him. His heart aching with misery and anguish as his strong thighs took off running towards his cabin.

      One thought careening through him like a tornado out of control: save his mate.

      Lennox sped before him, clearing the way, knocking anything that blocked his path out of the way: friend or foe. Dara brought up the rear, guarding him from attack, Kade glancing behind and finding Isla by his Beta’s side, her bloody and wounded beast snarling at anything that dared to come within a few feet. Within seconds, Kade was surrounded by his Wolves, ensuring his and Kirsty’s safety.

      His heart soaring at his Pack’s loyalty in the hour of his greatest need.

      Kade knew without a doubt, this was indeed that moment. If he lost Kirsty now, his life would be all but over. He would not be able to come back from the damage caused by such a devastating tragedy. His sanity would be damaged beyond repair and his future would be in a dark cell, policed by the Council. That was if he endured past the first twenty-four hours and he doubted he would.

      “No, don’t even think like that. She will make it. I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure she does!” Kade told himself as he tore up the steps to his cabin, Lennox already smashing open the door.

      “Fiona! Fiona! I need you in my room, now!” Kade roared as he tore up the stairs, Kirsty’s blood leaving a trail as he ran. Her unique metallic scent invading his nostrils so that it was all he could smell, everything else blocked out. His one and only focus was his soul-mate, she was the only thing in the entire universe that mattered.

      Kade placed her gently on his bed before rushing to pull out a load of fresh towels. He was already applying them to her wound with firm pressure when Fiona arrived, her face white and drawn with worry.

      “Oh no! Kirsty! Alpha, what happened? Is she all right?”

      Kade’s lip drew back as his head whipped around, snarling. “Does she fucking look all right? No! She is not. The stupid bint came right out into the battle to try and help and got herself wounded by a rogue. She’s mortally wounded and I can think of only one way to save her. Fiona, what I need from you is to keep her alive long enough for me to do what I need to. Okay?”

      Fiona’s eyes widened, not understanding. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to mate her, right here and now. That way we’ll be bound and . . .” Kade drew in a deep breath. “For fuck sake, Fiona, can’t you connect the dots? I don’t have time to explain.”

      Fiona sat on the edge of the bed, placing her hands where Kade’s were. “I’ll do this. Sorry, Alpha, I understand. But when you’ve done that I need to check you over too. You’ve got some serious wounds yourself that need attention.”

      “Fuck them, they’ll heal,” Kade growled, getting on the bed next to Kirsty, his voice softening as he ran a hand down the side of her face. “I’m sorry my beautiful lass, this wasn’t how I planned on doing this, but it’s the only way.”

      Kade forced his incisors to descend slightly, slicing his wrist open, and allowing his blood to flow freely. “Fiona, can you hold her mouth open while I bite her, please? Make sure she swallows some of my blood?”

      Fiona barely nodded, her hand moving to lower Kirsty’s jaw, opening her mouth. Kade placed a kiss on his mate’s cheek. “I love you with every fiber of my being. I’ll do anything for you, kill for you, die for you, but right now, baby, you have to fight for me. You have to live for me. I, Kade MacKenzie, Alpha of the Crescent Loch Pack, acknowledge you Kirsty Carmichael, as my one true soul-mate. You are mine, and you have got to fight.”

      He placed his bleeding wrist against her mouth, pressing it firmly, Fiona’s hand massaging Kirsty’s throat to help her swallow his Alpha blood. Then he did what he’d been desperate to do since he’d first set eyes on his feisty red-headed beauty: he sank his teeth into her shoulder, drinking one, two mouthfuls of her crimson nectar, and made her his.

      His heart both soaring and sinking at the same time. The feeling disorienting in the extreme. In normal circumstances, they would be sealing their bond by making love for hours, days even. Relishing in their love for each other and he would be cherishing her body, mind and soul. Instead, he was bonding with her to force his Alpha power inside his gravely wounded love, hoping and praying it was in time to save her.

      Seconds ticked by slowly before he felt the first tendrils of their bond taking hold. The feeling so exquisite he couldn’t help the smile that tugged his lips up. Kade lifted his head, kissing the side of her bloodstained lips, feeling their mating link grow stronger.

      But would it be strong enough to help? Would he be powerful enough to save her? Kade wasn’t sure this had ever been attempted before. Forcing a bond in these circumstances wasn’t something he’d heard about, but it was the only option open to him. Kirsty would never survive the journey to the nearest human hospital. She’d be dead five minutes into the journey. No, this was her one, and only, shot at survival. But, had he made it in time to save her?

      He didn’t even want to think what she’d say about it if she did survive. Bonding someone without their agreement was taboo within the Shifter community and he had no illusion that his fiery red-head would have some choice words for him. Fact was, he prayed she did. He wanted her to rant and rave at him, tell him he had had no right to do such a thing without her permission.

      Shoot, he would take all she had to throw at him, and more, without uttering a word, because that would mean he would get the one thing in the universe he so dearly desired: her survival.

      He settled more comfortably on the bed next to her, cradling her against him as he sent every remaining ounce of his power through their fledgling link. Kade barely heard Fiona’s plea as she urged him to be careful, that he was weakened by his own wounds. None of that mattered if his mate succumbed to her own injury: he’d rather die with her than survive without.

      Kade’s eyes grew heavy, his lids drooping to close; the last sight he savored was his mate by his side.
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      Soft lips caressed his, pulling Kade from a deep sleep. “That feels good.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      Kirsty’s playful voice jolted him awake, his eyes popping open to find her next to him.

      “Kirsty—” He reached out, pulling her tight against him, his hands running over her to check that her  body was whole again. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied, her fingers pressing on her mating mark. “Apart from this huge hickey I’ve got on me. Care to enlighten me on this?”

      Kade’s heart thudded against his ribs wildly. This was it. The moment he would have to explain his actions. “I need you to stay calm. I’m sorry, I had no choice . . .”

      Kirsty’s face crumpled as she started to giggle, Kade looking at her as if she were mad. “What’s so funny?”

      “Your face,” she managed to gasp out.

      He didn’t agree with her levity. This was a serious conversation they needed to have. He was dreading it but she continued to laugh for another minute or so before reaching up to grab his hair, tugging him down to kiss him quickly.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

      “What are you havering about?”

      “I know what happened,” she confessed. “I know everything. I healed faster than you, because, Kade MacKenzie, you daft lump, you used all your power to sort me out and ended up unconscious and near death yourself. I was beside myself with worry and it was only because of Fiona and your stubborn self that you survived at all. These past few days I managed to get out of her what happened. It seems I have some of your Alpha power now and when I told her, now wait, that’s wrong. I lost my temper and I ordered her to tell me what happened, she did that lowering her eyes thing and said, wait for it, ‘Certainly, Alpha,’ then told me everything.”

      “You know?” Kade asked, bracing himself for the tirade he knew would soon follow.

      “I do.” Kirsty nodded. “What were you thinking? You could’ve died, Kade!”

      “It was the only thing left to do. You were mortally wounded. And while we’re on the whole point of what were you thinking. What the hell were you thinking? Coming out into the fight? You’re human and you put yourself into a battle of Wolves. That was suicide. I almost lost my sanity when I saw you the first time, and then when I saw you on the ground with that rogue on top of you. Damn it, Kirsty, I swear my heart almost exploded in my chest.”

      “Ditto.” Kirsty raised her eyebrow. “I’ll never just sit by and let you tackle things alone, Kade. I’m not that woman. Never was and never will be. So you better just suck it up, big guy.”

      Kade couldn’t ignore the defiant jut of his mate’s chin, or the glint in her emerald eyes as she glared at him. She’d never looked more beautiful. “Duly noted. Now, would you like to catch me up? Are you fully healed? How long have I been laid up? Have the rogues been taken care of? How many did we lose? But more importantly, how do you feel about being my mate?”

      He waited with bated breath on her answers, of course he needed information on them all, but he craved her reply to the last. His body already responding to her closeness, his skin tingling, her aroma invading his senses and settling deep inside so that he’d be able to track her down anywhere, anytime, no matter where she was. More importantly, he desperately desired to fully seal their mating.

      Kirsty looked grim as she rattled off her answers. “I’m fine, truly. You’ve been out cold for three days but don’t worry, Lennox assured me everything has been taken care of. The rogues, including their leader, Archie McDonald, have been dealt with. He was caught and then handed over to the Council. The Pack had several losses, I’m sorry. Your older Beta, Fraser was, apparently, the first one the rogues took out. There were also four other men killed, and two women; two dozen were injured, including Muir. He was the worst but Fiona assures me the injured will heal and Dara has the names of all the dead. He’s dealt with the burials. I asked him to wait but he said that’s not your way and that you’d understand. I’m so sorry for your loss, Kade.”

      “Fraser,” Kade said sadly. “He was Beta to my father. I’ll miss the old sod. He could be a pain in my arse but gave wise counsel. I’ll have to think of a replacement.”

      Kirsty raised an eyebrow. “Can I make a suggestion? I know I’m new here but with what I saw during this whole thing, the bravery I saw in one person stood out.”

      “Certainly,” Kade replied. “I’d welcome your advice.”

      “Muir,” Kirsty said firmly. “He went above and beyond, Kade. I’ve never seen such selfless acts of bravery before. He was a true hero. I think you should have a talk with him.”

      Kade mulled that over for a few moments. “I think you might be right. I don’t need another young Wolf as Beta. I have Lennox and Dara. What I need is age and wisdom. Muir has both. Thank you, Kirsty.”

      “My pleasure,” she said, smiling.

      “What about the last?”

      “The last what?” Kirsty frowned, confusion written all over her face.

      “My last question.” Kade ran a hand up and down her side, noticing she wore a sleeveless t-shirt and shorts.

      How had he not realized that before? He also wore pajama bottoms. Damn. He’d much prefer to be naked.

      “Oh that.” Kirsty raised an eyebrow. “I’m not entirely sure how I feel about that. I was looking for at least a date before I was tied to a man for life. Jeez, I never even got a bunch of flowers.”

      Kade chuckled, his fingers working his way beneath her top, her skin soft and warm. “I can do flowers and dates. I can do whatever you want, Princess. You name it and I’ll make it happen.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Kirsty smiled, her eyes twinkling mischievously.

      “Tell me something—” Kade pulled her closer. “How come you’re here in bed with me?”

      Kirsty’s mouth placed a kiss on his chest, her tongue darting out to swirl around naughtily. “I’ve been with you every second. Where else would I be? You’re my . . . mate.”

      “That I am.” Kade’s fingers tangled in her hair, tugging her head back and claiming her mouth in a searing kiss filled with his longing and desire. “Finally, I can show you what that means.”

      “Please do,” Kirsty quipped.

      “First, we need to get rid of this,” he said, removing her top slowly, pulling it off and throwing it away. “And these,” he drawled, moving under the covers to slide down her shorts, his mouth peppering her skin with soft kisses.

      Kirsty moaned, quivering as his lips caressed down her body, settling on her inner thighs, his fingers gently moving to her silky folds. A soft growl rumbled in his chest when he felt her already wet and ready, dipping a finger inside her tight channel, as his tongue teased her sensitive nub.

      “Damn!” she squealed, her hips bucking as he went to work, eager to pleasure her like no other possibly could.

      Placing his free hand on her lower belly he held her in place, nipping her hardened bud as he added another finger. Kirsty’s thighs shook as his tongue flicked her mercilessly, fingers hooking forward and tapping furiously.

      “Holy hell!” she screamed. “Don’t stop!”

      Kade had no intention of stopping. Not now, not anytime soon. He was only getting started.

      Mere moments later he felt her first orgasm start, deep inside her channel as it tightened around his fingers a second before she howled his name. Her fingers in his hair, holding him tightly in place.

      He continued to suckle her well afterward, until her breathing had returned to somewhere near normal, her hands dropping to the bed. He slid up her body, slipping off his bottoms as he went and kicking them off.

      “Wow,” Kirsty gasped. “You’re good, Alpha.”

      The inflection she enhanced using Alpha intensified his arousal, increasing it tenfold. His rock-hard cock twitched, his hips rocking to nudge it against her entrance. “I like the way you say that, Princess. Say it again.”

      “What? Oh, you mean . . . Alpha,” she toyed with him, her nails dragging across his chest. “Alpha, Alpha . . . Alpha.”

      “Damn, woman, you’re going to be the death of me.” Kade gasped, slowly pressing his hips forward.

      “Oh!” Kirsty’s mouth opened in a perfect pout as he paused.

      “Am I hurting you?” he asked, worriedly.

      “Yes, no, shit, don’t stop, it’s . . . exquisite.”

      Kade leaned down, covering her mouth with his, encompassing her body with his love and adoration. His thrusts starting off slow, leisurely, as they got to know each other’s bodies, growing to a frenzied need of craving and desire for release.

      Kirsty wrapped her legs around his waist, tightening her hold on him as she nibbled his bottom lip. Her warm, tight channel fitting him like a hand-made glove. His cock throbbing and swelling deep inside his mate as she raked across his back, hard enough to draw blood. The pain intensely arousing, sending him stampeding toward his release.

      He barely managed to hold back, determined to take her with him on that magical journey.

      Kade rocked his hips, just enough to rub against her clit, Kirsty’s cries of intense pleasure as he brought her to the brink was the most beautiful sound in the universe. The moment he felt her tip over, her head falling back, his name tearing from her lips, he allowed his own orgasm to rip free. A roar of pure ecstasy wrenching itself free to alert the Pack that their Alpha had finally mated.

      Kade didn’t stop there, he barely allowed Kirsty time to recover before he worshipped her again, every single inch of her, head to toe, and back again. They spent the rest of that day, night, and the next in bed with him taking short trips for some snacks and drinks.

      If it weren’t for the recent rogue attack, Kade would’ve stayed locked away for longer. However, he had duties to attend to so he reluctantly knew he’d have to cut their bonding period short. He did take time to go and get something special done, sneaking away while Kirsty napped.

      When he returned, she was awake. “Where were you?”

      “I had something I had to do.”

      “Pack business?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied, slipping off his shirt. “This.”

      Kirsty’s eyes widened as she took in his brand-new tattoo. A wolf paw with a double infinity symbol in the middle, two K’s in the center, right over his heart.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, her eyes raising to his.

      “Every night when I undress and every morning when you wake and see this, I want you to know how much I love you. Every single day, every hour of that day, every minute, Princess. Infinity times two, and even that doesn’t cover how much I feel for you. Doesn’t even come close.”

      “Kade—” her eyes sparkled with tears, her voice hitching. “I . . .”

      She stopped, her hand flying to her mouth, her lips trembling. He dashed to her side, kissing her breathless as he, once again, showed her the depths of his love. Those precious hours had been the last of their time apart from the Pack.

      He sighed, not wanting to rejoin the real world but knowing they must. It was his duty, their duty as Alphas. “So, Princess, are you ready to get to work? By my side as Alpha?”

      Kirsty looked fearful for a brief moment before she straightened her shoulders. “Not quite where I thought my life was headed, but I’m always up for a challenge. And I’ve got to say, with you beside me, I think I can take on the whole damn world, Kade MacKenzie. Let’s do this.”

      He took her hand and led her out to introduce her to the Pack as his mate and start their new life. One he knew he was blessed to have.

      Looking up briefly, he thought, Thank you, Goddess, I owe you.
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      Kirsty wandered along the banks of the loch, sighing with happiness as she watched Leia frolic with the small Wolf.

      Young Jimmy had his first transformation just last month, and now he took every opportunity to play with her Shepherd in his beast form. They had a special bond, one that was glorious to see. The love between them brought tears to Kirsty’s eyes.

      She swiped them away quickly. Damn, her hormones were all over the place, causing her to cry at the least wee thing. The sun shone brightly down onto the calm water and she wondered if she should dip her feet in to cool them down. It sounded a good idea but the rocks surrounded the banks looked slippery and she wasn’t sure she should take the risk.

      Not without Kade there to help her.

      Sneaking a glance over her shoulder she saw at least two more Wolves following behind. Guards. Her mate wouldn’t allow her to go anywhere without him by her side, or his guards in his stead. Today she had guards. One was definitely Isla. Kirsty would know that sleek Wolf anywhere but she wasn’t certain who the other one was.

      She could always ask Isla to help her down to the water’s edge. Her feet were hot and swollen. The cold loch would be such a relief. Maybe later, after their picnic. “Jimmy, come on, we can set up here and have lunch.”

      Kirsty headed for the large smooth boulder where she could set out the tartan rug for her to sit on. In her condition, she could no longer drop down gracefully to the ground. Placing the wicker basket on the rock she rubbed her aching back that had grown more painful over the last few minutes.

      “Damn,” she moaned, leaning over to rest on the stone, a pain shooting through from her back and piercing her belly.

      Jimmy was at her side in moments, back in human form. He’d grown this past year, his long legs now bringing his head to her shoulder. “Miss Kirsty, what’s wrong? Are ye all right?”

      Kirsty blew out a long breath, the pain not relenting. Instead it grew in intensity, her heart thudding wildly in her chest as she gasped, “No, no, no. Not now. He’ll bloody kill me.”

      “What? Who’ll kill ye? Tell me and I’ll rip their throat out!”

      Jimmy spun all around looking for the threat, baring his teeth, his face fiercely protective as Leia pranced around, whining.

      “Kade.” She groaned again as another pain sliced through her mid-section. “He told me not to go out today.”

      “Oh,” Jimmy said, eyes wide. “What’s wrong?”

      “Get Isla—” Kirsty leaned fully onto the large boulder, biting her lip to stop from crying out.

      Jimmy ran away, yelling loudly. “Help! Isla! We need you, quick, come quick!”

      Moments later, Isla stood naked next to Kirsty, her hand on her shoulder. “Alpha, can I help you?”

      “Get Kade, and Fiona. I need them both here. Now, Isla.”

      “What? No, I need to get you back to camp.”

      “I can’t,” Kirsty ground out. “I can’t, Isla. Don’t touch me, don’t try and move me. Just go and get Kade and Fiona. Now!”

      “Fuck!” Isla cursed loudly. “He’ll skin me alive for this.”

      “You and me both.” Kirsty moaned again as Isla transformed before her and sped off.

      “What can I do?” Jimmy asked quietly.

      “There’s some napkins in the basket.” She had to stop as another pain hit, when it passed she nodded to the loch. “Can you soak them and hold them to the back of my neck?”

      Jimmy didn’t say a word, calmly doing as she asked with speed only a Shifter child could do. When he placed the first cold cloth on her neck, she thanked him.

      “Thank you, Jimmy.”

      “I won’t leave ye, Miss Kirsty. I’ll stay right here and look after ye.”

      “I know you will, Jimmy.” Kirsty grabbed one of the napkins, shoving it between her teeth and biting down as a far more powerful pain stabbed her insides. She felt as if someone were ripping her apart and she prayed that Kade would get here soon.

      She needed him. Now.

      “Kade, come to me, baby. I need you.” She said the words aloud but also used their burgeoning mating link. It was there, just growing slower than normal due to her being human, but she’d try anything at this point. She needed her man and she needed him right now.

      She felt a spark in her head, a tingling sensation a second before she heard him. “Princess? What’s wrong? Where are you?”

      “Kade! Thank goodness. I’m at the loch. I need you, now.”

      “I’m on my way but tell me what’s wrong? Are you hurt? Do I need guards? Are you in danger?”

      “No guards, just Fiona, but I sent Isla. Please, I can’t concentrate on talking right now, darling. Just get here.”

      “Do you mean?”

      “Yes.”

      “Holy hell! I won’t be long. Ten minutes, Princess. Ten minutes. Hold on.”

      “I’ll try, but Kade, my water’s just broke. Hurry.”

      Jimmy jumped back as the liquid gushed between her legs. His voice pitching high as he yelped. “Uh oh, I know what that means. Ye need someone else here, Miss. I canny do it. I mean, I just canny. Yer the Alpha, it wouldnae be right me helping you wae that.”

      “Kade’s on his way and Isla will be here soon with Fiona. It’s okay, Jimmy, you won’t need to do anything.”

      “Whew!” Jimmy whistled out. “When the Alpha gets here I’ll take Leia home and let the Pack know what’s going on.”

      “Thank you.” Kirsty was going to say more. Tell the lad how much she appreciated his help and a ton of other stuff, but right then a pain so intense overtook her that all she could do was throw her head back and scream.

      Sweat dripped down her back, down her face and chest and damn it, she needed to rid herself of her panties. They were drenched and uncomfortable but she couldn’t do that with Jimmy standing there. Tears pricked her eyes as her entire being was taken over by pain again, one contraction morphing into the next. Surely this was supposed to take longer?

      Hours. Not this short. Damn, if Kade and Fiona didn’t get here soon she’d be delivering her own damn baby and she had no idea how to do that.

      Her tears spilled free, running down her cheeks to mix with the sweat pouring from her body. Her legs shook with the strain of holding her up, her arms shaking as she held herself against the large boulder. What a sight she must be.

      A small hand landed on the base of her back, rubbing in small circles. “It’ll be okay, Miss.”

      Jimmy’s worried voice did little to allay her fears. The thought of giving birth without Kade tore at her heart, almost shattering it into tiny pieces. Her breaths coming in short gasps as she fought against the pain that seemed intent on tearing her apart.

      “Hey, Princess.” Kade’s warm voice at her ear was her undoing, her sobs breaking free in loud cries.

      “I thought you wouldn’t make it!”

      “Nothing would keep me from this.” Kade’s strong arms held her, taking her weight and holding her firmly. “I’ve got you, baby. Now, do you want to stay on your feet or do you want to lie down? I don’t think we have time to get you home.”

      “Jimmy, you can go home now,” Kirsty managed to gasp out.

      “He’s already gone, love,” Kade whispered against her cheek.

      “Thank goodness.” She let out a tight laugh. “Get my underwear off, please. They are sodding wet and very uncomfortable.”

      “I could make a joke about that but I guess now’s not the time.” Kade chuckled, reaching under her dress to tug them down. “There you go. Back to my original question. What position do you want?”

      Kirsty had a brief reprieve from pain, and looking over her shoulder, she raised an eyebrow. “I could also make a joke about how that question got me into this in the first place.”

      “Indeed it did,” Kade replied softly, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

      “I think I’ll stay like this. If you can keep hold of me. My legs are weak and I can barely hold myself up but I’d much rather give this little bugger all the help I can.”

      “I’ll always be able to carry you, Princess. How far apart are the contractions?”

      “They seem to be running into one another, Kade. They’re not giving me much time between them and . . . oh shit. Kade, I need to push. Shit. Where’s Fiona. I can’t do this. I can’t.”

      “Yes, we can, baby. We’ll do this together.”

      Kirsty’s heart was fit to burst as panic took over. How could they do this? Out here in the wilds of Scotland with no help? No, no, no. She couldn’t.

      “Yes, Princess, we can,” Kade said again, more forcefully and she realized he’d been inside her head again.

      It wasn’t fair he had more access to her than she had to him.

      “I’m scared,” she finally admitted, both to her mate and to herself.

      “I will never let you do anything alone, Kirsty. I’m right here and I’ll always be right here. You mean everything to me, Princess. You know that. Come on, where’s that feisty girl that faced a pack of rogues with nothing but a damn shotgun?”

      Kirsty felt it then. His Alpha power wafting over her, settling deep inside her, taking part of her pain as his, and easing both her discomfort and her heart. “Thank you,” she said, laying her head back on his broad chest, turning her cheek toward where she knew his tattoo was.

      “You’re welcome, but I think we have our child to deliver.”

      “Yes, we do. I hope you’re ready, Kade MacKenzie.”

      “Always,” he replied, kissing the top of her head. “Next time you need to, darling, push.”

      So that’s what she did. Kirsty knew he helped her. Using his Alpha power to free her from a large portion of the pain as she fought to bring their child into the world. She was grateful for that, damn, she’d be forever grateful for that. Who the hell wouldn’t?

      Kade changed his position so she leaned against his chest, his arms snaking around and between her legs. His fingers probing gently. “I can feel the head!”

      His voice excited as she drove down again, feeling the pressure give as their child’s head popped free. “I’ve got the head. Hold on a moment, sweetie. Aye, it’s ok, the cord’s not wrapped around the neck. Wait, wait.”

      Kirsty groaned. “I can’t. I’m not doing anything, it’s just coming.”

      With that their child slipped out and into Kade’s strong, waiting hands.

      “Holy hell! I’m a father!” Kade yelled, slowly lowering them both to the ground as they gazed down at their son.

      It was then that Fiona arrived with Isla and several other guards who stayed further back, giving them privacy.

      “Well, well, looks like you two managed on your own.” Fiona beamed at them, setting her large leather satchel down and dropping to her knees.

      “Fiona! Please check him over. Is he okay?” Kirsty begged.

      Kade held their son firmly, reluctant to release him. “He’s fine. He’s ours. How could he be anything other than perfect.”

      Fiona cut the cord, checking the baby over and swaddling him up in a soft blanket she pulled from her satchel before handing him to Isla to hold. “I just want to check Kirsty and then we need to get her home and cleaned up. She’ll need to rest but I’m sure she’ll be fine even though she’s had a rather exciting delivery.”

      “Is he all right?” Kirsty asked, staring at their son.

      “He’s perfectly fine.” Fiona did what was required for Kirsty as Kade held her in his arms then pronounced her fit to return to camp, albeit in his arms.

      “Isla, stay close,” Kade ordered roughly as he carried Kirsty.

      “Aye.” Isla smiled down at the sleeping child.

      “No—” Kirsty shook her head, holding out her arms. “I need my son, please.”

      Isla seemed reluctant to hand over the child, patting his head gently before releasing him into his mother’s arms. Kirsty settled her head against Kade. “Now we can go home. I’m a wee bit tired and you know what? I hope Skye’s made scones ‘cause I could fair go some right now.”
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      Zohar threw his phone down, watching it bounce on his bed and fall off the edge, not bothering to check if it was still in one piece as he cursed. “Fuck.”

      That’s what he hated about favors, they always got called in. It had been over five years since Shade Shawcross had helped him find a renegade Council Guard, and damn it, he’d thought the Alpha would not cash in on the aid he’d given. Zohar had lied easily to Shade, telling him he was on a mission instead of languishing in his cabin with his guts on fire.

      Blackness surrounded him as he fought to control the urge to tear outside and hunt. Again. He wasn’t stupid, he’d heard of the damn Hunger, but there was no way in hell that’s what was wrong with him. His soul weighed down with the dark deeds he’d carried out over the years for the Council. He knew better than to believe the Goddess would grant him a soulmate. Fuck, nobody in their right mind would come anywhere near him.

      Not with everything he’d done, things that made his skin crawl and kept him up at night. Yeah, the great Zohar couldn’t sleep because of nightmares. Bet that would raise a few eyebrows if it ever got out.

      The darkness he held inside him, closely guarded and locked up tight with the iron will he worked so fucking hard on. If not, he didn’t dare think of the consequences. Shit, he’d be on the receiving end of someone just like him if he ever lost control and that confrontation would not end well. Not at all.

      Zohar knew every Enforcer the Council had in their employ, and not one of them could take him down. Even if there were a group of them, he’d probably still be able to take them on and walk away. If he managed that, it would mean his comrades would be dead. Something that he couldn’t comprehend, far less envision living with.

      These past few days had been hell on earth. What with trying to hide what was going on with him, and still ensure the Council’s missions were covered, it hadn’t been easy. If it hadn’t been for his Second in Command, Danko, Zohar was certain his illness would’ve been uncovered.

      Zohar heard soft footfalls approaching his remote cabin, his ears pricking up, he rose and stalked through to meet his unwanted guest. Danko’s hand raised to knock when Zohar opened the door, grunting. “What?”

      Danko raised an eyebrow. “Don’t use that tone with me, my friend. Let me in. We need to talk.”

      If any other person spoke to him in such a manner Zohar would already have them by the throat, but Danko was the exception. They were friends, Zohar admitted that Danko was his only friend. The one person he could trust with his life . . . and his secrets.

      “Damn it, Danko, I’m not in the mood. I feel like shit.”

      Danko pushed passed, shrugging. “So what’s new? You’ve been feeling like this for days now and the old man is starting to ask questions. I’ve put him off by saying you’re gathering intel on a rogue, but he’s not stupid. He knows something isn’t right and he is going to catch on soon enough. So, are you going to listen to me so we can deal with this?”

      Zohar closed the door, noisily, before going to grab a beer from the fridge. “Here.” He tossed one to Danko then sat down at the table.

      His friend joining him but not drinking. “My friend, it pains me to see you like this. Why won’t you accept what is wrong?”

      Ignoring Danko, he drank his beer down, slamming the empty bottle on the table. “And when will you accept that there’s no way in hell that this is what you think? You know the things I’ve done. The atrocities I’ve had to commit for the Council, against our own species. The Goddess would never bless someone such as me with a soulmate. Never. I’ve got a dark soul, Danko. So fucking dark that it doesn’t deserve a mate, couldn’t deal with a mate.”

      Zohar stopped, pain lancing through his belly as if someone were cutting him open with a sword made of fire. Danko reached over the table to grab hold of his forearm. “Zohar!”

      When the pain subsided Zohar ground his teeth together before glaring at his friend. “The more likely scenario is one of my many enemies using a magic wielder to cast a spell. That’s far more likely than the fairy-tale rubbish in your head.”

      “Fine!” Danko threw his hands up angrily. “I can get Sherman to come here and check for anything fucking magical! He’ll soon be able to see if that’s what’s wrong.”

      Zohar shook his head. “No time. I just received a call and we have an urgent mission. I was about to call you when you arrived.”

      “Really?” Danko tilted his head, his face and tone saying he didn’t believe a word.

      “Yes, really.” Zohar stood, his chair scraping back noisily. “Shade Shawcross called in his favor, and from what he told me we don’t have time to waste. It’s about a Pack run by an Alpha we’ve heard of before . . . Jermaine Skinner of the Dark Forest Pack.”

      Danko’s face darkened as he snarled, “That fucker’s still an Alpha? I thought he’d be dead by now.”

      “Apparently not, and his Pack is worse than ever.” Zohar’s guts burned again but he fought to hide it from his friend. “The women are being treated abominably and it’s time we stepped in. He and his men need to be taken out and I’m just in the mood to deal with him.”

      Danko agreed, his body thrumming with anger. “Me too. I’ll go and get a team ready.”

      “I’ll be there in an hour.” Zohar had something to do before he could go anywhere: hunt.

      “Fine.” Danko squinted at him. “Are you sure we shouldn’t let Sherman see you first?”

      “If this hasn’t gone by the time we get back, I promise, I’ll go and see him.” Zohar lied easily again. “For now, let’s just deal with this asshole and liberate the She-Wolves that are being treated like slaves.”

      “Sure,” Danko replied, although the look on his face and the tone of his voice relayed his disbelief of Zohar’s promise.

      Hell, Zohar didn’t give a damn. Not right now. All he cared about was getting his friend to leave so he could sneak away for a quick foray into the forest surrounding his cabin. If he managed to catch some prey quickly then he’d be on his way to the Council Headquarters in no time and nobody would be any the wiser.

      Danko’s eyes bored into him one last time before he shook his head and left. His friend knew exactly what Zohar had planned but at least he didn’t call him on it and avoided a confrontation that would have ended badly for them both. For now, all Zohar had to do was get through this mission and then he could deal with the fucker who’d inflicted this magical illness on him.

      When he found out who was responsible, he vowed to make him pay and Zohar’s payment would be harsh, brutal, and downright deadly.
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      Zohar waited until he heard Danko’s vehicle start up and pull away from where it was parked on the road several hundred yards from his home, before leaving his cabin. He’d already stripped in readiness for his transformation, doing so with his usual exceptional swiftness.

      Zohar’s Wolf was huge, larger than most other Shifters’, and so dark that it was almost black with eyes to match: perfect for night hunting. His size didn’t detract from his stealth, when required, but for now all he wanted to do was run free. His beast taking off with great strides to disappear into the depths of the dark forest that most would avoid for fear of coming face to face with the predators that roamed free within.

      Not so for Zohar, or his beast. He welcomed the danger, the battle, if it came to that, but for now he needed to expend some of the pent-up energy burning inside him. Then he’d look for prey . . . or battle.

      Whichever came first, and either would do just fine with him.

      He sped through the forest until the delectable aroma of a deer caught his attention, veering right, his Wolf tore after the animal. One thought tearing through his mind: feed the hunger.

      Zohar’s beast caught up to his startled prey in no time, not bothering with silence to sneak up on the animal, instead he used his speed to chase it down. The thrill of the chase stampeding through him, lighting a fire deep inside that burnt his very soul, easing the darkness that tainted his core.

      It didn’t last though. When his beast leaped onto his terrified quarry, his massive jaws quickly snapped closed around its neck and ending its life, the darkness ebbed back inside. Even as he voraciously devoured his kill, he felt his soul die a little more. Soon there would be nothing left of the man he once was and that horrified him more than anything he’d done for the Council.

      When that last vestige of his humanity disappeared, Zohar knew he would have no choice but to ask his only friend to do the unthinkable: end his life. There would be no other choice. Zohar was one of the most formidable Shifters in existence, and he could not be allowed to roam free unchecked with no morality left inside. The consequences would be devastating, and go against everything he’d fought against for decades.

      No. When that moment arrived so would his last day. There was no other way.

      That decision was for another day, for now all he could focus on was consuming the deer and then returning to the Council Headquarters to carry out his mission. At least then his debt to Shade Shawcross would be paid in full.

      It didn’t take him long, the animal disappearing quickly as he scarfed it down, leaving almost nothing behind before returning home. After a quick shower, he dressed in his usual combat gear, checking himself in the mirror and seeing what others saw . . . a scary son-of-a-bitch that nobody messed with.

      Zohar ran a hand through his hair, securing it with a leather thong, staring into his eyes to try and see if he could glimpse the blackness he knew was there. All he saw was cold and emotionless eyes gazing back, hard as steel, but nothing to show the menace he knew was hidden there.

      Shaking his head, he let out a long sigh. “No time for this shit,” he mumbled to himself, turning quickly to stride away from his reflection, and his home. He had work to do and a favor to repay, then he would maybe spend some time figuring out who’d cast a spell on him.

      Sherman Kelly was a powerful Witch who the Council used, not only that, he was someone who was quite rare in Zohar’s eyes. He was a man that could be trusted and that’s just what he needed. If he decided to ask for help.

      The only problem with asking Sherman for assistance was that Zohar would then be indebted to the man, and that wasn’t a situation he relished. Slamming the door of his Jeep he started the engine, his wheels spinning as he drove away. On his way to pay a debt from five years ago, so what would Sherman ask in return for his help with this goddamn hunger that ate at Zohar’s guts?

      That was the question. One that Zohar needed the answer to before he’d contemplate approaching the Witch to ask for his assistance. Sherman’s price may well prove too high and Zohar would be right back where he started: hiding his illness and hunting every chance he got.

      For now, he’d have to push it aside and concentrate on the task at hand. There were Wolves in peril that needed his help. More importantly, there were Shifters who required his brand of justice and he would not fail those that needed him. No matter what the cost was to him, he would not forsake those in need.
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      His foot heavy on the pedal, his speed increasing to zoom along the backroads he knew so well. Every pothole, every boulder, and every turn, Zohar propelled his vehicle along at a breakneck pace. When the trees thinned out, and the dirt tracks changed to tarmac, farms and houses now dotting the landscape, he still didn’t slow down. Not until he saw the turn-off for the Headquarters, and only then did he reduce his speed enough to make the turn.

      Zohar’s Jeep flew along the road toward the walled enclosure that held the buildings of the Wolf Council, as well as the jail. Not that it was like any normal prison, only the worst cases being incarcerated, and those usually in their Wolf forms. It was hell on earth.

      Every single time Zohar passed the damn building his skin crawled, his heart thudding in his chest, and his blood pounded in his ears. The knowledge that he’d more than likely end up there always in the back of his mind. There was only so much one man could take before being overcome with . . . hell, he wasn’t even sure what the fuck it was inside him.

      All he knew was it consumed more of him with every mission and soon there’d be nothing of him left.

      “Shut the fuck up,” he cursed to himself as he slowed at the gates, four guards on duty, with one walking toward him.

      “Evening, Zohar,” the Shifter saluted stiffly before waving him on.

      Zohar didn’t bother responding, the guard didn’t expect him to. Zohar never “chatted” and didn’t waste time on idle words. He especially wasn’t going to attempt to interact with anyone right now, not with the mood he was in. He was reporting for duty, he’d do his job, he’d go home . . . and hunt.

      As he drove through the steel gates, he saw his men already gathered off to the right, Danko inspecting the two lines of Elite Guards with great detail. Zohar turned left, pulling into the first available space and parked. He took a steadying breath before getting out, looking up to the imposing building almost all windows lit up, even at this time of night. It still looked dark and brooding to him. Maybe because he knew what went on behind those walls.

      Most of what the Council did was for the greater good, but the means that got them there were what weighed him down. More often than not, dark deeds had to be done to protect those in need of their help, and it was men like him that carried out the Council’s orders. Memories of deeds done ran through his head, always there, never leaving. Nothing could stop them.

      He’d tried. Booze, women, and fighting . . . all failed. Zohar shook his head, clearing it before he jogged over to join Danko. “All set?” he barked as he arrived.

      “Yes.” Danko looked him up and down, as if he expected to see him dripping in blood, or worse.

      Zohar ignored the look, clasping his hands behind his back and walking back and forth in front of the assembled men. “We’ll have a fight on our hands. I’ve had dealings with this Alpha in the past, and he’s an asshole.” He paused, stopping and raising an eyebrow. “What’s new, huh? They’re all fucking assholes. But this one is a sneaky bastard and his Beta is a hard fucker that will attack without warning. Keep your wits about you. Got it?”

      “Yes, Sir!” his troops yelled back, loud, clear, and full of enthusiasm. Hell, they were young and eager. Like he once was.

      Now, all he wanted was to get the job done as quickly as possible and get out with his heart and soul intact. Was that even possible anymore?

      Zohar shook his head, snapping out. “Load up. We’ve got to get going. I want to get this over and done with as quickly as possible.”

      Danko stepped forward, issuing orders and assigning the men into the vehicles waiting for them. Within a few minutes they were loaded and on their way, Danko driving and Zohar riding shotgun, one group in the truck behind them.

      His friend remained silent for almost an hour, glancing frequently at Zohar, before finally asking, “Are you all right?”

      “Sure,” Zohar replied, staring straight ahead.

      “Really?” Danko pressed, his voice so low that only Zohar would hear.

      “I’ll be fine once we find out who cast this damn spell,” Zohar reiterated his theory again. “Then I’ll tear his head from his body and all will be good again.”

      “What if that’s not what ails you?” Danko mumbled and Zohar wasn’t sure if his friend meant to say the words aloud or not.

      “It must be, Danko. There is no other—”

      Danko interrupted, hissing across at him. “You know there is another reason for this, Zohar. You know.”

      “Don’t be fooled.” Zohar shook his head, glaring across at his friend. “That is what this enemy wants. They want us distracted, daydreaming of something that is impossible for someone such as me. That would play right into their hands and I refuse to do that. There is a reason for this and that is what I must find out. Possibly a case that is about to drop into our laps and they want me off chasing a fantasy, instead of hunting them down. Think, Danko, is that not a more plausible explanation? Especially in our line of work and with the enemies we’ve accumulated over the years?”

      Danko sighed, focusing on the dark road ahead. He remained silent for long minutes before he nodded curtly. “Possibly.”

      “Let’s just focus on our assignment,” Zohar replied before settling his head back and closing his eyes, feigning sleep.

      Danko wouldn’t be fooled and may even be offended at Zohar’s obvious snub, but Zohar could take no more discussion regarding his malady. Not if he didn’t want to punch his fist through the windshield.

      Zohar didn’t expect to fall asleep, but he did. Danko waking him with a gruff voice. “We’re nearly there.”

      “What?” Zohar asked, confused. “How long was I out?”

      Danko looked over, scowling. “The first hour you pretended so you didn’t need to talk, the last five hours you have been snoring like a pig.”

      “Five hours?” Zohar asked, shocked. He hadn’t slept for longer than a couple of hours straight in over a week.

      “Yes, and we are almost at the camp.”

      “Damn.” Zohar sat up, shaking his head to clear it and looking outside. “It’s daylight, not ideal. I’d prefer going in at dawn or dusk.”

      “Do you want me to pull over and wait?” Danko asked, slowing down.

      “No.” Zohar cracked his neck. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “How do you want to do this? Go in hot?”

      “Have the men fan out and remove any sentries first. After they’ve taken out any possible threat of attack from them, then we’ll go in on foot. Easy and slow, so we can get a measure of the camp and see what’s going on. We may get lucky and catch the Alpha and Beta alone.”

      “Yeah, right,” Danko snorted. “When does that ever happen?”

      “Rarely,” Zohar replied shortly. “However, there are women and children in there and I want to minimize the danger to them. We approach as I said and hope we manage to take the camp quickly, with no, or minimal, collateral damage.”

      “We can only hope for that, my friend. These things rarely go as planned.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Zohar replied curtly. “But we can do our best to make it so. Ensure the men are aware of that.”

      “As always, Zohar,” Danko answered.
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      Maisy cowered as her Alpha addressed the assembled Pack. His anger washing over them all, his eyes filled with rage as he glared at the women who’d been pushed to the front.

      Her friend, Libby, held her hand, squeezing it when she felt Maisy tremble. “It’s okay, I’m here.”

      “Shush, he’ll hear,” Maisy whispered urgently, desperate to keep Jermaine Skinner’s attention off them.

      His Beta, Marlon, paced back and forward, leering at them and making Maisy’s skin crawl. She was sure she was going to throw up if he stopped in front of her. She’d seen him pause along the line and run his finger down another girl’s face. If he touched her she was certain she wouldn’t be able to hide her disgust.

      Damn. That was just Marlon. What would she do if the Alpha picked her?

      Fuck! This was because her best friend, Marissa, had escaped. Not only had she got away, but from the shouting match that had ensued when her father, Saul, had returned, it seemed her friend was now mated to a freaking Alpha. A strong Alpha, one who Jermaine wasn’t prepared to go up against to get Marissa back.

      Good! Go Marissa.

      Maisy was overjoyed for her friend. She was . . . but it now meant that every other female in the Pack was on the chopping block. No, scratch that. Only the young women were now in line for what Marissa had been faced with before she ran and that was, to put it bluntly, a fate worse than death . . . the Alpha’s sex mate.

      Not a true mate. No. He had one of those, and he had three daughters, but women were treated like shit here, and he wanted a son. His solution? Saul fucking Farrar had sold his daughter to the Alpha as a sex mate until she produced a son.

      Who the hell did that? A fucking asshole, that’s who. But now she was gone and the Alpha was on the hunt for a replacement. So here she stood, clutching Libby’s hand and praying to the Goddess that neither of them caught the Alpha’s eye.

      Maisy knew she’d never survive something like that. Maybe her body would, but her mind could not. She’d lived most of her life in fear, she was the typical “scaredy cat”. She jumped at loud noises, cringed when people shouted, and tears sprang to her eyes whenever there was any kind of conflict.

      How could she survive being abused by that bear of a man? Quite simply . . . she couldn’t.

      “You will stand fucking still!” Marlon poked a girl at the end of the line, his face closing in on the white face filled with terror. “Or I’ll take you out back and teach you some manners.”

      “Oh shit.” Maisy’s heart thudded in her chest. She knew the girl, hell, she was barely fourteen.

      “Shush, sweets, leave it be. We can’t help her,” Libby mumbled.

      When the girl started to cry Marlon’s hand snapped forward, grabbing her hair and pulling her out of line. “Fine, you were warned.”

      Maisy watched as he dragged her behind him, out of sight around the side of the nearest cabin. “What will he do?” Maisy couldn’t stop herself asking.

      “Shh.” Libby tightened her grip on Maisy’s hand.

      The Alpha smirked, addressing them again. “That’s what happens when you don’t do as you’re told.”

      Utter silence fell over the area; no adults had been allowed to attend. Their Alpha ordering them to stay in their cabins. If they refused, then their daughter would be “given” to his men for the night. Not surprisingly everyone stayed inside.

      Maisy looked around at the line of girls, possibly only twenty were here. Shoot, one in twenty wasn’t great odds. Her mind focused on the chances of her being picked when she heard the first scream and then she knew what Marlon was doing.

      She pulled her hand from Libby’s to cover her ears, but she still heard the cries as Marlon carried out his own “punishment”. For the hundredth time, she sent a prayer to the Goddess asking her to send someone to help them. Surely she couldn’t allow this to carry on?

      “I can’t do this.” Maisy’s feet took a small step back, her body trembling uncontrollably. “I’m going to faint, scream, or throw up. Not sure which, Libs, but one of those is gonna happen real soon.”

      Libby’s hand shot to her shoulder, holding her in place. “Don’t.”

      She looked up at her friend, knowing her eyes were filled with tears, and she’d look frail and weak in comparison to Libby’s tall and strong stature. “I can’t, Libs.”

      “Stop, I’m here. I’ll protect you, babe. Don’t I always?”

      Maisy took a deep breath in, focusing on Libby and shutting out everything else. No sound made it past her total attention on her friend who nodded. “That’s it, sweets, we’ve done this a hundred times. Just breathe.”

      Maisy did, and soon her fear settled back down, as Marlon walked back to parade before them as if he was some fucking hero instead of a lowlife abuser. The girl, however, didn’t reappear. At least she was out of the pick for the Alpha. Small mercies.

      Libby straightened, facing forward when Marlon came their way, head up. Maisy couldn’t look at the Beta, she was terrified he’d see the disgust, loathing, and hatred in her eyes and take out his anger on her, again. She kept her gaze down, hoping he wouldn’t stop.

      Only he did. Oh shit.
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      It was the Alpha’s shout that halted Marlon’s feet. “Stop right there, Marlon. Let’s have a look at that timid little mouse.”

      Oh shit. Maisy’s feet moved of their own volition . . . backwards. Marlon’s hand grabbing onto her upper arm painfully.

      “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

      He pulled her forward, causing her to stumble and almost fall, but the hold he had on her stopped her from tumbling into the mud. Marlon tugged her along, her heart almost bursting from her chest as terror invaded her. This couldn’t be happening. No way.

      Surely the Alpha wouldn’t want her? She was tiny, small for a female in both human and Wolf form. He’d want a big strong She-Wolf to bear him a son . . . wouldn’t he?

      Maisy’s throat spasmed, bile rushing up, and she swallowed convulsively, knowing if she puked right now that her life would end. What an insult that would be, puking right at the Alpha’s feet. Shit, he’d tear her apart. So, she did her best to stop herself from throwing up but she didn’t know how long she’d manage to hold it in.

      Marlon stopped, one of his hands latching onto her long blonde hair and tugging hard so her head was forced up. “This one, Boss? She’s pretty scrawny.”

      “That may be, but look at the fear in her eyes, Marlon. I think it’ll be fun having her for a while.”

      The Beta seemed to find this amusing, chuckling loudly before replying, “Yeah, that’s always fun. So, should I send the rest away?”

      “For now.” The Alpha stepped forward, leaning down to inhale her scent. “Goddess, her scent is divine. I swear I’m hard just smelling that fear. I want her in my special room. Lock her in there for an hour or so and then I’ll go to her. By then the room will reek of her terror.”

      “As you wish, Alpha.” Marlon went to walk away but Jermaine stopped him.

      “Wait, you can pick one for yourself, Beta, for doing a good job.”

      “Thanks.” Marlon snickered just before Maisy heard a shout, the voice familiar but shooting even more alarm through her already horror filled body.

      “Wait! You can’t want her, Alpha! I’ll be much better for you.”

      Maisy’s head spun around so fast she saw spots as Libby ran forward, her lips pouting as she smiled up at the Alpha. “She’s a fraidy-cat and won’t be much fun.”

      Marlon’s hand shot out, halting Libby. “Stop right there, bitch.”

      This was the moment Maisy knew both her and her friend’s lives would end. Her insides churning, her blood rushing downwards to pool in her feet, and leaving her so lightheaded that she felt sure she’d faint. The only thing stopping her was Libby’s presence, she couldn’t desert her friend. Not now, not when she was trying to sacrifice herself in her stead. Maisy might be a mouse, a fraidy-cat, and more, but she couldn’t allow Libby to do this.

      She. Just. Couldn’t.

      “No,” Maisy said, her voice coming out high-pitched and much louder than she’d intended. Staring up at her friend she shook her head. “I’m fine. Honestly, Libs.”

      Libby returned her stare, and shook her head. “I can’t, sweets, I just can’t.”

      Maisy watched in horror as Libby pushed Marlon’s hand aside. “Alpha, you just know, you’ll have so much more fun with me. Plus, I’m strong, much stronger than this little one here. I’ll give you a good strong son, whereas this one will probably keel over with her first contraction, and you can bet your last dollar, she’s gonna pop out another girl.”

      Marlon snarled, pushing Maisy behind him so roughly she went sprawling in the dirt, rushing to grab hold of Libby. Jermaine had retreated up the stairs to his cabin and was watching with one eyebrow raised, as if he was considering Libby’s proposal.

      Libby struggled in Marlon’s hold. “Let go of me, you big brute.”

      The Alpha chuckled. “Brute, you hear that, Marlon? She called you a brute.”

      Marlon’s fist connected with Libby’s jaw so damn fast that none of them saw it coming. Her head jerked back as blood spurted from her mouth, and Maisy was sure she saw a tooth flying out as Libby grunted in pain. Maisy didn’t think, she reacted, jumping to her feet she rushed forward and jumped onto the Beta’s back, pulling his hair and kicking wherever her small feet could land.

      A rage burning inside her that she’d never felt before. One that she didn’t know she was capable of . . . not until she saw her friend in danger. Then something just consumed her, took over her in a way she couldn’t control so she kicked, scratched, and god damn it, she even sank her teeth into Marlon’s shoulder to stop his assault on Libby.

      Her friend now lay on the ground as the Beta kicked her in the ribs, the sound of Libby’s ribs breaking tearing at Maisy’s heart. Marlon paused in his attack on Libby, focusing on Maisy, his hands reaching over to pull her roughly from his back before throwing her away from him.

      She hit the ground, hard, rolling over and over before smashing against the porch of the Alpha’s cabin. Her head spinning, body aching, and tears running down her cheeks to join the blood now pouring from scrapes on her face. Her nose gushed with crimson liquid, making it hard for her to breathe, so she had to open her mouth and draw in short painful gasps.

      It took a moment for her eyes to focus and when they did, a soft whine tore from her throat when she saw her Alpha standing with his arms crossed glaring at Libby, who was held up by Marlon’s hand around her throat. Jermaine snarled into Libby’s face, his fangs descended in a show of pure aggression.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? You stupid bitch, you’ve made a fatal mistake today. One you won’t live long enough to regret.”

      Marlon laughed, shaking Libby who struggled in his grasp and then, Goddess help her, she stared their Alpha right in the eye and ground out, “You’re a fucking perverted, sick son-of-a-bitch and I know I won’t be here, but I’ll be looking down from above when the day comes and you get your fucking throat ripped out, you fucking bastard!”

      Then Libby spat in his face! Maisy’s stomach lurched as she crawled forward, desperate to reach her friend. She knew what was going to happen, and she also knew she couldn’t stop it, but she had to try. As it was, she didn’t even make it to Libby.

      A roar of anger ripping from their Alpha as he forced a partial transformation. It was agonizing to watch as his hands lengthened into razor sharp claws, fur sprouting from his skin . . . and then he plunged those deadly claws into her friend.

      Maisy leapt to her feet, her legs trembling as she dashed forward . . . too late. Jermaine’s arm shot back, raising it high above his head with blood covering it and flowing down to trickle onto the ground. Maisy’s scream tore through the camp when she saw Libby’s heart held firmly between his hand that was now fingers, instead of the deadly weapons he’d used on her friend.

      “This is what happens to anyone who steps out of line! Remember that the next time you have thoughts of speaking out of turn!”

      Marlon released his hold on her dead friend, Libby’s corpse falling limply to the ground. Maisy’s legs gave out and she scrambled on her hands and knees to reach the one person who’d tried to save her from the Alpha’s clutches. She cradled Libby’s head on her lap, tears flowing freely down her face, as anger lapped at her belly.

      Red hot. Like molten lava burning inside her. Fury took root so deep in her soul that she knew she’d never be the same. One thought stampeding through her: make them pay.

      Jermaine and Marlon would die for what they’d done this day. She had no idea how she’d manage it, but she was certain she would. Whatever it took she would do it. If she waited until they slept, if she snuck them a sleeping potion, poison, hell, she’d find a way. All she knew was she’d kill these two animals for their deeds, not just for Libby, but for every female they had ever hurt, abused, or killed.

      Libby wasn’t the first and if someone didn’t do something, she wouldn’t be the last. Maisy would be that someone. After all, she was the scaredy-cat that nobody would suspect but no longer. This was the last straw, the very fucking last straw, and she swore that she’d put them down like the dogs they were.
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      “Right, that’s the sentries taken care of. We’re good to go.” Danko motioned to their men still waiting. “Split up into pairs, surround the camp, and wait for us to enter. When we do, you all know the drill . . . you appear as a show of strength and hopefully this doesn’t end in a blood-bath.”

      Zohar stared each one of his men in the eyes as he spoke next. “Our priority, as always, are the women and children. Ensure they are safe at all costs, Danko and I can take care of the Alpha and his Beta, as well as the few others they have in their group. Only step in if required, and only once the women and kids are deemed safe.”

      He waited until he saw them each nod before slapping Danko on the back. “Okay, my friend, let’s go take down this Alpha, once and for all.”

      “I look forward to it.” Danko grinned, his eyes cold as ice as they took off into the forest.

      Zohar set a brisk pace, weaving around trees, bushes, and leaping over the occasional stream as he and Danko made their way toward the camp. He didn’t need to keep tabs on where the rest of their men were, or their progress. They’d done this too many times to count and would be exactly where they were supposed to be and ready for anything. If that were fangs and fur, or hands and guns. It didn’t matter, they’d be prepared for what awaited and back Zohar and Danko up come what may.

      Not once had Zohar questioned his men’s abilities. Today the only doubts that ran around inside his brain were of his own, especially as his insides were on fire, again. Damn it, would this hunger never ease? He vowed when he returned to base that he’d set about finding who the hell it was that afflicted him and then he’d exact his revenge. In his own brutal fashion, of course.

      His feet stumbled, his heart thudding, and his mind almost exploded when a scent wafted toward him. The scent a mere hint of an aroma that touched his nostrils, but it was enough to cause his beast to howl inside his head and knock him almost on his damn ass.

      Danko stopped, looking at him as if he’d grown horns. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Zohar snapped, trying to regain his normal resolute control.

      “Doesn’t look like nothing,” Danko retorted. “You’re as white as Siberia in mid-winter, my friend, and you’re shaking. What’s going on?”

      “I said nothing . . .” Zohar snarled and that’s when the sounds from the camp floated toward them.

      Loud voices and screams, one in particular stood out to Zohar and he knew deep down that it belonged to the person whose scent had affected him just a moment ago. Her fear and terror flying through the forest to tear at his insides and had his feet moving forward at lightning speed. Danko right beside him as they sprinted through the forest.

      Zohar’s beast urged him to go faster, his Wolf simmering under the surface and threatening to take control. He barely kept it from forcing a transformation as they charged into the camp. His eyes scouring the area and taking in a hundred different facts in seconds.

      A line of young women and girls, clearly terrified, and most crying and clutching to one another. Scared faces of adults pressed up against windows of cabins but none venturing outside to calm their daughters. The Alpha, Beta, and a few of his men standing at the bottom of steps leading up to the largest cabin. A tiny young woman sitting on the ground, crying softly as she cradled the head of another in her lap.

      Her face was white with shock as she murmured over and over, “No, no, no. Libby, you can’t leave me. This can’t be happening. No. No. No.”

      The absolute desolation in her voice tore at him, his feet veering toward her before he forced himself to stay on track. Her aroma assaulting his senses and causing him to feel her pain, her misery, and her anguish. He also felt something else washing over him . . . hatred. So strong was this emotion that a snarl tore free from his throat as he slowed his pace, his voice harsh as he cut through the almost silence. “I have been sent by the Council. Alpha Skinner, I order you and your men to stand down. Now.”

      Danko stepped away, giving them both space in case of trouble, and with the looks on the faces of all the men now glaring at them it looked like things weren’t going to go smoothly. Good.

      These men were the cause of the girl’s despair and Zohar was in the mood for physical one on one, especially when it came to bullies who obviously harmed women. His gaze on the Beta who he’d met briefly several years ago and taken an instant dislike to.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Enforcer,” Marlon sneered.

      The inflection in his title an insult as the Beta did his best to outface him. Zohar returned the look, his own eyes filled with loathing and disgust. “I’m here to take you and that sorry excuse for an Alpha down, Marlon. Fuck, Marlon, Jermaine, what kind of names are those for Shifters? Sounds like you should be in one of those boy bands instead of leading a Pack of Wolves.”

      The insult hit hard, Marlon’s jaw clenching so tight that Zohar was surprised he didn’t hear the sound of teeth crunching as they broke in the man’s mouth. Instead the Alpha laid a hand on Marlon’s shoulder, holding him in place, as he addressed Zohar.

      “Why are you here? Has someone from my Pack made some kind of complaint? If so, I’m sure we can sort it out amicably. I’m always willing to work with the Council to sort things out.”

      Zohar kept his eyes trained on Marlon as he replied, “I don’t need to remind you that I do not have to divulge any information to you. All the information you are required to know is that you are no longer Alpha and your men are relinquished from their positions of power. This goes down one of two ways, Jermaine. One is that you and your boys pack up and leave within the hour. If that doesn’t suit you, then we take you into custody and you will be transported back to Council Headquarters where you can lodge a complaint and take it up with them on how to proceed.”

      Zohar paused, waiting on the man to interrupt, which, of course, he did.

      “What? You can’t do that. This is not acceptable. No way am I just walking away from my Pack.”

      Zohar held his hand up, his gaze still on Marlon as he growled, “I can, and I have. My power is absolute in this but I’ll give you a piece of advice for free . . . go for option one. Option two rarely ends well and although, to be honest, I’d actually enjoy you ending up in our prison for the rest of your miserable life. I’d much rather get to work putting this Pack back together again. But, as I said, the choice is yours.”

      “This is my Pack,” Jermaine whined. “They are my people who I love. I’ve devoted my life to them, I protect them, I . . .”

      And that’s when the unexpected happened . . . the tiny female who sat on the ground cradling the body of her dead friend leaped up, claws drawn, and attacked the Alpha.

      Her voice was also a surprise, not a high-pitched scream, but a low growl as she pounced at Jermaine. “You’re a fucking liar. You abuse, threaten, and kill. You’ve never protected any of us and you just murdered one of the best people in this fucking Pack.”

      She was attempting to rake her nails across Jermaine’s face, unfortunately she was too small to reach. Marlon’s arm snapped over, grabbing her hair and hauling her off his Alpha. “Fucking bitch. I should’ve done the same to you, that I just did to that damn whore.”

      Fury consumed Zohar, a red haze filling his sight, his anger so vast he couldn’t comprehend the intensity of the feelings overwhelming him. A partial shift overtaking him within the blink of an eye as he sprang forward, his claws sinking into Marlon’s shoulder as he hauled him back.

      “Get your stinking hands off her.” His voice barely recognizable as human.

      The girl fell to the ground as the Beta yelled in pain before spinning around to face him, snarling viciously. “You and me, Zohar.”

      No other words passed between them as they both transformed, Zohar in seconds, Marlon taking far longer. Zohar could have taken advantage of the Beta’s delay, but he waited until Marlon’s light brown beast was before him then padded backward, away from the woman on the ground. Her bright green eyes wide as she watched his every move.

      Danko’s voice shouting a warning around the camp. “Stand back!”

      Again Zohar paused, giving the assembled She-Wolves enough time to get out of their way, but Marlon did not. His Wolf leaping high into the air and heading straight for him. Zohar’s Wolf was in a frenzy, out for blood, standing his ground until the very last moment and then he dropped to the ground and rolled to the side. Then he bounded up and on top of Marlon, opening his jaws wide and sinking his razor sharp into his opponent’s shoulder.

      He held on tight, shaking his head and tearing free a chunk of muscle, blood spurting to cover him and dripping down to sink into the dirt. Marlon’s beast howled with pain and anger, crawling out from under him and getting to his feet, spinning around to face him again. His lips curled back, froth oozing from his mouth and covering his lower jaw.

      Zohar’s beast spat out the meat, growling and pacing back and forth. A vision of Marlon manhandling the girl whose tantalizing scent had affected him swirling around inside his brain and sending both man and beast into a furious rage. He didn’t show quarter to the wounded Wolf before him, his anger knowing no bounds as he attacked again.

      Everything else disappeared, the buildings, people, everything. One word ringing in his head: destroy.

      And that’s what he did, literally. Minutes later Marlon’s Wolf lay in pieces after Zohar’s had torn him apart, limb from limb, until finally he ripped the head from the already dead body, throwing it into the air with a final roar of anger and triumph tearing free.

      His Wolf prowled back and forth before lowering its head and turning around, stalking back toward the girl with piercing green eyes who still sat on the ground. She watched as he drew closer her wide eyes locked with his but not a flicker of fear showing as his massive Wolf stopped mere inches before her.

      A tiny hand reached out to touch his muzzle, her voice soft, and once again she surprised the hell out of him as she whispered, “Thank you.”
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      Zohar wasn’t sure what shocked him more; his total lack of control in the fight, or the words that swam over him and soothed both him and his beast.

      Danko’s hard voice echoed around the silent camp. “Jermaine Skinner is no longer Alpha of Dark Forest Pack; you are free to leave your homes now. Don’t be scared, come out and comfort your children, they need their parents.”

      Zohar transformed, his naked body covered in Marlon’s blood, those green eyes darkening as they scanned him from top to toe. Her frank gaze surprising him, not for her appraisal of his nakedness, she was a Shifter after all, but for the total lack of fear.

      That wasn’t something he was used to. When people looked at Zohar, he invariably encountered that emotion, albeit some tried, and failed, to mask that reaction. She wasn’t hiding anything from him though, her face, her body language, everything about her was an open book, and there was not one frisson of dread slipping through. Strange.

      He didn’t have time to think any longer on that as Jermaine’s finger prodded his shoulder. “What the fuck did you do? He was my Beta and you just . . . destroyed him.”

      Zohar’s eyes dropped to the offending digit, a low growl rumbling in his chest. “Don’t touch me or you’ll suffer the same fate.”

      Jermaine stepped back, his eye’s darkening with anger. “You can’t just come into my Pack and rip apart my Beta for no good reason.”

      “I can and I did.” Zohar faced the ousted Alpha whose Beta’s blood covered his nakedness. “You hold no power here, that’s something you’d do well to remember. You have one hour to pack up and leave and that includes the time it will take you to vacate Pack land. After the time is up, I will take things into my own hands and trust me, you do not want me to take that course of action. I suggest you get moving before I lose my temper . . . again.”

      The threat was clear and it appeared Jermaine heard it loud and clear as he started to bark orders to the few men standing nearby, their feet shuffling and eyes flitting to Zohar’s men who now surrounded them. Zohar halted Jermaine. “Wait, I have a question. There’s someone in your Pack that I’m interested in finding. Where’s the man named Saul Farrar?”

      Jermaine’s eyes squinted, head cocked to the side. “He’s not here, he’s away on a mission I sent him on. What do you want with him?”

      Zohar leaned forward, his eyes boring into the other Shifter’s. “It’s a Council matter so that means several things to you. First, it’s none of your fucking business. Second, if you attempt to contact him from this second onward, I will find out and I think you know what that means for your future . . . you won’t have one. I’ll hunt you down and end you, and I promise you it will be painful, Jermaine. Lastly, that goes for each one of your men. Nobody alerts this man that we’re here or that I’m looking for him. Is that clear?”

      Zohar’s steely gaze settled on every set of eyes, holding his smirk inside as he saw cold fear staring back at him. “If you don’t want to end up like dear departed Marlon then you will not alert Saul Farrar.”

      Jermaine shrugged, trying to look nonchalant in front of his men but Zohar scented his terror as he spat out. “No loss to me. He was an idiot and couldn’t deliver what he’d promised anyway. He deserves whatever he gets.”

      Zohar couldn’t stop the snarl that erupted from him, his fangs sprouting quickly from his gums as one of his hands grabbed Jermaine’s shoulder, shaking him like a rag-doll. “What? He couldn’t bring home your next-in-line sex-toy? You’re a fucking animal and your time here has just been cut short. You have no time to collect anything. Go now before I kill you for all you’ve done against the females that were supposed to be under your care. I have one more thing to say, Jermaine, watch your back on your travels. There’s an angry Alpha out there whose mate you were going to abuse but she got away, albeit you sent her father to hunt her down. I know this guy and he’s not the forgiving type, in fact, he’s the kind to hunt you down and tear you apart then go home to his mate and not even tell her what he’s done. Yeah, I can see him doing just that. You better run, run hard and fast and keep running because he’ll be coming for you and you won’t stand a chance against him.”

      Jermaine’s face had lost all color, a deathly white pallor now staring back at Zohar. “What? Who? Who is it that’s coming for me?”

      “That would be telling, now wouldn’t it?” Zohar pushed Jermaine away roughly. “Go, now, before I change my mind and do the job for him. As a favor for an old friend.”

      Zohar wouldn’t be doing it as a favor. No more favors for anyone . . . ever. But he would do it if that cocksucker didn’t get out of his sight soon because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold his own anger at the man in check.

      Jermaine staggered back, away from Zohar’s anger that flowed in great waves from his body. The old Alpha’s eyes flitted to his cabin. “What about my family?”

      Zohar turned to see an older woman shielding what he assumed were her daughters. He addressed them in a much calmer tone. “It’s your choice, stay or leave with him now.”

      The woman didn’t flinch as she glared at Jermaine once before answering. “We’ll stay.”

      Jermaine’s face flushed scarlet before he stepped toward her. “You’re coming with me, bitch.”

      Danko dashed forward, grabbing Jermaine by the back of the neck. “She stays and you go, now. You won’t be given another chance. Leave or face the consequences.”

      Zohar felt a presence at his back, the heat of a body so near that he was on the verge of spinning to attack . . . until her scent assaulted him. What the hell was she doing? She was almost touching him she was so close. Nobody voluntarily approached him, ever. Most ran in the opposite direction so her actions confused him, even though his Wolf appeared to welcome her.

      Looking over his shoulder he stared down into those deep green pools, his heart speeding up as she tilted her head and looked at him. Her face covered with sadness and grief but something else too, uncertainty, doubt, and disbelief.

      “What are you?” she whispered.

      Zohar frowned, not sure what she meant. Not who was he, but what was he? “I’m an Enforcer.”

      “I know that,” she replied, her skin puckering on her brow. “But your scent is . . . I can’t describe it. It’s like nothing I’ve come across before.”

      Zohar refused to admit, to her or himself, that her scent was . . . what? Delicious, tempting, out of this world. No. He would never voice that so he simply shrugged. “It’s the blood.,” he said coldly before forcing himself to tear his eyes from hers.
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      Danko had seen the interaction between Zohar and the girl earlier, and now this. His mind turning over and remembering his friend’s reaction in the forest too. Well, damn, it looked suspiciously like the Hunger was indeed what he’d thought and his friend had found his mate.

      He was under no illusions that Zohar would accept this effortlessly though. It looked like Danko would have to give fate a helping hand. He waited until Jermaine and his men were herded away, ordering several of their men to ensure they left Pack land before returning to Zohar.

      “Why don’t you go and get cleaned up and I’ll assemble the Pack and discuss how they move forward?”

      The woman at the door came down the stairs. “My name’s Gwenola, and since that bastard is gone and until a new Alpha is in place, this is my home. You are welcome to come in and freshen up. I’m afraid I don’t have any clothes that will fit so I hope you have a change with you.”

      Danko chuckled. “Yes, we do. I’ll send for our vehicles and drop off his bag. This is Zohar and I’m Danko.”

      “That’s settled then.” Gwenola waved her arm toward the door. “Welcome, Zohar, you and your men have our thanks for freeing us from that tyrant’s reign. My daughters will prepare food for you all so when you’re ready let me know.”

      Danko nodded. “Thank you for your kindness, Gwenola. I’ll be in shortly to advise of my findings.”

      Gwenola looked up to the cabin. “Girls, can you please show Zohar to the bathroom. I have to take care of Maisy and prepare Libby for her burial.”

      Danko watched as Zohar paused, watching as Gwenola approached the small She-Wolf, whose name they now knew, enveloping her in her arms as she wept. Gwenola patted Maisy’s back. “I’m so sorry, darling. Libby was so brave trying to save you from that bastard. I know that doesn’t stop your hurt, but I hope you know that she wouldn’t have it any other way. You were the most important person on this earth to her and she died doing the only thing she could . . . protecting you.”

      Danko saw Zohar hesitate, his feet hovering as if he fought an inner battle, his face drawn and tight as he watched Gwenola comfort Maisy.

      “She was the only person I had left. What am I going to do now? I have no one. I’m alone now. All alone.” Maisy clung to Gwenola, tears streaming down her face, the sorrow in her words tearing at everyone’s hearts.

      Zohar cursed under his breath before spinning around and stomping up the stairs and disappearing inside the cabin. His actions only confirming to Danko he had much more work to do than he first thought.

      He was never one to shirk from a challenge and he’d do whatever it took to force his friend to accept what was right in front of him. No matter the cost. If he lost his friendship, then so be it. He only hoped he didn’t lose his head . . . literally.

      Danko went to work, ordering Kovak to assemble the Pack and then he instructed some of the men to help Gwenola with the burial of the fallen She-Wolf.

      Maisy looked shell-shocked, her grief palpable in the air as her friend was wrapped in a white linen sheet. Silent tears streaming down her white as snow face. Danko joined her, standing quietly beside her for a few moments before offering his condolences.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t arrive earlier,” he kept his voice soft and low, afraid he’d spook her. “If we’d gotten here just a few minutes sooner then perhaps we could’ve helped your friend.”

      Maisy looked up, her green eyes darker as they were filled with tears. “It’s not your fault. It’s Jermaine’s. I hope Zohar was right about that other Alpha finding him though. Do you think he will?”

      Danko couldn’t help his lips tugging up in a smirk as he thought of Shade Shawcross. “I know the person Zohar spoke of, he’s a strong Alpha, and he’s deadly when angered. One thing he won’t stand for is anyone hurting someone he cares for and as his new mate is someone that Jermaine has sent people to hunt down, well, yeah, he’ll deal with him. It’s because of Shade that we’re here. He contacted Zohar and called in a favor, one that’s been owed for over five years. We left as soon as we could after he called but we were too late to save your friend.”

      Maisy gave a curt nod. “I’m glad that he’ll be dealt with. That makes me feel a little better. So, this Shade person, that’s who Marissa is with? Is he a good person? She’ll be happy?”

      “Yes, I’m sure she will be,” Danko assured her as two of his men removed Libby’s body.

      Gwenola joined them. “We’ll have a ceremony later, honey. I’m so sorry for your loss. I know how close you two were and no words will help you right now, but just remember that I’m here for you. When you need to talk, come find me. Anytime, day or night, I’ll always be available for you, Maisy.”

      “Thank you.” Maisy bit her bottom lip, drawing blood. “She kept me safe for so long that I’m not sure what I’ll do without her.”

      “Jermaine and his men are gone now, sweetie. Her job is done, she kept you safe, right up to the end.” Gwenola enveloped Maisy in a tight hug, Maisy’s sobs bringing a lump to Danko’s throat.

      He quickly turned away, striding toward the assembled Pack to address them. His mind already racing on how he was going to pull off his scheme. Danko began formulating his plan of action, hoping against hope that Zohar would not see through his deception. Luckily, his years as an Enforcer worked in his favor. One of the first training tasks was how to deceive others, and do it well, without your scent alerting other Shifters.

      That would come in handy with his first two steps in the schedule he was going to put in place. His phone already in his hand to take care of how to keep Zohar where he needed to be: right here.

      Danko wasn’t going to allow his friend to scurry away from his one chance at happiness. He’d do whatever it took, including putting his own life on the line. Zohar had saved his ass too many times to count and he owed him more than he could ever repay. This was his time to do something for him and he’d use every trick in the book, and then some, to do it.

      He spoke to the Pack quickly, assuring everyone that they were safe and that they would be staying for the time being to ensure that safety and to guarantee that Jermaine and his men didn’t return. That seemed to reassure everyone, with sighs of relief audible from just about everyone. A few even clapped when he’d spoke with some asking them how long they’d stay for because they were terrified that when they left that Jermaine would return.

      Danko confirmed that they would remain until a new Alpha had been appointed and that seemed to calm the nervous crowd. Then Gwenola took over to arrange the ceremony for Libby, and then stating there would be a distribution of food and supplies afterward. Danko saw relief flooding through the Pack, most of them were underfed and could do with a good damn feed. Jermaine had a lot to answer for.

      As soon as he could, he slipped away to make the call to set his plan in motion.
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      Zohar stayed in the shower far longer than usual, allowing the scalding water to wash away the blood of the Beta but also to calm his thudding heart. The woman, Maisy, affected him in ways he didn’t understand and it made him . . . what?

      Uneasy, certainly, but he also felt anger at his loss of self-control. His position of the top Enforcer meant he was always in control but when Gwenola had gone to Maisy offering her solace his beast fought against him. His Wolf urged him to go to her, howling that it was his place to comfort the grieving She-Wolf . . . what nonsense.

      His beast had lost his mind. The magic spell must be affecting it more than he’d thought. He would need to get back to base and begin his search for the enemy behind this attack on him . . . before he lost his mind altogether.

      When he felt better under control, he found his backpack just inside the door, quickly drying himself he dressed, leaving his hair loose to dry off, then made his way downstairs. The aroma wafting from the kitchen calling to him like a siren to wayward seamen, his feet taking him straight to the food laid out on the huge kitchen table.

      Gwenola and three girls preparing even more dishes as Danko tucked into a huge plate piled high with an assortment of meat. His friend stopped long enough to smirk. “I thought you’d fallen asleep up there.”

      Gwenola spun around, wiping her hands on her apron. “Zohar, please sit and help yourself. These are my daughters, Jacinthe, Katel, and Florine, we’re getting things ready for after the burial ceremony.”

      “Thanks.” Zohar sat at the head of the table, Gwenola quickly producing a plate for him as he addressed Danko. “Report.”

      Danko sat up, all business. “I’ve spoken with Atherton and he’s ordered us to stay here for the time being with a skeleton crew. As there’s nobody suitable within the Pack to take on the role of Alpha, that’s down to you for now. Before you interrupt, I’m aware you don’t want to stay here but it’s the only solution for now.”

      Zohar frowned, looking up at Gwenola. “Are there no strong Wolves here that can step in?”

      Gwenola shook her head. “No, Zohar. Jermaine took care of any Wolves that showed even the slightest sign of strength a long time ago. We’ll be lucky to find even a Beta within the Pack.”

      “Told you,” Danko butted in. “You’re it for now until the Council can find someone willing to take on the Pack or they can put in place another Enforcer. We’re to keep half a dozen here with us, in case of trouble, but also to teach the Wolves here to be, well, Shifters. As in, proper Wolves within a Pack and, hopefully, we can bring out a Beta or two to help in taking the Pack forward.”

      One of Gwenola’s daughters stepped forward, head held high. “I’m Florine, I’ll help you and Jacinthe will too. She’s strong and I’m certain she’s Beta material. Her hair’s short like that because she stood up to our father more than once and he cut it off to teach her a lesson . . . one she refused to learn. He ended up locking her in the cellar for a month instead.”

      Gwenola nodded. “Yes, Florine is strong too, although she was a little more discreet in her disobedience against Jermaine. He never caught her stealing supplies and giving it to the weakest in the Pack, thank goodness. He would have killed her if he had.”

      Zohar looked at the two girls, noticing the defiance in both their eyes. The third daughter, Katel, stood off to the side, her eyes told a different story altogether. One that he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear. He saw fear and loathing deep inside the girl but the main thing he saw was that her spirit had been well and truly broken.

      Gwenola went to Katel’s side, her arm winding around her daughter’s shoulder protectively. “Katel suffered terribly at her father’s hands. She’ll stay with me.”

      Florine rushed to her sister’s side. “Of course, Mother. You know I’ll always protect Katel, nobody will ever hurt her again, not while I still draw breath. Anyone who tries will have their heart ripped out and stuffed down their throat to choke on. Don’t worry, Sis, you know I’ve got your back.”

      Katel remained in place and silent, although her body shook with what Zohar knew was suppressed fear. He’d seen the signs in far too many abused Wolves and hoped that now Jermaine was gone that Katel’s family would be able to help her mend her hidden wounds.

      Danko coughed, breaking the somber turn of the conversation. “This meal is wonderful. Your cooking is out of this world, Gwenola.”

      “Thank you.” The woman beamed back, her cheeks reddening at the compliment.

      Zohar started to pile food on his plate, finishing his first helping so fast he didn’t even taste it, before adding another vast serving. Gwenola chattering away non-stop as he ate. He tuned most of it out, his hunger gnawing away at his belly and taking up most of his attention, until Danko smacked his arm with his fork.

      “Hey, Earth to Zohar . . . Gwenola asked you a question.”

      A growl escaped before he could stop it, Katel scooting backward with a terrified stare, her sister, Florine stepping in front to shield her. Zohar shaking his head to clear the red haze of anger that had reared its head. “Apologies, my thoughts were elsewhere.”

      Gwenola scrutinized him, her head cocked to the side, Danko breaking the awkward silence. “Gwenola was asking if you were going to officiate at the funeral for Libby.”

      Zohar’s head snapped up, his body pushing his chair back. “No. I’m going out to check the perimeter in case Jermaine and his men have decided to come back.”

      Danko shook his head. “Kovak has already done a sweep. It’s all clear.”

      “Then I’ll do another sweep. It’s better to be safe than sorry. We don’t want to be taken by surprise and I won’t place the Pack in any further danger, not while I’m acting Alpha.”

      Zohar rose quickly and without another word, left by the back door. He told himself the reason he was going was because it was his duty to keep these people safe. It had nothing to do with the hunger inside him . . . or the fact he didn’t want to witness Maisy’s grief again. Nor his inclination to go to her when he saw her sobbing earlier. No. It was all about his duty as acting Alpha, that was all.

      That’s what he told himself, again and again, even as he transformed and stampeded through the forest like a raging bull, with every step taking him farther away from the camp his heart almost bursting in his chest. The pain growing so severe he threw his head back and howled to the sky, sending every living thing around running in terror from the out-of-control Wolf.

      His insides afire with emotions he couldn’t even put a name to far less understand. Zohar had been an Enforcer for more years than he cared to remember, most of the time the only feeling he required was cold detachment, with fury thrown in on occasion when the situation merited it. That’s how he lived his life, that’s how he knew how to live, anything else was alien to him and he sure as hell had no idea what was going on inside him now.

      His beast wasn’t helping. In fact, it seemed hell-bent on making matters more difficult. Zohar refused to listen to his Wolf’s pleas, shutting out his beast’s voice, and forcing his paws onward to run through the forest at speeds that other Shifters only dreamed of.

      His size and strength were what made him the number one Enforcer but that wasn’t all that was required to hit that top spot. Zohar had to detach himself from the actions he’d had to carry out over the years, the things he’d done haunted him in his dreams, sometimes following him from the darkness of night into the daylight. That seemed to be happening more and more lately, forcing him to consider whether he needed to walk away now . . . or be in danger of losing his sanity.

      That was for another day. Right now, all he needed to do was run and shake off these damn feelings that were invading his body, his mind, and his very soul. He had a job to do and whenever he was on a mission he never allowed anything to stand in the way of getting the task at hand done. Never.

      On no occasion had he failed to deliver, and he wasn’t about to do so now. Zohar would play the part of Alpha and play it well. When the time came, he’d pack his bag and leave, move onto the next mission, and not look back. As he always did. There was nothing different this time . . . was there?
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      Maisy hiccupped as she watched everyone walk slowly away from Libby’s grave, not quite believing she’d not see her friend in the morning.

      Libby wasn’t a morning person and invariably grumbled when Maisy brought her a cup of coffee with a smile and humming a song. “Maisy, why are you always so cheerful first thing?” Libby would ask, almost every morning.

      “Because it’s a new day and you never know what’s going to happen.” Maisy would reply as she handed over the steaming mug.

      “Yeah, I do.” Libby would sip the coffee, sighing. “We’ll get treated like crap and have to stay out of Marlon’s way or risk getting beat up, or worse.”

      “You never know,” Maisy would grin. “Our Knights in Shining Armor could come riding into camp and whisk us away.”

      “Keep dreaming, Maisy.” Libby would finally laugh. “You know I love you, girl, and I hope you find your Knight one day. I really do. Me? I just want some fucker to rip Marlon’s head off and taking out Jermaine too would be a bonus.”

      Maisy would smirk cheekily as she left her friend’s room. “Well, Libby, dontcha know that Knights have big sharp swords? Perfect for lopping off someone’s head.”

      Her heart almost tore apart inside her as she looked down at the new grave. Not quite believing her vibrant friend lay beneath the mound of earth. She’d never hear any more barbed comments aimed at Jermaine, Marlon, or the rest of their warped band of cohorts. Libby’s sharp retorts would never whisper in her ear as the Beta strode smugly past, Maisy doing her best to shush her friend for fear the spiteful Wolf would hear and lash out with a punishment that far outweighed the crime.

      Maisy’s heart ached so bad she could barely breathe at the loss of her friend. “Libby, how can I go on without you?” she whispered in despair to the cold darkness that now surrounded her. Her tears falling onto the earth and seeping into the newly filled in grave.

      She watched as they disappeared, sinking down to join Libby, her soul tearing apart at what her friend had given up for her. Maisy’s legs finally gave out and she fell to her knees, grateful she was alone and nobody would witness her weakness. Her hands digging into the soil as if she could bring her friend back just by pure will alone.

      Maisy’s entire being full of sorrow, so much so, that it took her a few moments to realize she was no longer alone. Her Shifter senses picking up the presence of another nearby. She turned to look over her shoulder and came face to face with cold, ice blue eyes in the face of a huge Wolf.

      One she’d remembered from earlier as it tore Marlon apart.

      Despite its size, and the fact it stared at her with a look that seemed as if it were in a daze, Maisy felt no fear. Strange as she was certain that most would turn tail and skedaddle from the fearsome beast that was mere inches from her. So close, its exhale ruffled her hair as it huffed out a long breath before cocking its head to the side as its snout darted forward, inhaling her scent.

      As the Wolf, Zohar, was so close to her she reached up, her fingers running through his thick dark fur. The company of the beast finally halting her flood of tears, a sigh escaping her as she leaned toward his massive head. She had no idea where he’d come from, or why he was here, but she was thankful he’d arrived. If he hadn’t appeared she imagined she’d still be sitting in the dirt come sunrise.

      His aroma filtering through her senses and causing her heart to beat wildly in her chest, her blood roaring in her ears as her beast started to yip in her head excitedly. Maisy jerked away from Zohar who backed away, his gigantic paws leaving great claw marks in the soft grass. “What the . . .”

      She didn’t get to finish her question as the beast turned and fled back into the forest. His speed astounding her as he disappeared within the blink of an eye, an eerie howl lofting through the night air as she sat dumbfounded at what her Wolf repeated over and over in her mind. Ours.

      Maisy had felt something strange earlier, yes, she had, but this? No, definitely not. Zohar was a Council Enforcer and not just any Enforcer. He had the most feared reputation, well, from what she’d heard since earlier, and that had been plenty. He was cold, lethal, and completely devoted to the Council. He certainly had no time for her, or anyone else. Even if he did, would she want him?

      Could she leave her Pack and go and live . . . where? Hell, she didn’t know where Enforcers lived and she was certain he’d be off on missions all over the place. Would she be expected to sit around waiting on him to give her a day here and there? No. That’s not how things were supposed to work for mated couples and not how she wished to live.

      Just as she was about to tell her Wolf to shut the hell up a voice caught her by surprise, causing her to yelp and jerk forward, almost falling on her face. Strong hands grabbing her shoulders and lifting her to feet.
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      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Danko. Zohar’s Second in Command held her steady, his eyes boring into hers with a knowing look before he turned to stare at the trees. “Was that Zohar?”

      “What? Oh, yes, he must have heard me talking to Libby and came to see what mad person was out here in the dark chatting to a dead person.”

      He lifted an eyebrow as he released his hold on her. “You’re not mad, Maisy, just grieving.”

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked sharply, flustered he’d caught her off guard and on her knees in the dirt next to her friend’s grave.

      “I was worried about you, as is Gwenola. It’s late and everyone else has already gone home. I’m afraid you’ve missed the wake.”

      Maisy shrugged, her palm over her heart. “I don’t need a wake for Libby. She’ll always be in here.”

      “At least let me walk you back to camp.” Danko gave her a smile. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you out here alone.”

      “Okay, but I’ll be fine. Now that Marlon’s gone anyway. He was the one that was always at the head of any punishments handed out. Well, mostly, his men would sometimes take it upon themselves to give us a hit here or there, and of course, the Alpha was always on the lookout for someone to wield his power over. By the way, that’s a euphemism for being a bully and hurting people for no reason.”

      Danko nodded, his face darkening and a snarl erupting. “I’m glad they’re gone. However, I kinda wish Jermaine had put up a bit more of a fight.”

      “What? Why?” Maisy asked as they started back to the camp.

      “Why?” Danko asked, surprised. “Because then we would’ve been within our rights to take him out. No questions asked.”

      “Is that how it works?”

      “Yes,” Danko replied with a smirk. “In these circumstances we tell the Alpha to leave, with nothing, and if they go we can’t just kill them. If they refuse then we can take them into custody and if they put up any resistance we can use force, which invariably ends in death.”

      “I see,” Maisy said, sighing. “I think he got off lightly for what he’s done.”

      “I agree. Zohar did his best to bait him, but Jermaine is a typical bully and wouldn’t respond to someone like Zohar. He knew he would have no chance against him but I’m confident that Shade will hunt him down and deal with him, on the quiet, of course.”

      “I hope so. I’ll take solace in knowing that Libby will be avenged in some way, even if I don’t actually hear about it.”

      “Shade Shawcross is not the type of man to let this slide, trust me on that. One thing I’ll ask, Maisy, if you ever speak with Marissa, please don’t mention this conversation. I’m only telling you because I can see how much you are grieving for your friend but this is strictly between us. If Shade deals with Jermaine, he will do so on his terms, and he might not wish to share that, with anyone. Understand?”

      Danko’s tone was serious as he finished, his eyes locked on hers. “Of course. I won’t say a word to anyone.”

      “Thank you. Let’s just keep this between us.”

      “I will.”

      “Now, about earlier, did Zohar say where he was going? He’s been patrolling for hours.”

      “No, he was only there for a few moments and in his Wolf form.”

      “I see, well I guess he’ll appear back soon. I couldn’t help but notice, earlier and just now, that you weren’t afraid of him. That’s rare and not something I see often.”

      Maisy glanced up at the imposing Enforcer trying to figure out what was behind his comment. She was sure there was something but she couldn’t quite place what it was. His face was inscrutable, friendly, but giving nothing away whatsoever. She shrugged, trying to hide what she’d felt earlier.

      “I’m not scared of him,” she said quietly.

      “Really? That does surprise me.” Danko stared down at her, his eyes boring into hers.

      She tried to tear her eyes away but for some reason she couldn’t, and felt her cheeks begin to flush a moment before her feet stumbled and only his swiftness saved her from falling flat on her face . . . again.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, a knowing glint in his eyes.

      “Yes,” Maisy huffed, embarrassed but refused to raise her eyes to his. “I’m fine.”

      “So, back to Zohar. You’re really not frightened of him?”

      Maisy shook her head, keeping her gaze straight ahead. “No, and don’t ask me why because I’ve no answer for you.”

      Danko chuckled. “Fair enough, I won’t bother you about it any further, but maybe you’ll get the chance to figure it out.”

      Maisy stopped, her heart speeding up at the insinuation his words brought to her mind. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Danko had carried on for a few steps before he’d halted, turning to look back at her with a glint in his eyes she could see even in the darkness. “Just that we’ll be staying for a while until we can sort things out here. That means Zohar will be the acting Alpha for the time being so perhaps you and he can get to know each other better.”

      “What?” Maisy’s stomach turned over, and over again, and she wasn’t sure if it were excitement at the thought of Zohar staying . . . or fear that he was staying. “Why would you think I’d want that? I didn’t say I wanted that . . . did I? You’re jumping to a hell of a lot of assumptions, Enforcer.”

      Danko laughed as he turned away, continuing on his way to the camp. “Yes, yes I am, Maisy. But I’ll let you in on a secret . . . I’m rarely wrong when I make assumptions, just remember that in the days to come.”

      Maisy stared at his wide back as he strode forward, her head and heart doing wild things that scared the living daylights out of her. She’d assumed that Zohar and his men would be leaving soon and she’d not have to face him again. Hell, if he stayed and her beast continued to act crazy then what the hell was she going to do?

      “Come on, Maisy, it’s late and dark as the pits of hell out here. I’d like to get you home safely because I have a hunch that my boss would not be happy if I left you out here all alone.”

      Danko finished with another laugh, this one louder and longer. What the hell did he know? Had he sensed her attraction to Zohar? Shit, she hoped not, that would be just too embarrassing.

      Wait. He’d said that his boss . . . Zohar, would be unhappy if he left her. Did that mean . . . no. That was impossible. Wasn’t it?

      Of course it was. Maisy shook her head as she jogged to catch up to Danko who looked over his shoulder, a glint in his eyes and a large smirk on his face.
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      Zohar raced through the forest after tearing himself away from Maisy. He couldn’t even remember going to her, only that he’d heard the sound of sobbing while he’d been running wildly and then he’d been right there, next to her.

      His beast must have taken over, something that had never happened before. All he knew was that the sound of her grief tore at his heart as if it were breaking in two. The pain so real he felt as if someone had stuck a blade inside him and was sawing him in two, causing him excruciating agony.

      When she turned her tear-filled eyes to his, he wanted nothing more than to transform and take her into his arms to comfort her. Then he’d sensed her beast . . . not only felt her Wolf but picked up its excitement at his proximity and she was in human form. How could that be? It jolted him to his senses and he’d bolted so fast that the next thing he knew he was miles away, breathless, shocked and confused.

      None of those he was familiar with and which had him transforming to pace around angrily. His fist smashing into the nearest tree trunk over and over, splintering the wood until his knuckles were bruised and bloodied. Sweat dripping down his face to sting his eyes as he heaved great gulps of air into his lungs as he fought to control the emotions that rampaged through him.

      Zohar had never felt this overwhelming need to protect anyone before. Yes, he’d spent his life as an Enforcer and defending others was part and parcel of his position, but this was different. This was on a whole new level and he wasn’t sure what the hell was going on.

      Was it to do with the spell that had been cast over him? Yet another assault on him? Meant to weaken him and make him vulnerable to attack? Possibly. He had only one person he could discuss this with and that’s who he’d seek out . . . now . . . before things got out of hand and he could no longer carry out his duties.

      He’d do whatever it took to ensure that didn’t happen, including sending for the Council’s Witch, Sherman Kelly, to get to the bottom of this. He’d have to tread carefully though, the Council could never know about any of this. That shouldn’t prove too difficult, he was a master at his job, including covert operations, espionage, and deception.

      First he had to find Danko and alert him to this new threat.

      Looking around Zohar realized he was near the camp, on the opposite side to where he’d seen Maisy earlier. He didn’t transform, not trusting his Wolf to not track down Maisy again, instead he traipsed through the woods stark naked and ignored the cold and wet earth as his feet sank into the ground.

      “Damn it,” he grumped, realizing another shower was in his immediate future . . . after he’d spoken with Danko of course.

      As he drew nearer, his enhanced abilities picked up the low hum of voices. It was late and the camp was in darkness apart from one or two cabins with dim lights filtering through windows, and he could sense his men around the area who were on guard duty, but other than that nobody else should be out. Zohar slowed his pace, lightening his steps so that nobody would ever hear him coming, as he pressed his body against the nearest building. He slid along the edge until he reached the front corner then stopped, listening intently.

      The soft mumble grew until he could clearly distinguish the words . . . and who they belonged to: Danko and Maisy.

      Once again a multitude of feelings exploded inside Zohar, surprise quickly followed by annoyance and irritation that rose alarmingly fast to anger. What was Danko doing outside, in the dead of night, with Maisy?

      Anger flared inside him, burning brightly until the flame felt real, its heat searing his skin and forcing him from his hiding place. His feet moving before his brain had fully engaged, striding forward as he fought to control the fury that was fighting to break free.

      “What’s going on? You shouldn’t be out here in the middle of the night . . . it’s dangerous.”

      Even to his own ears he sounded like an angry and petulant child, Danko looking over his shoulder to raise an eyebrow as Maisy’s head popped around his friend’s massive body to stare at him wide-eyed. Her confusion quickly followed with indignation, her arm moving to push Danko out of her way.

      “Excuse me? I was right there when you killed Marlon, and pardon me, but he was the biggest threat to all of us. And, wait, oh yeah, I was also there when you sent our glorious Alpha on his way too, with his lovely men in tow. So, pray tell, what’s so dangerous here now? Is it you, Zohar?”

      Danko stepped away, his eyes darting between Maisy and him, Zohar’s anger still simmering beneath the surface but under Maisy’s onslaught he was lost for words . . . for a brief moment. He straightened his shoulders, striding forward, forgetting his nakedness, to stand right in front of her.

      “We have no way to know whether Jermaine will attempt to return. He had his sights set on you, Maisy, did he not? You tell me, is it prudent for you to be wandering outside at this time of night?”

      He flinched when he saw fear cloud her eyes, her face, and her body as it began to tremble. The urge to grab her and tell her he’d protect her so strong it took every inch of his iron will to refrain from doing so. Instead, he softened his voice, attempting to calm her mounting anxiety. “I have sentries positioned around the camp so the threat is minimal, but I still don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be out here so late.”

      “I was just going home. Danko was making sure I got there safely.” Maisy’s head drooped before she turned quickly and sped toward a nearby cabin.
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      Zohar watched her every movement, the way her body moved, hips swayed, and her blonde hair swung as she almost ran away from him. Her scent cloying in his nostrils teasing him like a sweet torture. So focused on her that he jerked when Danko slapped his shoulder, hard.

      “Aren’t you cold? You are naked, my friend. You trying to impress the lady with your physique, or your package?”

      A growl rumbled up through his chest, erupting ferociously when he spun around to face his friend who stepped back, hand up before him. “Hey, no need for that, I’m joking.”

      Zohar shook his head, trying to clear it from the red haze of fury that had overtaken him as Danko eyed him warily. Finally, he felt as if he could talk without saying something to further embarrass himself. “We need to talk. Now.”

      “I agree,” Danko replied, giving him a look that said far more than those two words. “We have a room in Gwenola’s cabin, on the bottom floor with our own bathroom. You can shower and maybe calm the hell down before we have our talk.”

      Zohar saw his friend shake his head before taking off toward the cabin, muttering under his breath.

      “Damn it.” Zohar glanced back to where he’d last saw Maisy, his Wolf yipping wildly in his head as he pulled his eyes away and followed Danko.

      This magical spell was growing stronger and he had to get Sherman here pronto . . . before he lost control and his fucking sanity.

      Danko waited for him at the door of the cabin. His friend cocked his head to the side as he came in. “You okay now? I thought you were going to explode out there.”

      “I’m fine,” Zohar replied curtly. “Until we’re certain that Jermaine won’t try to return then it would be best if nobody is wandering around at night.”

      “I’m not sure I agree.” Danko closed the door before leading Zohar to their room. “First, Jermaine is a coward so I can’t see him coming back here. Second, our men are the best so they’d soon deal with any trespassers long before they got anywhere near the camp. And lastly, I’ll go out on a limb here and say that if it were anyone other than Maisy out there that you would not have reacted as you did. Why don’t you just admit what’s staring you right in the face, Zohar?”

      Zohar stomped through the bedroom toward the only other door, assuming it was the bathroom. It was, so he disappeared inside, refusing to answer the pointed question. “What’s more to the point, Danko, is who the fuck is in charge here . . . you or me?”

      Not waiting for a reply, he kicked the door closed and leaned against it while taking in great gulps of air. Never had he come so close to losing his temper, not once, but several times in one day. It was unheard of for him. He was Zohar, the most feared Enforcer and he didn’t gain that title by losing his cool at the drop of a hat. Yet here he was hiding in a bathroom so his friend couldn’t see how close he was to flipping out completely.

      Shit. He had to calm down and get help and the only person he knew that had the power to do that was Sherman Fucking Kelly. He didn’t look forward to being in the Witch’s debt but he had no choice in the matter. When magic was involved there was only one place to turn and that was the Council’s top Witch.

      Now all he had to do was explain to Danko and get Sherman here to do his voodoo hickery pockery and finally rid him of these damn feelings.

      When he reappeared from his shower he found Danko sprawled on one of the two single beds in the room. His friend keeping watch on his every move as he grabbed his pack and pulled out some clothes and threw them on before sitting on the opposite bed.

      “I’ll be contacting Sherman in the morning.” Zohar started. “He needs to come here and deal with this damn spell before I go out of my mind.”

      Danko didn’t look surprised but he shook his head. “I don’t think that’ll be possible.”

      “Why?” Zohar asked quickly, worry eating away inside him at the thought of not getting his issue dealt with as quickly as possible.

      “I’m sure I mentioned he was away on a mission. He won’t be back for at least a week, possibly longer.”

      Zohar’s jaw clenched his words grinding out through his teeth. “No, I’m certain I would’ve remembered that.”

      “I didn’t tell you?” Danko frowned. “I thought I had? When you said about speaking to him . . . surely I said he was away? No matter, the fact is that he’s not available right now.”

      “Fuck.” Zohar jumped to his feet, pacing back and forth in the small room.

      “Zohar, you’ll be fine. Trust me, my friend, I’m certain after a few days here that you’ll feel much better. Just try and relax and stop getting so worked up. Get some rest and tomorrow we can discuss how to help this Pack get back on its feet. Okay?”

      Zohar couldn’t believe how blasé Danko was being when he felt as if he was about to crawl out of his skin. Between his Wolf acting like a soppy pup and Maisy’s scent affecting him as if it were some sort of love-potion, Zohar was anything but relaxed. How could he be? He wasn’t in control of his mind or body, never mind his damn beast.

      “Yeah, right,” he threw himself down onto the tiny bed, his feet hanging off the bottom so he had to lie on his side and bend his knees. “Relax you say? As if that’s going to happen anytime soon. Not until Sherman can release me from this fucking spell some bastard’s sicced on me. That’s when I’ll be able to relax and not a second before.”

      Danko turned over, his back to Zohar. “Hey, I’m here, I’ll make sure you don’t go crazy enough to be carted off to our illustrious prison. Well, hopefully. Goodnight, Zohar, I’m bushed and need some beauty sleep so try and keep your grumbling to a minimum, please.”

      “If you can stop snoring like a damn steam train,” Zohar retorted, closing his eyes and trying to get some much needed rest.

      The last thing he saw in his mind’s eye before being drawn over into the darkness of slumber was impossibly green eyes staring into his as they sobbed beside a grave. His heart lurching in his chest as he felt her raw grief wash over him. One thought cascading through his mind . . . mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Danko smirked to himself as he turned away from Zohar, curling up to get himself comfy on the bed not made for someone as large as he was.

      His plan was coming together . . . if not particularly nicely, it was still heading in the right direction. In other words, he had Zohar still trapped here with Maisy. He’d been right there watching intently while she’d been at Libby’s grave and seen Zohar’s beast arrive. Although surprised, he’d been entranced when the Wolf had approached and it was now clearer than ever to him that Zohar and Maisy were fated mates.

      Now all he had to do was keep Zohar here and have the two of them constantly in each other’s presence and let the Goddess’ gift do the rest. Easy. Probably not, but he’d do whatever it took to help Zohar, and Maisy.

      The girl deserved this as much as his friend did. There was no mistake about that and Danko would work as hard at this mission as he did any other. Or die trying. Hell, if Zohar’s anger earlier was anything to go by, that might not be out with the bounds of possibility.

      His mind whirled around coming up with scenarios for the next day in which he’d have Maisy and Zohar together. Not until he’d fine-tuned his scheming did he allow himself to fall over into much needed rest, hoping that his friend didn’t call and check whether Sherman was indeed away on another job.

      Shoot, that would certainly put the cat amongst the canaries if he did. As far as Danko knew, Sherman was back at base doing absolutely nothing. Then again, he could be on another case, just not the one he’d concocted.

      His mind closing down, the smile remained on his face as sleep pulled him under. Flights of fancy running through his dreams where the mighty and fearsome Zohar ran through the forest chasing after a child . . . a boy that bore a striking resemblance to the Enforcer.

      Danko was rudely awakened by Zohar shaking him roughly. “Wake up and stop mumbling about babies!”

      “What?” Danko rubbed his eyes then glared up at a Zohar who was obviously fresh from the shower, towel drying his hair and already dressed.

      “You were talking in your sleep,” Zohar grumbled. “Something about babies and some other mushy stuff. I tried to shut you up and gave you a prod or two, but you just kept on and on. What the hell is going on with you?”

      “Me?” Danko unfurled himself from the bed, cracking his neck as he rose. “Nothing, nothing at all. Wait, what is that glorious smell? Food, wonderful food. I won’t be long.”

      He rushed into the steam filled bathroom and had a quick shower, returning to an empty room. Zohar was probably already in the kitchen, eating. No wonder, if he’d been wakened earlier he’d already be headed in the direction of those mouthwatering aromas.

      Danko threw on some fresh clothes, grateful for his shaved head and the time it saved him, as he sped out of the room and toward the kitchen. As he suspected, he found Zohar already filling his face with a hearty breakfast, Gwenola fussing over him as if he were visiting royalty.

      “Morning.” He grinned before sitting down. “This is amazing, far better than what we get back at base.”

      Gwenola handed him a plate, “Help yourself, there’s plenty to go ‘round.”

      “Thanks.” Danko didn’t need telling twice, piling his plate full as Gwenola gave him fresh brewed coffee.

      “Where are your daughters this morning?” Danko looked around.

      “Katel is resting, she didn’t have a good night,” Gwenola said sadly. “She has nightmares sometimes and last night was one of those nights. Florine and Jacinthe are taking inventory of what’s in our warehouse. We have no idea what’s there because, well, my asshole of an ex never allowed anyone but himself, or his men, access to it. We need to know what’s there and then Zohar will be better equipped to start dealing with the mess Jermaine has left.”

      Zohar looked up from his food, surprised. “That’s good thinking on your part, Gwenola, I’m grateful. I was going to send a couple of my men to start that task today so it saves some time.”

      Gwenola’s face flushed but instead of stepping away she came forward, lowering her eyes and asking, “If I may, Alpha, I have some ideas I’d like to run by you?”

      Danko watched as Zohar bristled at the title before agreeing. “What’s on your mind?”

      “This used to be a profitable Pack, years ago, when my father was Alpha and before Jermaine took over . . . or rather before he murdered my father in his damn sleep and took the Pack by force.”

      She stopped, her hands shaking. Danko cut in. “Why don’t you sit down and tell us?”

      Gwenola nodded. “Thank you.”

      Zohar pushed his food away, focusing on the woman as she sat opposite Danko. “Jermaine always had his eyes on the Alpha position, but he was never strong enough to take it from my father. He was a good looking young man though, and I was a young and stupid girl when he caught my eye. It wasn’t until it was too late I realized I was just part of his damn plan to get his hands on the Pack.”

      She stopped, heaving in several large gulps of air and for the first time Danko saw the depth of her despair as tears filled her eyes. He could feel her pain as he urged her to carry on. “You were young and not the first, nor the last, girl to be caught out by love, Gwenola.”

      Her eyes found his in a thankful look. “I suppose, but I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

      Danko saw her struggle to carry on and used his years of working with victims to help her. “Gwenola, why don’t you tell us everything? Take your time, and start at the beginning. Please, believe me when I say we’ve heard just about every horror story there is. So, don’t think you’ll be shocking us in any way. We’re here to help and maybe, if we know the background as to how the Pack got to this stage, it will aid us in moving forward.”

      Gwenola gave him a sad smile. “All right, I’ll try . . .”
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      Gwenola looked over at Zohar then down at her hands in her lap, taking a large breath in before she continued. “Anyway, Jermaine had been planning things for years. He had Marlon and several of his other men as backup but he needed to get in here, and I was that way in. Plus, to be accepted by the Pack afterward, he needed me by his side. So, he courted me, wooed me until I believed he loved me, adored me, and we mated and we moved in here with my father. My mother had died in an accident barely a year before so my dad was a little preoccupied, otherwise I’m sure he would’ve realized the deception.”

      Again she stopped, the retelling of the story obviously painful. Zohar’s face his usual inscrutable mask as he stared at her so it was left to Danko to coax the story out of her. “What happened?”

      “It was only two days after we’d mated, or rather, two nights. I woke in the middle of the night to find him gone from our bed, so I got up to go look for him and what I found is something that I’ll never forget.” Her hand flew to her throat as if the words were painful as she spoke them aloud. “First, I saw Marlon on the landing outside my father’s room, which scared the hell out of me. He should never have been in our home, but there he was, all cocky and when I opened my mouth to ask him what he was doing there he slammed me up against the wall and told me to shut up or he’d take pleasure in doing it for me. The next minute Jermaine walked out of my dad’s room with a knife in his hand, blood dripping from it and a huge smile on his face.”

      Her words caught in her throat as she fought to control herself. Zohar snarled and Danko couldn’t stop the curse that flew from him. “Fuck!”

      “When he saw me he came over and ran his tongue over my cheek before whispering, ‘I’m your Alpha now. You say one word about this and I won’t punish you, well, not at first. No, my sweet Gwen, I’ll start by gutting your best friend, then the next, and the next. And while I’m doing that I’ll allow Marlon and his friends to fuck you every which way, darling. By the time I get around to you, you’ll wish you’d never opened your fucking mouth.’ Then he laughed in my face, turned to Marlon and told him to prepare the Pack for the sad news the Alpha had died and that he, Jermaine, was now in charge.”

      Zohar’s body was ramrod straight in his seat, anger flowing from him in great waves as Danko growled. “Gwenola, if we had this information earlier, we would never have allowed him to leave.”

      “I know, but Katel is too fragile and I couldn’t have her see any more violence.”

      Danko could barely contain his anger but he conceded her point. “I understand you were only thinking of your child. So, what happened next?”

      Gwenola’s face flushed scarlet, her eyes dropping to her lap. “I was barely eighteen and had led a sheltered life and I’m ashamed to say I did nothing. Well, the first couple of days afterward I was in shock, and then it was too late. He kept me almost under lock and key. He told the Pack I was in mourning and inconsolable at the loss of my father so my absence was easy to pass off. Any other time I was always accompanied by one of his men, usually Marlon, so I had no chance to say anything.”

      Zohar finally joined the conversation. “Typical tactics in the situation. Divide you from the Pack and alienate you so you feel alone and powerless.”

      “Exactly, that’s how I felt, powerless to do anything and things went from bad to worse so fast it was scary. The Pack had several good business ventures, fishing, cabin rentals, jeez, we used to even take city folks on tours of the ‘wild outdoors’ and have them catch glimpses of our Wolves. That went down a storm, but Jermaine had other ideas and put a stop to all of it.”

      “Where did he get his funds from?” Danko asked, confused. “Any Pack needs to eat and from what I saw Marlon and his men were dressed in designer gear and had up to the minute tech.”

      Gwenola looked even more embarrassed as she carried on. “I can’t be certain but I suspect he was running drugs and taking on jobs where ‘muscle’ was required in the human world. Humans can’t stand against a Shifter and Marlon loved being a tough guy. He’d revel is that kind of shit and I’m sure it paid well. I think Jermaine has a safe somewhere, but I can’t tell you where it is. Maybe in the warehouse somewhere but even if we find it, I don’t know the combination.”

      Danko smirked, cocking an eyebrow. “Don’t worry about that. If we find it I can assure you I’ll open the damn thing, either with my expertise or by brute force with the help of some carefully placed explosives.”

      “Won’t that destroy everything inside?” Gwenola looked shocked.

      “No, of course not. It won’t be the first time, and I suspect it won’t be the last,” Zohar answered.

      “I see, or rather, I don’t.” Gwenola shrugged. “But I guess you know what you’re doing.”

      “That we do.” Danko grinned.

      Zohar’s body tensed a moment before a soft voice interrupted them. “Excuse me, but Jacinthe asked me to bring this to you.”

      Danko turned to find Maisy standing, a sheaf of papers in her hand, noting Zohar’s sharp intake of breath. His friend’s muscles bunched tightly as his gaze swung toward the girl whose eyes were trained on Zohar.

      “It’s not complete, yet, but it’s almost done,” Maisy said breathlessly as she stepped forward, holding the papers out in front of her. “There’s also a locked room at the back of the warehouse, with a metal door that we can’t get into. She asked if one of you could come and open it for us?”

      Zohar seemed to be in some kind of trance, his eyes locked on Maisy’s but his hands didn’t move to relieve the girl of the paperwork. Instead he merely stared at her, inhaling deeply, as Gwenola rushed from her seat to take the lists from Maisy.

      “Thank you, Maisy.”

      Maisy didn’t respond, her green eyes widening as her head tilted to stare back at Zohar, confusion and puzzlement sweeping over her face. The seconds ticked by, dragging on until Danko coughed, breaking whatever spell seemed to have bound the two of them together. Zohar’s head snapping away as he shot to his feet.

      “Danko, come, we will go and open this door and see what merited Jermaine locking it within an already inaccessible building. Perhaps it’s where he has this safe Gwenola spoke of.”

      Danko agreed, excited he might get to use his explosives expertise. “Sounds like it, no other reason for there to be another room there that’s sealed up tight. Not unless there’s something in there Jermaine was hiding, even from his own men.”

      Maisy looked between them, still looking bewildered briefly before she pulled herself together. “Follow me, I’ll take you to the warehouse.”

      Gwenola waved the papers around. “I’ll sort through this lot and make a start of getting them typed up.”

      Danko stopped, looking over his shoulder. “Typed?”

      Gwenola chuckled. “Not exactly. We’re not in the dark ages, Danko. I mean I’ll fire up the laptop and input the data.”

      “Aaah, good, for a moment there I had a vision of you sitting over an actual typewriter.”

      Shaking her head, she waggled her eyebrows. “I’m not that old, you cheeky pup. Away with you before you get a sore backside.”

      “I’m going.” He laughed, jogging after Zohar.
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      Zohar walked behind Maisy, every one of his enhanced abilities working at their fullest to take in each minute detail of the She-Wolf.

      The sway of her hips called to his beast in a way he had no control over, its yips in his head causing him to shake it several times. Hoping to clear it, but failing when her sweet aroma assaulted his nostrils he had the overwhelming urge to stride forward and snatch her up into his arms. The sensations coursing through him causing the biggest battle he’d encountered before, and he’d fought many a vicious combat . . . and won easily.

      This inner struggle wasn’t being won so effortlessly. He’d never been at odds with his Wolf . . . again something he’d not before encountered. What the fuck was going on?

      At that very second Maisy paused, turning toward him, her green eyes spearing him with a bewildered stare. Zohar commanded his feet to halt but they didn’t heed him, closing the distance between them, they only stopped when there was barely an inch between him and Maisy. Her head tilted backward so she could keep her eyes trained on his.

      “Don’t try and tell me you don’t feel that?” she whispered, her heart thudding in her chest so loud he could hear it and see the resulting throb of the vein in her neck.

      Zohar’s arm moved of its own volition, his finger running down the side of her face, her resulting quiver at his touch triggering a response further south in him, his jeans suddenly uncomfortably tight as his cock hardened. Maisy’s tongue darted out to lick along her bottom lip, a small gasp breaking free and her pupils dilating.

      “I feel it,” Zohar finally admitted. “I don’t know what it is though.”

      “Whatever it is we can’t do this out here.” Maisy leaned into his touch, sighing. “I think we need to talk but not out in the open. Please, I’ve had my share of embarrassing public spectacles. I don’t think I could take anymore, not now, not so soon after . . .”

      “I have work.” Zohar’s words sounded forced and lame, even to him, and when her eyes widened, first in surprise and then filled with . . . hurt, he felt a stabbing pain deep inside him. He wished he could take those three words back just to erase the look on her face but he couldn’t.

      They’d come out of his mouth and now she stepped back, her face blushing red and he wasn’t sure if it was because she was embarrassed or angry. His mouth opened to say . . . what? He wasn’t sure but anything would be better than just standing staring at her as the distance between them widened.

      “I can deal with anything that needs attention,” Danko interrupted, his voice quiet but firm. “You two should talk. No, you two need to talk and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      Zohar’s head spun to glare at his friend who merely shrugged. “Don’t try your ‘death stare’ on me . . . that stopped working a long time ago. Zohar, you have to listen to me, and your beast, you know what’s going on but you must accept it. If you don’t you know the consequences.”

      Zohar opened his mouth to argue but Danko held his hand up halting him. “Stop, don’t bother fighting with me. It’ll be a waste of your breath and my time. I’ve work to do and you two have a conversation that needs to take place. Sooner rather than later.”

      Maisy looked at Danko as if he’d suddenly grown another head, then back to Zohar. “What’s he talking about?”

      “Nothing,” Zohar ground out, his jaws clenched so tight he wondered why his teeth weren’t shattering to dust.

      “Nothing?” Danko shook his head. “You are fucking delusional, my friend, and if you don’t pull your head out of your ass then I’ll be hauling it back to base in that ‘special’ jewelry we use sometimes. You know, for our more extreme cases . . . get my meaning?”

      Zohar’s chest heaved as a growl rumbled up, erupting from him in a warning. Danko ignored it, carrying on. “I’m going to the warehouse to find out if Jermaine’s safe is there, and I’ll finish the inventory. After that I’m going to work with Gwenola on some ideas for the Pack’s future and start putting in place some plans. As for you two, I don’t expect to see either of you anytime soon. Got it?”

      Maisy’s face was a mixture of emotions, scared and confused vying for first place as her eyes switched between Danko and Zohar. Her scent changing as fear took hold. That was what sent Zohar over the edge.

      His arm shot out, snaking around her waist and tugging her close to his side. “You’ve nothing to fear.”

      “It doesn’t feel like that.” Maisy’s body trembled against him. “Why are you two arguing? The tone of his voice is angry and, in my experience, violence soon follows.”

      Danko stepped back, lowering his voice. “I apologize for scaring you. That wasn’t my intention, Maisy. I’m just trying to get Zohar to realize something very important. Life changing important, but he’s as stubborn as a proverbial mule. Zohar and I have been friends for many years and our conversations can sometimes get heated, but I promise you, I would lay my life down for him any damn day of the week. And I would never, not ever, harm an innocent, especially not you.”

      Her eyes squinted up at the Enforcer, questioning. “Why ‘especially not me’?”

      “Because of who you are to someone important to me,” Danko replied before turning and striding away quickly.

      Zohar exhaled loudly, his friend’s words reverberating around inside him, and the consequences of those words seemed . . . immense. He was still unsure of the truth of them but he knew one thing: he and Maisy had to talk.
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      “Is there somewhere private we can go?” he asked gruffly, suddenly apprehensive and nervous. Both of which were new to him, his tone reflecting how ill at ease he felt.

      Maisy gave a curt nod. “My place.”

      Zohar kept his arm around her, securing her against him and started toward her cabin. After a few steps, she looked up, asking. “Why does Danko scare me when he talks in the same tone you just used, but you don’t?”

      “I don’t what?” Zohar wasn’t certain what she meant, he was finding it difficult to concentrate when all he wanted to do was lift her into his arms and press his lips against hers. What the living hell was going on?

      “I’m not saying you couldn’t scare me. I’m just saying I don’t feel the same way with you as I do about everyone else. Jeez, most everybody else scares me to some extent. Guess it’s due to living under Jermaine and Marlon for so long. But I’m not blind, or stupid, you are obviously the most dangerous man I’ve ever come across, so why the hell am I not terrified?”

      Zohar stopped at the door of Maisy’s cabin, gazing down into her upturned face, and wondered the same damn thing. “I’m not sure.”

      “Something to add to the list of things we need to discuss,” she said softly as she opened the door. “This is my place, it was mine and Libby’s, she moved in when her parents were killed. I’d been on my own for a while and I’d been struggling, she used to stay over a lot even before her mom and dad . . . well, before her dad stood up to Marlon one day. You can guess how that went, and her mom got in on the fight, so Libby lost them both on the same day. After that she just stayed with me.”

      “This was one fucked up Pack,” Zohar growled as he took in the spick and span cabin. It was small, with an open plan living, dining, and kitchen area, but it was clean and tidy with nothing out of place. “If the Council had been aware of just how desperate things were here, then they would have stepped in sooner. I’m sorry we showed up so late.”

      “Tell me again, why did you? Danko mentioned it was to do with Marissa, is that true?”

      Zohar nodded. “Yes, Shade, her new mate, called me and asked that I come. I owed him a favor, not something that’s usual, and to be honest, I didn’t expect him to ever call it in. So, when he did, I was surprised . . . until he mentioned it had to do with his mate.”

      “And you came straight away?” she asked.

      “Yes.We didn’t have another mission scheduled so I decided it was best to get it over and done with. Although, if I’d been aware of the circumstances the Pack was living under, we would’ve been here a long time ago.”

      “So, you care about Wolves?”

      Zohar paused, considering her words before replying. “I don’t know how to answer that. It’s my job. I protect those not able to do so for themselves. I deal with Alphas who abuse their power, or renegade Shifters who attack Packs. It’s what I do, it’s what I’ve done for so long that I no longer think of the why. I just do my duty as the Council’s Lead Enforcer.”

      Maisy sat on the edge of an armchair next to the fireplace, motioning for him to take the one opposite. She waited until he’d taken his seat before she spoke again. “I have a feeling that it’s taken a heavy toll on you, Zohar. All these years working for the Council, doing what you’ve had to do. I can see it when I look in your eyes.”

      Zohar scowled, doing his best to look his most fearsome as he jutted out his chin. “And what would you know about such things? I assure you that I’m just fine.”

      Maisy didn’t flinch, merely gave him a hint of a smile. “See, there it is again, a look that on any other man would have me cringing in fear, but you don’t scare me, Zohar. Why is that? And what’s going on with my beast? Is the same thing happening with yours?”

      “You should be scared, Maisy.” Zohar pierced her with a withering stare. “I’ve a darkness inside me that definitely should terrify you.”

      “So you say.” Maisy pulled her legs up and tucked them under her, settling herself into a more comfortable position. “But again, I’m saying, I’m not frightened. That’s weird on so many levels, but you didn’t answer me . . . what’s going on with our Wolves? Mine is acting very strange and your scent is, well, it’s calling to my beast and if I didn’t know any better I’d say—”

      Zohar’s hand shot up. “Don’t say it. It’s not possible.”

      “What isn’t? That you have one, or that I do?” Maisy’s face flushed scarlet. “I know I’m not exactly a catch and I’m not strong the way Libby was, but there’s no need to be so damn rude.”

      Zohar saw the change come over her, the tantalizing aroma that clung to the air now tinged with sadness and distress. The effect on him, both man and beast, causing an inner battle like nothing he’d fought before. Words spewing from his mouth before his mind had time to catch up. “That’s not what I meant. Not at all. It’s not you who is not worthy . . . it’s me. The Goddess would never send me this gift and I’m certain this fucking Hunger is a spell that one of my many enemies has inflicted to weaken me.”

      As soon as he’d spoken he saw realization dawn in her eyes. Her emerald green orbs twinkling with excitement as a hand shot to cover her mouth when she gasped. “Holy shit.”

      “Wait, don’t go there, Maisy. This is a mistake. It has to be. I’m telling you, this can’t be. It’s just not possible for this to happen to me. I am not worthy. Not with my dark soul. Not with what I’ve had to do for the Council. All the deaths on my hands. So many that I wonder my skin isn’t dyed blood red permanently. You have no idea of the things I’ve done. The Goddess wouldn’t be so stupid as to—”

      “Hold up, Mister!” Maisy’s temper rose, unfurling her legs she sat forward, her hands on her hips. “You have no right to call the Goddess names. In fact, you’re the stupid one for doing so. She could just as easily take this away and then what? I’m supposed to just try and forget how I feel right at this moment? How you make me feel? Not scared, not terrified, in fact, for the first time in a very long time I feel safe. With you, Zohar, you make me feel like that and that is most definitely a gift from the Goddess.”

      Zohar’s blood thundered in his ears as he listened to her, but more importantly as he watched her passion flow across her features, showing him something he’d never thought possible. A woman who appeared to truly care for him, no matter what he’d done. Even with the darkness inside him. Surely she must see it? Or was love truly blind after all?

      “That’s a pretty speech but you’ve only just met me. You have no idea of what I’m capable of and—”

      She did it again, interrupted him, jumping to her feet. “Don’t patronize me, you big lump. I’m not an idiot. I can see how dangerous you are. I was right there when you tore Marlon apart . . . remember? But that’s not all there is to you, Zohar. You do what you do to help people. You protect those that can’t do it for themselves. That’s a good thing. Why can’t you see that?”

      Words slipped out unbidden, ones that slithered around inside his mind when he was alone and the darkness threatened to overwhelm him. “Because all I see in the mirror is my fucking dark soul, Maisy. Every damn time. The darkness inside of me has grown and grown with each life I’ve taken and soon I fear it will swallow me whole.”

      Maisy dropped to her knees before him, reaching to grab one of his massive hands in both of hers. “Then there’s only one thing you can do.”

      Zohar saw tears twinkling in her eyes and wondered why, but more importantly, he needed to know what she meant. “And what’s that?”

      “You need to let me in,” she whispered, dropping her head to place a soft kiss on the back of his hand. “I can help you. That’s why she’s sent you to me.”

      His internal battle carried on, his guts twisting, blood pumping, as Maisy gazed up at him. Zohar couldn’t allow himself to believe that she was his. It was beyond belief that something so fragile and beautiful was for him. No. It couldn’t be true. His jaw clenched as he ground out, “I’m not convinced. I need time to think.”

      Maisy rocked back on her heels, eyes widened for a moment before she rose, glaring at him. “Fine! Run away and think.”

      Zohar shot to his feet, backing toward the door quickly. Maisy snorted at his actions. “Is the mighty Enforcer scared of me? Oh, and by the way, whenever I say fine—just so you know, that is never good, because things are most definitely not fine. But you obviously need someone to knock some sense into that skull of yours and trust me, Zohar, if you don’t come find me later . . . that someone might just be me.”

      He watched in amazement as Maisy stomped away, disappearing through a door which she slammed so hard it shook in its hinges. Damn. She had some balls talking to him like that. Nobody spoke to him in that manner, most everyone was too scared of him to dare to speak to him in such a way. Well, not if they didn’t want him to retaliate with his trademark fury.

      Zohar shook his head, amazed at her outburst before he left, her words tumbling around in his brain faster and faster until his head ached. His feet stepping one in front of the other with no heed to where they took him . . . until Danko’s voice halted him as if he’d been drenched with a bucket of icy water.
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      “For fuck’s sake, Zohar, what the hell are you doing out here? You should be with Maisy and you damn well know it. Your head is thicker than that damn ancient oak tree over there.”

      Zohar glared at his friend, as he snarled, “What is it about my head that has people commenting on it this morning?”

      Danko stopped in front of him, sneering. “I assume by ‘people’ that Maisy said something similar? Hmm, sounds to me like she’s smart and not afraid of you. Now that, my thick-headed friend, should tell you more than anything I can say. Don’t you think?”

      Zohar pushed away Danko’s finger that was prodding his chest. “Perhaps, or maybe there’s something wrong with her. The way she just spoke to me makes me wonder if she has a death-wish.”

      Laughter bubbled out of Danko’s mouth, his hands on his hips as he bent over. The sight growing Zohar’s already foul mood exponentially. “Shut it, Danko. It’s not that funny.”

      “Yeah, yeah it is. Little Maisy telling the mighty Zohar off, hell, that sure is funny.”

      Zohar side-stepped around his Second in Command, growling, “We have work to do. Did you find anything of interest at the warehouse?”

      Danko caught up, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Sure did. Old Jermaine had his safe back in that locked room and I managed to open it. I didn’t even get to use any explosives. It was an old model that I had open in no time at all. It’s full of cash, and I mean full. There’s enough to get the Pack back on its feet with a ton left over. There’s also stacks of supplies, food, clothing and everything in between. Jacinthe is already organizing handing out basics to the Pack and after that we’ll redo the stock-take, but what do you want to do about the cash? I don’t feel comfortable with that lying around.”

      Zohar had to agree. “It will be too much of a temptation for Jermaine, either he’ll come for it or try and hire some rogues to get it for him. It’s best we sort that first and get the word out that there’s no cash here. We need to find out if there are any Pack bank accounts, if not then we get a couple opened as soon as possible.”

      “I can do that,” Danko replied quickly. “I can use the Council’s network if there aren’t any, but there must be at least one. A Pack this old can’t be without some basic banking facilities. Gwenola should be able to help me and . . .”

      Danko stopped talking, frowning as Zohar prodded. “What?”

      “If Gwenola’s right and that cash came from, well, not exactly legal means, then the bank might not be willing to accept it.”

      Zohar shrugged. “That’s not a problem, just pay it into one of the Council’s accounts and then have it transferred to the Pack’s. Once you’ve determined if the Pack has an account first, if not, get the Council to set one up and transfer the funds after they’ve done it. No bank will refuse money being deposited into one of the Council’s accounts.”

      Danko thumped Zohar’s shoulder. “That’s why you’re in charge and not me. I wouldn’t have thought of that. Instead I would be sitting on the cash worrying about how to get rid of it.”

      Zohar’s mind wandered as Maisy’s luscious scent flew toward him, however, it was tinged with another aroma . . . one he was well acquainted with: anger.

      She flounced passed, refusing to look in his direction, Danko looking between them before he shouted. “Hey, Maisy, you all right?”

      Maisy’s response was to throw a filthy look over her shoulder as she sped toward the forest.

      “Damn,” Danko said, shaking his head. “You’ve upset her. I’ll take care of business, Zohar. You need to go and try and talk to her some more.”

      Zohar’s beast whined pitifully in his head as he stared as Maisy stomped away. “I’m not sure it’ll help.”

      “Try,” Danko pressed. “Or are you scared? Is that it? You’re scared to admit how you feel, aren’t you?”

      Snarling, he turned back to scowl. “I’ve never been scared of anything in my life.”

      “But you are now,” Danko replied firmly. “You are one stubborn ass.”

      Throwing up his arms Zohar spat out, “Fine! I’ll go find her and talk to her. Maybe then you’ll get off my fucking back.”

      He didn’t wait for Danko to say another word, turning on his heel and striding after Maisy. His beast finally quieting in his head at his decision.

      He followed her scent, it was easy to do, it was ingrained inside him and he was certain he’d be able to track her down no matter where she was running to. If she thought she could hide from him then she was sorely mistaken. Didn’t she know who he was? What he was capable of?

      His feet sped up, breaking into a jog he carried on her trail, grasping sight of her as he left the cabins of the camp behind as she walked into the forest. He could still feel her annoyance as she flounced away from him.

      A smile tugged at his lips as he wondered how someone so small could possibly move so swiftly. His long legs quickening to catch up to her. Maisy’s scent wafting toward him, changing to an earthy musk which aroused both man and beast and then he caught sight of her as she finished transforming. Her golden hued Wolf shaking itself from head to tail before taking off in a dead run to disappear between the trees. He’d never seen such a glorious sight, the sun glinting off her golden fur causing his breath to catch in his throat and his heart to stutter in his chest.

      The sight of her beast running away from him sent ripples careening through him as the thrill of a hunt stampeded through his blood. His hands tearing at his clothes as he ran forward, he barely paused long enough to kick off his boots in order to remove his jeans. At the earliest opportunity, he forced his change, mid-stride morphing from man to Wolf, two legs to four, his paws hitting the ground with such force that his claws threw up great clods of earth as he took off after Maisy’s beautiful beast.

      His Wolf let out a howl, the sound ripping through the forest, as he tore after Maisy.
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      Rushing through the forest Zohar felt exhilarated as he zipped between trees, darted around bushes, and pursued the golden Wolf.

      She knew he was on her tail, soft yips filling the air as she careered swiftly ahead. Maisy’s knowledge of the landscape aiding her in the chase but Zohar’s speed keeping him from losing sight of her beast as she hightailed it away from him.

      For the first time in a very long time he realized he was “hunting” just for the sheer fun of it. Not chasing down a renegade, or an escaped prisoner, and when he caught his prey, this time, he would not be doling out justice or ripping another Wolf apart. That thought settled inside him and suddenly, like some sort of an epiphany, his soul soared high as he howled with glee.

      It had been so damn long since he’d heard that sound that it startled him. The noise alien to his ears and his eyes had darted around looking for another beast before he’d realized it had been his own Wolf that the sound had elicited from.

      The momentary lapse gave Maisy the opportunity to disappear from his line of sight but her scent was like a beacon to his sensitive nose. He could taste her excitement on his tongue as he tracked her through the unknown landscape, searing every tree, bush, and root in his path in his memory. Soon he’d know this forest as well as she did and she’d no longer have an advantage when they played these games.

      His paws faltered . . . realization dawning so hard and fast his heart stopped beating for long moments, his breath stuck in his throat until finally his beast spoke through their link. “Yes, she is ours.”

      Zohar couldn’t believe how damn stupid he’d been and he sure as hell didn’t know how this was going to play out, but for now, all he knew was he had to reach Maisy . . . his mate.

      Shit, he couldn’t comprehend the magnitude of the feelings coursing through him as he was forced to accept that fact, knowing it was his beast that had made it happen, his Wolf’s paws speeding up with urgency surging inside him as he flew toward the golden Wolf and his future.

      He let out a small yip, one that was new to him, one of welcome and speaking to her beast like he’d never before communicated with another Wolf. Her answering call was immediate, his claws digging into the earth to gain purchase and change direction, veering toward the sound with a renewed vigor.

      Maisy no longer ran from him, he sensed her waiting ahead. Zohar shot around a large oak with an agility that defied his size, skidding to a halt when he caught sight of her. She stood facing him, her head cocked to the side as if she were unsure what to expect.

      No wonder. He’d been an ass. That was something he planned on rectifying, although he wasn’t sure how, not exactly, he’d spent far too many years as an Enforcer with no time for wooing a woman. Any sexual encounters had been swift, rough, and never repeated with the same woman.

      He was flying blind but he damn sure would learn fast.

      Zohar lowered his massive head, slowly approaching Maisy’s beast, circling her to sniff every last inch. His Wolf finally licking her muzzle and whining. Her green eyes bored into his before she mirrored his movements, stalking around his Wolf and taking in his scent before stopping in front of him, her tongue snaking out to lightly caress his snout.

      Damn. That felt so fucking good.

      Zohar forced himself to change, knowing he had to talk to the woman he’d brushed off earlier and praying she’d listen. Standing naked before her beast, and not just physically, but emotionally too, Zohar inhaled deeply, dropping one of his massive hands to run his fingers through her thick fur.

      “I apologize for earlier, Maisy,” he started then stopped, the words not coming easily. Her Wolf nudged him, urging him on. Zohar dropped to his knees, locking eyes with her beast. “In case you hadn’t figured it out . . . I don’t trust easily.”

      Maisy’s Wolf huffed, a low rumble in her chest sounding as if she were saying “No shit,” and causing him to shrug. “Yes, I know, I was an ass and I’ve not dealt with any of this well. I guess I didn’t believe I deserved you, shit, I still don’t, but I also can’t deny what’s happening between us either. It took being in my Wolf form to realize the truth, one that it has been trying to tell me and which I’ve been ignoring. I hope you can forgive me, for I truly am sorry for upsetting you.”

      Zohar stopped, unable to carry on because he simply did not have the words. He wasn’t equipped for this type of situation. Put a rogue in front of him and he’d deal with it, no problem. Add in an evil Alpha or two, yeah, he could handle that in the blink of an eye. But hand him a soulmate on a platter and his throat closed, his lungs forgot how to draw in air, and his heart felt as if it were being ripped out of his chest.

      Damn. How did men deal with this crap?

      His eyes closed, head dropping forward, as the magnitude of his failure swept over him. He’d be lucky if Maisy ever talked to him again far less allowed him to touch her and that’s exactly what he craved. His hands on her soft skin, running down her back to cup her ass to pull her against him. Shit, he couldn’t get that sight out of his mind but it was a mere dream . . . she’d never allow it . . . not after the way he’d acted.

      He’d lost his one, his only, chance at happiness and it was his own damn fault.

      He was lost in a haze of misery, imagining how it would feel if she returned his touch. Her soft fingers caressing his skin . . . wait . . . his eyes flew open to find Maisy kneeling before him, one hand tentatively on his broad chest.

      “You’re not exactly one for romantic speeches. Are you? I’m not certain whether to slap your face or kiss you right now.”

      Zohar reached up, covering her tiny hand with his. “I deserve the first but would prefer the latter.”

      He waited, once again his breath caught in his throat, as she quirked an eyebrow. Fighting to keep his eyes on hers but he couldn’t stop himself from glancing down to take in the beauty of her body. Her perky breasts with taut nipples that he wanted to take into his mouth and lavish with his tongue . . . and that’s when she slapped him.

      “Hey,” she snapped. “Eyes up here, big guy.”

      “Sorry,” he replied sheepishly. “I couldn’t resist. You’re so fucking beautiful and I can’t believe you’re mine . . . you are mine . . . aren’t you?”

      Zohar didn’t recognize his voice, doubt and fear seeping through in every damn syllable. Fuck. She’d brought him to his knees. Literally. And that wasn’t something he’d thought anyone could do, far less this tiny creature before him.

      Maisy tilted her head, those impossibly deep pools of green gazing up at him in wonder. “I am.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth he moved with supernatural speed, grasping her to him, his mouth lowering to cover hers in a searing kiss full of longing and desire. Her gasp of surprise quickly turning to a gentle moan when he dropped their bodies to the forest floor, as his hands started their journey of discovery.

      His need to learn every inch of her skin running rampant through him. When she quivered as his thumb brushed across her nipple, his cock hardened to thick steel between them. Her hips bucking toward him when she felt his desire for her. His fingers trailing lower until he landed on her mound, probing gently between her thighs to find her moist already, and waiting for him.

      Zohar’s desire rose to levels he’d never believed possible, every cell in his body afire with longing for the woman in his arms. Her tongue tangling with his as they explored each other’s mouths, soft moans getting lost as he swallowed them down hungrily. With each second they kissed, their connection to each other deepened, searing inside him and convincing him beyond any doubt that she was his. Her hands ran across his shoulders, one tangling in his hair, forcefully. She was stronger than she looked.

      Maisy hooked one of her legs over his hip, which resulted in his cock sliding between her soft thighs. Zohar’s own groan sounding loud in his ears as the tip nudged against the entrance to her wet, warm, sheath. All he had to do was thrust his hips and his long, hard length would . . . no!

      Zohar tugged his head back, gasping. “Maisy, no, we can’t do this here. I should take you home and do this, shit, I don’t know . . . properly?”

      Maisy smirked, licking her lips. “Properly? What do you mean? You don’t know how to do it? Or the fact we’re in the forest, naked, turned on, and ready to mate.”

      “Of course I know what to do,” Zohar retorted. “But, hell, you’re tiny and, well . . .”

      Maisy’s hand reached between them, her hand grasping hold of his throbbing desire. “And you’re definitely not . . . tiny that is.”

      “Exactly.” Zohar gasped as she started to work her hand up and down along him. “Damn, stop that or I won’t be able to talk.”

      “That’s the point.” Maisy jerked his hair roughly. “I don’t want to talk. I want you to make me yours, Zohar.”

      “We need to go slow.” Zohar fought for self-control.

      “Why?” Maisy bit his bottom lip, drawing blood. “I don’t want slow. I’ve never felt like this before but I feel wild, and it’s spine-tingling good. Take me, Zohar, please.”

      Zohar could resist their mating call no longer, rolling over to cage her with his body, taking his weight on his thick strong arms. “You’re mine, Maisy, all mine, and you always will be. Anyone even looks at you the wrong way, I’ll rip their head off. I promise I’ll protect you, little one, always.”

      Maisy giggled, her hand shooting to cover her mouth when he scowled down at her. “Sorry, that wasn’t quite what I was expecting to hear, but it fits you perfectly, my fierce Zohar. I’m yours and I’ll always be yours, and just so you know, if you so much as look at another She-Wolf, I’ll rip your balls off.”

      Zohar’s head fell back, laughter erupting from him before Maisy reached up, pulling his mouth down to hers. “Remember, I’m yours, Zohar. Always.”

      Maisy opened her thighs, allowing him access to her greatest gift, which he took with utmost care. The difference in their sizes at the forefront of his mind as his cock breached her warmth, drawing him inside with her eyes wide and her bottom lip caught between her teeth. “I’ll stop if it’s too painful, Ангел.”

      She shook her head, urging him on. “Don’t you dare stop. The pain is . . . exquisite. I can’t—”

      Maisy groaned as he finally sank fully inside, her legs falling to the side to offer him better access as she panted beneath him. Taking most of his weight on one thick forearm, Zohar reached between them to search for that special bundle of nerves he knew would send her skywards.

      The moment he touched it she jerked beneath him, a scream tearing from her throat, as she fell apart beneath him. He’d never seen a woman climax so fast, but it was only the beginning. She’d be a quivering mess by the time he’d finished.

      He started to thrust slowly, careful not to harm her, building her back toward another orgasm with each twist of his hips. Maisy’s eyes refocused, surprised and excited. “Shit, you’re good, big guy.”

      “Hold on, Ангел мой, my Angel, I want you to let the whole damn Pack know you’re mine.”

      Her head twisted from side to side, sweat slicking their bodies as he moved quicker, his cock filling her deeper with each thrust. Maisy’s groans growing louder until she was shouting his name over and over, her hands clinging to him, nails digging into his skin. Shifting position slightly, he pulled back, removing his cock from her sheath, much to Maisy’s dismay.

      Her shocked squeal causing him to chuckle as he grabbed his length in one of his hands and rubbed the head against her clit. “How does that feel?”

      Maisy’s mouth opened, closed, then her hips bucked, moving herself against him, rubbing her little bundle of nerves against him. “More!” she yelled, her voice pleading as she stared up at him.

      Zohar could wait no longer, the need to claim her stampeding through him to consume and overwhelm him completely. He sank his cock back inside her, his finger thrumming against her clit at the same time as he allowed his fangs to descend. He lowered his head, sinking his teeth into her soft skin as he thrust deep inside her, again and again.

      As her sweet blood swept over his tongue he felt her bite him, the pain gloriously perfect, at the precise moment his seed erupted deep inside her she quivered with her own orgasm, screaming his name so loud he was certain the entire world heard. Zohar tore his mouth free, rearing back to roar to the heavens, and alert the world that he’d sealed his bond with his soulmate.

      His first inhale of breath was magnificent, her scent changed to depict her new status as his. He couldn’t stop the resultant howl that broke free as, for the first time in his entire life, as emotions he’d never felt engulfed him: happiness, contentment, and love.
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      Maisy lay curled up in Zohar’s arms in the middle of the forest, a smile playing on her lips as he held her. He ran a hand along her side, to convince himself that she was real and he wasn’t dreaming. “Are you all right?”

      She looked up at him, smiling. “Yes, I’m more than all right. I feel wonderful. Stronger, somehow. That’s weird, huh?”

      Zohar shrugged. “I’m not sure. I don’t know much about all this stuff, but maybe you get some of my strength. I’ve a lot to go around.”

      “I’m sure you do, big guy,” she quipped, smacking his chest. “What was that you called me earlier? Was it Russian?”

      He nodded. “You mean, Ангел мой? It means my Angel, and that’s what I think you are. The Goddess sent you to me to save me, Maisy. I was heading to a very dark place and finding you has happened at just the right time. I think you are Солнышко моё, which means my sunshine, the light to brighten the darkness inside me.”

      Maisy stared at him, silent for several long moments before she answered. “That’s deep, Zohar, but if that’s what you believe then who am I to argue. For me, it’s different, to me you are my savior. You’re the proverbial Knight in shining armor. You saved not just me but the entire Pack. Guess the Goddess knew what she was doing when she sent you here, huh?”

      “I guess she did,” Zohar agreed. “I’ve never been one to believe in all of that Goddess stuff before, but I do now. I can feel the changes inside me and you are the reason, Ангел мой. So, thank you for not sending me on my way earlier.”

      Maisy slapped his chest, giggling. “What? Send you away when you were right there, all naked, and showing me this glorious body? Damn, there was no way that was going to happen.”

      Zohar grinned, pulling her closer to kiss the top of her head as she asked, “How do I pronounce that second one? The Angel one I think I can just about manage, but that other one is a bit of a mouthful.”

      “It’s easy, once you know how,” he replied softly. “It’s solnishko moy.”

      Maisy repeated it, slowly. “Solnishko moy. It’s beautiful when you say it. Not so much when I fumble over it.”

      He shook his head, disagreeing. “You sound adorable and I’ll teach you how to say it properly. It just takes a little practice. So, what do you want to do now?”

      “Can we go back to my place? I want to continue what we started here, but I’d like to try it in a bed next time.”

      Zohar chuckled as he rose, picking her up easily. “Certainly. I just need to check in with Danko that he doesn’t need me.”

      “Oh, sure.” She nodded. “If you need to work, well . . .”

      “I’m not going to work,” Zohar told her firmly. “But I just need to make sure there’s no trouble brewing. I have a feeling that Jermaine might still try to get his hands on the cash he left here and I don’t want the Pack in danger.”

      “Of course.” Maisy looked around them, shivering. “If he does come back, this is where he’ll do it. The forest is the easiest way to get to the camp without being seen.”

      Zohar couldn’t stop the snarl that lifted his lip, his fangs descended at the mere thought of a threat to his mate as he looked around, scenting for anyone nearby. When he found no evidence of Jermaine, or anyone else, he relaxed slightly, but only just.

      “We need to get you back.” Zohar held her hand as they started to walk back, opening his link to Danko. “I’ll be back in camp soon. Is there anything that requires my attention?”

      Zohar scowled when laughter flowed through the link, his friend taking several moments to form words.

      “Wow, you actually did it. I didn’t think you’d win her over so quickly, Zohar. By the way, the entire Pack heard you so don’t think you can sneak back in as if nothing’s happened. Gwenola is already organizing a party, but she said she’ll give you two lovebirds a couple of days to, wait for it, and this is her words . . . ‘get to know one another before she throws the party.’”

      Zohar groaned aloud, Maisy looking up at him and asking. “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing, I’m talking to Danko and it appears the Pack is aware of, well, us, and Gwenola is taking it upon herself to, shit, throw a damn party.”

      Zohar stopped, grinding his teeth so hard his jaw cracked. Maisy’s hand tightened in his, her voice soothing with a hint of humor. “I see, well, that’s the usual thing to do in these circumstances, but I can see that’s not exactly thrilling you. I can talk to her and tell her not to bother. We don’t need to have the usual mating party, Zohar.”

      Danko chuckled again in his head before goading him again. “So, are you ready to take your place as Alpha and show the Pack their new Alpha female?”

      “Shut the fuck up, Danko, or I swear I’ll kick your ass when I see you.”

      “Hey, I’m just saying.” Danko grumbled. “You’re acting Alpha and you’ve just taken yourself a mate. You need to figure out what you plan to do, my friend.”

      The enormity of everything crashed down on him, causing another strangled noise to break free. “If you don’t need me just leave me be for now.”

      “I’m taking care of everything. You look after your mate and figure out what you plan on doing with the rest of your life. Maybe, now you know there’s more to life than being a damn Enforcer, you’ll think of living outside the Council and get a life. Over and out.”

      “Zohar, what’s going on?”

      Zohar shook his head, trying to clear it. “I’m just realizing how this changes everything.”

      Maisy’s face lost all color, her eyes dropping to the ground. “You think you made a mistake. Don’t you? You didn’t realize what having a mate meant and now you regret it.”

      Her voice shook and she tried to remove her hand from his but he held firm, refusing to allow her to pull away. He did, however, admit his feelings. “I confess I didn’t really think things through. But I do not regret what we did, what I did. You are my mate, Maisy, there’s no denying that. I just have to figure out what I want and how to get that. However, what’s more important to me is what you want. So, why don’t we discuss that on our walk back to camp?”

      Her head popped up, surprise evident in her gaze. “Really? You don’t regret our mating?”

      “No,” Zohar answered firmly. “There’s many things I regret in my life, but this is not one of them.”

      Her smile sank deep inside him, sparking a light that seemed to ease the darkness he knew dwelt there. Damn. Maybe that was the Goddess gift to him. Not merely sending him a mate . . . but one that could illuminate his very soul. The belief that was possible was like a ton of bricks had been lifted from his shoulders, even if it hadn’t happened . . . yet.

      No. He still felt it deep inside, but the possibility was there and that would do for now.

      “Maisy, tell me, what do you want? Do you want to stay here? Or leave?” Zohar asked, and for the first time he thought of a life away from the Council. Of not being an Enforcer, of living as a true Wolf, or rather . . . as an Alpha.

      There was no other position he would be suited to within a Pack. No other option for him but to be in charge, to protect, to fight for others. It was ingrained in him and if he remained then that’s what he would be . . . Alpha.

      However, if Maisy requested to leave then he would do as she wished, and yet again he was dumbfounded at the change a mating could bring. Never would he have put another before himself in such a manner . . . well, damn it . . . now he knew how Shade had felt and why he’d called in that damn favor.

      Maisy leaned into his body, raising their joined hands to kiss his fingers. “I’d like to stay and help the Pack become strong again. If that’s all right? If you don’t want to then I’ll go wherever you want, Zohar. So long as we’re together, that’s all that matters. Right?”

      Zohar spun around, scooping her up in his arms and cradling her against his chest. Carrying her through the forest. “I hope you got plenty of my strength through our bond, Maisy.”

      She looked confused. “Um, why?”

      He chuckled. “I’ll stay, and I’ll ensure the Pack grows, gets strong, and profitable, but there’s only one position for me and that means there’s only one for you too . . . Alpha.”

      He saw the moment his words sank in, her mouth forming a circle as she gasped. “Oh.”

      “Indeed.” He winked. “Are you ready?”

      Maisy nibbled her bottom lip for a moment before she looked cheekily up at him. “Maybe after a couple of days alone time I will be.”

      Laughter erupted from him as she giggled in his arms, the sound like tinkling glass. “I’ll always be right there beside you and you’ll have my strength to lean on.”

      “I’ll need it.” Maisy shook her head. “Shit, I can’t believe this. Everything’s happening so fast and my head is in a spin.”

      Her smile dropped from her face, sadness filling her eyes, her head falling to his chest. Zohar strode quicker to reach the camp as he asked, “What’s wrong? Are you ill?”

      “No,” she whispered. “I just wish Libby was here. She’d be so proud to see me not being a gibbering scaredy cat.”

      Zohar gave her a squeeze, not sure how to respond but knowing she was in pain forced him to try. “I’ve seen things during my time as an Enforcer, stuff that can’t be explained, so I’m sure your friend is looking down on you and knows you’re now safe and happy.”

      It sounded lame to him but Maisy seemed to like it, her fingers reaching up to entwine in his hair. “Thanks, I hope so.”

      “We’re not far from where we undressed earlier.” Zohar remembered exactly the spot where he’d first seen Maisy’s golden beast.

      “Good, because I don’t think we should parade through camp stark naked.” Maisy slapped his tattooed chest. “I might get jealous if anyone sees this fine body of yours, especially this rather sexy ink you’ve got going on.”

      “I’m liable to rip a throat out if you’re seen naked, Волк Мой,” Zohar replied, his voice suddenly hoarse. “I’m not sure how I’ll react if another male comes near you right now. This mating thing is rather intense.”

      “I agree.” Maisy nuzzled his neck. “It’s why newly mated couples stay locked away for a while. Keeps them, and everyone else, safe.”

      “Good, because I have plans for you,” Zohar growled as he stopped where Maisy’s clothes lay, but before he released her, he dropped his lips to hers with a searing kiss full of scorching heat.

      His focus on her lips, her taste, her scent, so much so he wasn’t aware they were no longer alone until an embarrassed cough had him dropping her roughly to the ground and pushing her behind him. His face contorted in a vicious snarl as he spun to face the interloper.

      Danko’s bowed head his saving grace. If his long-time friend’s eyes had landed on Maisy’s naked body Zohar was certain he would not have been able to stop himself from attacking, instead a growl rumbled up from his chest, breaking free as he crossed his arms. “What the fuck, Danko? You looking to get your head parted from your body?”

      “My sincere apologies.” Danko kept his eyes down as he talked. “I only wanted to warn you that the camp is full of people and thought you might want to skirt around rather than walk through. I’m aware you’ll be . . . well, not quite yourself, Zohar.”

      Maisy’s hand softly caressed his back, calming Zohar, both man and beast, taking in a deep breath he forced himself to respond. “Thank you, I’ll take that advice. We’ll be going to Maisy’s for now. I expect to be there for some time and I do not want to be disturbed. Not unless there is an emergency.”

      Danko’s head bobbed in a short nod as he backed away. “Understood, and I’d like to be the first to congratulate you both. I wish you a long and happy life together.”

      Maisy stuck her head around Zohar’s side. “Thank you.”

      Zohar pushed her back. “Thank you, Danko, that’s all for now, you can leave.”

      “I’m going,” Danko answered, quickly backtracking. “I’ll see you at the celebration, until then, I’ll ensure everything is taken care of.”

      “Thanks,” Zohar said with more feeling. “I appreciate it.”

      “No problem,” Danko said as he disappeared.

      Maisy popped around, her arms attempting to wrap around his waist, however, he was much too large and her reach didn’t come close. “Zohar, he’s so nice helping out so we can have time together. I’m just thinking . . . if you decide to stay, and well, you’ll be Alpha and all . . . won’t you need a good Beta?”

      Zohar cocked his head, the thought swirling around in his head. “That’s a good idea, however, I’m not certain Danko would want to stay. If I leave the Council, then he’ll be next in line to take my place as their top Enforcer. That might be a position he wants more than a Beta’s.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Maisy ran a finger along the lines of his Wolf tattoo. “But it’s worth thinking about and giving him the option. Dontcha think?”

      “Sure,” Zohar agreed, the seed planted and growing by the second.

      He could almost see himself and Danko running the Pack side by side and knew they’d do a fine job. They worked well together and if he were to stay then there was no better man, or Wolf, he’d rather have beside him.

      Those decisions were for another time, another day, for now all he wanted was time alone with his Maisy, his sunshine, his Angel, his savior.

      “Let’s get dressed and home,” he managed to get out, his throat thick with longing, running a finger down the side of her face. “I need to be inside you, Maisy, and watch as I make you come, again and again.”

      She moved her face into his touch, her pupils dilating, her tongue darting out to lick her lips as she nodded. “Me too, big guy.”
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      Maisy paraded back and forth, asking for the hundredth time. “Are you sure I look okay? I can change back into the black dress if you prefer that one. Or the red? You said you liked the red one but I think the red was too short.”

      Zohar shook his head, amused and pointing at the mound of clothes strewn around. “I can’t believe the amount that was delivered earlier. How many outfits do you need to choose from for one night?”

      Maisy stopped, hands on hips and scowled at him. “One night? It’s not just any old night, Zohar. It’s our mating party and since you've decided to stay and you’re the freaking Alpha, that means I’m going to be the Alpha She-Wolf. Do you have any idea what that means to me? It’s huge with a capital H! No wonder Gwenola sent all this stuff for me to try on. I need to look the part, especially as the Pack are used to seeing me as a scared little mouse. They’re not used to seeing the new me. The one that’s got some of your strength and that feels strong and powerful, and  . . . shit, I’m gonna muck this up. I just know it!”

      Zohar unfurled himself from the armchair, grabbing hold of her hands and quieting her rising panic. “Shh, stop getting yourself upset. You’ll be fine. You look beautiful, but not just that, you look like an Alpha. You were right about the red dress, it’s too short, but I like it and we’ll keep it for just our time together. The black was nice too, but it was too formal. This one is perfect, the green is a match for your eyes and sets the right tone. Not too casual and not too formal.”

      Maisy let out the breath she’d been holding, asking quickly. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. The only thing I’m not sure about is the need for this party. I’d much rather spend some more time here, alone with you.”

      “Me too.” Maisy grinned. “But we can’t stay hidden away for much longer. We’ve already been here for five whole days. The Pack is getting restless. I can feel it, Zohar.”

      “I can too,” Zohar admitted.

      “I’m feeling weird about leaving here too,” Maisy said as she looked around the small cabin wistfully. “This has always been my home and it feels wrong that Gwenola has moved out of the Alpha’s cabin. What if the Pack thinks we’re, I don’t know, somehow taking advantage of the situation and—”

      Zohar shook his head, using a finger to force her to look up at him. “That’s not going to happen. She was very clear on this, Maisy. She doesn’t want to stay there. It holds too many bad memories for her and her girls. For us, it’s just a building, one where we can make new memories. Our own, and the Pack is not upset, of that I’m sure. Danko would know if that were the case and he would’ve told me. Stop worrying, little one, everything is going to be fine.”

      “Are you certain? Things have gone so fast. With you terminating your employment with the Council and staking your claim as Alpha and our mating. Shoot, my head is in a spin with it all. I’m nervous as hell about everything.”

      “Don’t be,” Zohar reiterated. “I’ll be right beside you and this is just a party, nothing more. At the end of the night we’ll just be sleeping in a different bed . . . a brand-new bed. One that Danko got for us and he assures me that you’ll love it. Whatever the hell that means. He wouldn’t tell me anything else, other than that.”

      “Whew.” She sighed. “I’m glad about that. The thought of going to sleep in a bed that Jermaine used is just . . . ewwww!”

      Zohar chuckled before agreeing. “Yes, indeed. I have to admit I’d been thinking along those lines.”

      “Okay,” Maisy said, holding out her hand. “Let’s do this, Alpha.”

      His heart soared as soon as the word left her lips. The word wasn’t one he’d ever thought he’d hear being used to refer to him. One he’d used many times in the past with a derogatory inflection and wondered if he’d done so with a modicum of hidden jealousy. He’d never seen himself living within a Pack, thought it was not the life for him . . . or did he believe he wasn’t worthy?

      The latter was probably nearer the mark.

      Now, with his sunshine lightening his soul, he was realizing this was what he’d craved for so damn long. A Pack, a mate, a life with a future and, hopefully, someday they’d even be blessed with pups of their own. Shit. Did he just think that?

      Now that was scary.

      “Zohar, are you okay? You looked kinda weird there for a second.”

      Maisy’s worried voice tore him from his thoughts, tugging his lips up into a smile as he gazed into her emerald eyes. “I’m fine, more than fine, I’m the luckiest Wolf alive. I have my mate by my side and a new Pack to lead. What more could anyone want?”

      “Aww.” Maisy’s voice hitched as she batted at his chest. “You’re sounding all gushy.”

      “Me? Gushy?” Zohar shook his head, scowling. “Don’t say that ever again. I’ve a rep to protect. Now, come on, before I say something else that’ll get me into trouble.”

      Hand in hand they made their way to the door, the music from the party that was already in full swing growing louder with each step. Maisy pausing to draw in several deep breaths with Zohar’s hand on the door knob. “Ready?” he asked.

      “If I say no can we go back to bed?” she queried with a raised eyebrow.

      “No,” he laughed back, pulling the door wide.

      As soon as they stepped outside there was a deafening roar of welcome from the assembled Pack. Shouts of congratulations, welcoming cries to the new Alpha couple filling the camp as Zohar strode with purpose toward a table set up for them. He kept one arm around Maisy’s waist, using their link to send calming waves through to her, as well as a portion of his power and strength.

      He watched her carefully, saw her keep her head high, making eye contact with everyone they passed, and their resultant lowering looks. Thank the Goddess the Pack was accepting her role as his mate. If they hadn’t then the night would have been a nightmare clash of his wits against any who dared to challenge their place as Alphas.

      Of course, he would have no trouble establishing his position. Only a fool would challenge him but if anyone dared to oppose Maisy then he would have to force himself to stand by and watch as she dealt with the situation herself. That was not something he could envisage doing, but she’d made him promise that he would not intervene, and he couldn’t refuse her.

      Damn, he couldn’t refuse her anything. His sunshine had him under her spell and he’d do anything for her. He’d promise her the damn moon and move heaven and earth to get her it if he had to.

      Gwenola rushed forward, smiling as she arrived, arms outstretched before she remembered Maisy’s new rank. “Oh, sorry,” Gwenola gasped, her hand shooting to her mouth. “My apologies, Alpha,” she said in a subdued tone. “I’m so happy for you both and I wish you a happy life together. I’m glad you decided to stay, Zohar. The Pack needs you, and you Maisy, you’ll be a great team and I’ll always be here if either of you need any help, or advice on anything at all.”

      Maisy released Zohar’s hand, reaching for Gwenola, embracing the woman. “Thank you so much. I’ll be bending your ear so much you’ll regret offering.”

      “Aww, I’m happy to help, Maisy . . . sorry, Alpha.”

      “Maisy’s just fine.” Maisy peeked up at Zohar. “Isn’t it? Or not? Shoot, see, I don’t know about all this stuff.”

      Zohar gave a curt nod. “In informal situations, your name is fine, so long as that’s what you want. In formal meetings, or if you don’t wish to be called by your name, then it should be Alpha.”

      “Well, this is definitely informal, so Maisy is just fine.” Maisy grinned.

      Gwenola led them to the table, laden with food and drink. “I hope everything is to your satisfaction and if there’s anything else you need just holler.”

      Zohar pulled out a chair for Maisy, waiting until she was comfortable before sitting beside her, and whispering, “How long do we need to stay?”

      Maisy glanced over, smirking. “We’ve only just arrived.”

      “Sorry, what’s your point?” Zohar chuckled. “Can’t we leave yet?”

      “No,” Maisy answered with a laugh as Danko and the rest of his men arrived bearing gifts of bottles of single malt whisky.

      “Congratulations,” the men whooped out as one, obviously all of them had already been imbibing for some time.

      Danko’s smile was so wide it split his face in two. “Alpha, boy oh boy. I never thought I’d ever be calling you that, but I gotta say . . . it suits you, Zohar.”

      Zohar tilted his head, scrutinizing his friend. “How much have you had to drink?”

      “Me?” Danko’s eyes opened wide with shock. “Not a damn drop. I’m wired with happiness. I’m on duty and I don’t drink when on duty. You know that.”

      “Good.” Zohar hooked his finger, drawing Danko toward him. “That means I can ask you an important question.”

      Danko waved the rest of the squad away before leaning across the table. “What’s up?”

      Zohar glanced at Maisy before focusing on his friend. “What would you say to a change of career? Want to join me here as my Beta?”

      Danko shot back, standing upright, eyes wide and looking all around. Zohar could see the cogs in his friend’s head spinning as he gazed over the camp, taking in the Shifters assembled for the party and finally returning to Zohar. “For real? You’re asking me to give up the top spot at the Council and come here, to this backwoods Pack, and play second fiddle to you . . . again? With no hope of ever being top dog? Or, in this case, Alpha. You want me to walk away from my only chance of being number one?”

      Zohar’s face was his usual game face, no emotion showing whatsoever as he replied calmly. “That about sums it up. So, Danko, what’s your answer?”

      Maisy’s hand landed on his thigh, digging her fingers in tightly as they waited.

      Danko crossed his arms over his chest, staring down at him, his face as inscrutable. His friend looked at Maisy briefly then back at him before he finally answered. “Seeing you two sitting there is nothing short of a miracle. You, Zohar Drake, the most feared Enforcer in the land and who now has a mate, and a Pack. I can’t deny being here has been different, a good different, and it’s shown me that things can change, that we can change. Hell, Zohar, if you can change then there’s hope for any of us. If I can have a chance at this,” Danko nodded at them, “then I’m in. Hell, I may as well admit it now . . . I called the Council yesterday and terminated my employment. I’m telling you, Denholm was not happy at losing us both in the same week. Fuck, he’s not just lost us, there’s a couple of the other guys who want to stay too. So, the answer is yes, Alpha, I’ll be your Beta, but don’t think I won’t call you on any BS if the need arises.”

      Maisy removed her death-grip on his thigh, clapping her hands in glee as she squealed. “That’s great!”

      Zohar merely nodded. “Glad you’re staying, Danko. We’ve been together for many years and it would seem strange not to have you around.”

      “Yeah,” Danko replied with a cheeky smirk. “I’d miss you too.”

      Zohar’s lips tugged up but he fought the urge to smile, instead he raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said you were on duty?”

      Danko shook his head, sighing. “I am, and I’m getting right back to it.”

      As he turned away there was a commotion to the side of the Alpha cabin, a truck pulling to a stop and several men jumping out. Danko rushed around the table, heading toward them with Zohar beside him.

      A man yelling, “What the fuck is going on here?”
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      Zohar stopped in front of the man who’d spoken, setting his feet apart and crossing his arms. “More to the point . . . who the fuck are you?”

      Maisy tugged on his shirt. “That’s Marissa’s father, Saul Farrar and those others are Jermaine’s men, the ones he sent to bring her back.”

      Saul glared at Maisy, snarling. “What the hell? What are you doing telling this stranger our business? You’ll suffer for this when Marlon gets his hands on you.”

      Maisy stepped to the side, glowering at Saul. “I doubt that very much. He’s gone and won’t be hurting me, or anyone else, Saul.”

      Zohar’s heart swelling with pride at her courage as she stood firm against the angry Shifter whose face turned purple with rage. Saul’s confused and angry stare turned to him. “What’s she talking about? Where is our Alpha and Beta? And who the hell are you?”

      Gwenola had joined them, standing just behind Maisy with a cold smirk on her face as Zohar responded, “Jermaine is no longer Alpha and Marlon is dead. As for you, Saul, I’ve heard all about you and I’ve been waiting for your return.”

      “What are you talking about?” Saul’s head spun to Gwenola. “Where’s Jermaine? Who is this guy?”

      Gwenola shrugged. “I have no idea where he is and this is Zohar, our new Alpha, but I’m sure you’ve heard of him. The Council’s top Enforcer, you know, the one that’s got that reputation, well, this is him and Maisy is his mate so I’d be very careful what you do, or say, from here on, Saul.”

      Zohar growled, shaking his head. “I doubt it will make a difference.”

      Saul’s eyes darted to him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Several things but you don’t appear to have the intelligence to work them out so let me just break it down for you.” Zohar stepped forward, his hand shooting out to knock away one of the other men who’d moved at the same time. Danko already darting to intercept the Shifter.

      “I had a talk with a friend of mine, you know him.” Zohar poked Saul in the chest. “Or rather, you’ve met him . . . he’s your daughter’s mate, goes by the name of Shade Shawcross, and he sent me here to deal with the sorry son-of-a-bitch Alpha and his pet mongrel, Marlon, but he also told me that you were hunting Marissa. Your own daughter and you were hunting her down like a fucking dog. Now that doesn’t sit right with me. Not as an Enforcer, and definitely not as Alpha of this Pack.”

      Saul blustered, puffing his chest out. “She’s my daughter, it’s my right to do with her as I wish.”

      “No.” Zohar pushed the man, anger rising quickly to make his blood boil. “It is not your right but what is my right as Alpha is to challenge you right here and now.”

      Saul’s face drained of color, his head shaking vigorously. “I’m no match for you! You’re an Enforcer!”

      Zohar stepped back, shrugging. “I’ll give you an advantage. I’ll stay here and I will count to ten and I promise I will not move. I will not start my transformation until after I’ve finished counting. That means you can morph and attack while I’m still in my human form and nobody can intervene.”

      “Is this some kind of joke?” Saul looked to where Danko and the rest of his squad had rounded up the men that had arrived with him. “Your men are just going to stand there while you count and do nothing?”

      “Of course,” Zohar shrugged. “I’ve said it, so it will be. What? Don’t you think you can attack me in time?” Saul frowned as Zohar opened his arms. “Move back, everyone.”

      Saul looked slyly around as he started to undress, Zohar staying in place. Maisy looked between them, her face showing no emotion, before she turned on her heel and strode away. As his clothes dropped to the ground Saul kept his eyes on Zohar, obviously expecting him to follow suit. When he didn’t the man simply shrugged.

      “Ready?” Zohar asked and Saul nodded, although Zohar could see Saul was already cheating, fur sprouting from the man’s arms and legs before Zohar uttered the number one. He didn’t expect anything less of the low-life.

      By the time he spoke the number five Saul’s shift was halfway through, the man forcing it as quickly as possible, but Zohar knew it would not be fast enough. He’d played this game before and never lost and he didn’t plan on being defeated by this deadbeat dad tonight.

      As he shouted the number nine, Saul was on the ground, his transformation around the seventy percent mark. His face elongating as his jaw repositioned to accommodate his Wolf’s jaws . . . and fangs. Zohar didn’t move or flinch. He wasn’t concerned. Not one iota.

      What he was . . . was filled with fury.

      Mating with Maisy had changed him in so many ways and one of those was realizing how he’d feel if someone were sent to hunt down his mate. This Shifter in front of him had done just that. He’d mistreated his own daughter, Shade’s mate, and tried to sell her to Jermaine. The thought tumbling around inside his brain firing his synopses into an overload of rage.

      Zohar literally saw red as he glared at the almost fully transformed beast before him, pausing before he uttered the final number. He opened his arms wide, yelling, “Time’s up, Saul.”

      The men that had arrived with Saul laughed, one shouting. “Yeah, but you’ve still to transform! He’ll be on you before you—”

      Zohar cracked his neck, side to side, and summoned his beast . . . gasps and shouts of surprise echoing around the camp as they witnessed his unique gift. His conversion from man to beast happening so fast that most missed it while they blinked. His ears picked up so many cuss words and exclamations that he couldn’t help himself from rearing up on his hind legs to roar loudly.

      Saul’s light brown beast stampeded toward him, attempting to attack while he was upright and rake his claws across his soft underbelly. However, Zohar had fought many battles, against fiercer Wolves than Saul’s, and he’d expected such a move. His powerful hind legs thrusting him into the air and leaping over his opponent to land behind him, spinning around and swiping his massive paw viciously across Saul’s hindquarters.

      The brown Wolf howled in pain as blood spurted from the wound, turning around fast to snap at Zohar. His speed impressive but not nearly good enough. Zohar’s dark Wolf circled around, snarling, his lips curled back to show his opponent the size of his razor-sharp teeth. They matched the rest of him . . . huge. He could snap a Wolf’s neck clean through with one well-placed bite and Saul knew it.

      Zohar saw the fear in the other beast’s eyes but he also saw something he’d seen too often in his years as an Enforcer . . . evil, pure, dark, evil.

      If he’d had any doubts about doling out his own justice to Saul Farrar that glimpse sealed the man’s fate. Zohar’s Wolf growled, his head lowering as he rushed forward, using his greater size and strength to knock Saul’s beast flying to tumble backward. He leaped forward, landing over the brown beast to cage it in, one of his paws on its chest, digging his claws in deep. Saul’s Wolf swiped up, drawing blood from his muzzle that dripped down to run over his adversary’s fur. The metallic odor filling his nostrils as he lowered his head, opening his jaws wide . . . ready to finish this and mark it down as one of the briefest fights he’d encountered.

      Good. That suited him just fine. He wanted nothing more than to end this debacle and get back to Maisy.

      Saul’s Wolf bucked beneath him, one of his paws scrambling to find a weakness, anywhere to inflict damage, but Zohar held firm, his weight and size immobilizing the smaller beast. With one last, quick movement, Zohar’s jaws encompassed Saul’s throat, snapping shut with a loud snap. His teeth penetrating fur, skin, muscle and finally bone to break the Wolf’s neck with a rough shake of his head.

      Spitting out the dead animal, disgust rolling through him, Zohar’s massive head lifted to the sky, a roar of epic proportions renting the night air. The sound reverberating around the camp, nearby windows shook in their frames, his fur rippled along his body where it shook from the power running through him—his Alpha power even more potent and formidable than he’d been as an Enforcer.

      Zohar stepped away from the broken body on the ground, snarling once more before prowling toward the men Danko still guarded. Once again he shifted with supernatural speed, standing naked and scowling at the now fearful Shifters. “You have a simple choice to make . . . leave now or die. You have no place in my Pack and if you utter one word of argument I’ll take you down so fast you won’t know what fucking hit you.”

      Danko shoved the one nearest him, growling. “You heard the Alpha. On your way.”

      They scrambled for the vehicle they’d arrived in, all of them jumping in quickly. Zohar nodded to Danko. “Ensure they leave our land and don’t return, and get rid of that rubbish.”

      “Certainly, Alpha.” Danko gave him a two-finger salute, motioning for two of his men to join him and ordering another to remove Saul’s corpse.

      Turning on his heel he found Maisy right at his back, her green eyes searching his face as she asked quietly, “Are you all right? You’re hurt, Zohar.”

      He swiped at the small injury on his face. “It’s nothing, I’ll heal soon.”

      “I think we should go inside so I can bathe it.”

      She had a glint in her eyes, and a cheeky smirk on her face as she spoke. Zohar nodded. “As you wish.” He addressed Gwenola. “Don’t let this spoil the party, carry on, and we’ll see you later.”

      Gwenola laughed, shaking her head. “I’m sure we can have a party without you, Alpha. Why don’t you two go and rest.”

      Maisy’s face blushed scarlet as Zohar chuckled, grabbing her hand and tugging her toward their new home. “Thank you, Gwenola. I think we will.”
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      As soon as the door closed behind them, Zohar pulled Maisy into his arms, his hands falling to cup her ass. “You look so damn good; I think I’ll have to eat you.”

      Maisy’s hands were caught between them, on his chest where her fingers caressed his skin. “Oh, the big bad Wolf is threatening me, huh?”

      “That’s not a threat, Ангел, it’s a damn promise,” Zohar replied, his voice thick with desire. “My tongue is going to be inside you and lick every inch of your pussy until you scream for release. Or my cock, whichever comes first.”

      “Zohar!” Maisy’s eyes widened, her pupils dilating. “That’s . . . damn, I was trying for indignation but hell, that’s just hot.”

      Zohar laughed, leaning down to kiss the tip of her nose. “Why don’t we go and see what sort of damage we can do to our new bed?”

      She giggled as he picked her up, her legs not quite long enough to wrap around him as he held her ass with one hand, and the other wound about her back so his fingers played with her breast. His long legs striding up the stairs and down the hallway to the bedroom at the end. He kicked open the door and used an elbow to switch the light on . . . and stopped dead.

      “Wow.” Maisy gasped when she saw the massive four-poster bed that sat in the middle of the room. “That’s some bed. It’s amazing. Is it hand-carved? That looks like Wolves . . . take me closer, Zohar. Let me see.”

      He took her over, his own eyes scrutinizing the bed, or rather . . . the work of art that was their bed. Where Danko had got his hands on the piece he had no idea but it was magnificent. It was carved with such detail that he could make out the single strands of fur on the Wolves that were adorning the posts, and the feathers of the birds that sat on the branches of the trees. The work was exquisitely beautiful and for once, he was speechless.

      “Zohar.” Maisy reached up, tugging on his hair. “This is amazing. It’s just so intricate but, and forgive me for saying this, it looks sturdy too. I think it will stand up to quite a lot of your . . . how do I say this . . .” and then she just burst into a fit of giggles.

      Zohar lowered his lips to hers, stifling her laughter with a scorching kiss before pulling back. “I know what you mean, Maisy. I think I’m about to put this magnificent piece of art to the test.”

      He placed his mate on the edge of the bed, undressing her quickly, desperate to show her how much he loved her and craved her body. He would never get enough of her, of her skin, her breasts, her nipples that tasted so fucking good and made her moan every time he touched them. When he sucked them inside his mouth, teased them with his teeth, her resulting moans sent a fire to his groin that blazed like an inferno deep inside him. Only being buried deep inside his mate, filling her completely, bringing her to the brink of glorious abandoned pleasure could put the fire out when his seed emptied inside her warm wet depths.

      That’s what he craved right now and he’d bring her to the brink of ecstasy again and again before succumbing to his own desires.

      Her head fell back as he displayed her on the soft comforter, opening her thighs to dip his head and flick his tongue along her warm folds. Her hips jerking as his fingers splayed across the top of her thighs, two fingers circling her clit as he dipped his tongue inside. His thick thumbs joining his mouth, spreading her wide, then sliding in and out, fucking her with his mouth and fingers.

      Maisy’s head lurched from side to side, her moans growing louder until she finally reached for his hair, yanking on it hard. “Zohar! I need you.”

      Smirking he looked up, locking eyes with her and raised an eyebrow. “What?” he mumbled, keeping his mouth exactly where it was.

      “Please! I need you, inside me, now!”

      Zohar allowed himself the pleasure of one last, long, taste before sliding up over her, taking the time to nibble on her breasts as he went. Her fingers tangled roughly in his hair, urging him upwards, her voice raspy as she groaned.

      “Zohar! Stop dawdling or I’m gonna scream!”

      “Scream all you want.” Zohar laughed as he finally arrived at her lips. His hands landing either side of her head, his body towering over hers, his rock-hard cock teasing her entrance. Staring into her dark green eyes, he gazed at her beauty, once again thanking the Goddess for sending his Sunshine to him. “You’re so fucking gorgeous, Люблю тебя всем сердцем, всей душою.”

      Maisy nibbled her lip, frowning. “I don’t recognize that. What does it mean?”

      Zohar leaned down, pressing soft kisses along her jaw. “I love you with all my heart, with all my soul. It’s the truth, Maisy, and I’ll always love you. Forever, from now until eternity, my sweet sunshine.”

      Maisy let out a small sob, her hand cupping his stubbled cheek. “I love you too, my fierce warrior. Always. But you need to fuck me right now!”

      “Anything for you,” Zohar answered, thrusting inside her warmth as he dropped his lips to claim her mouth in a searing kiss full of passion and love.

      The rest of the night was spent with him showering her with his love, his desire, his hunger for her body, heart and soul.
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      Maisy walked slowly around the edge of the camp, her long blonde hair billowing out behind her as a soft breeze blew. She raised a hand to wave to Jacinthe and Florine who were on their way to take up their sentry duties.

      Zohar forced himself to stay where he was, although the urge to go to his mate ran fiercely through him, he knew she’d be annoyed if he did. Instead he sat on the porch and pretended he wasn’t feeling like he was sitting on a razor-sharp knife edge.

      Danko handed him a beer, or rather, he threw one on his lap. “Have a drink and try and calm down.”

      Zohar threw his Beta a filthy look, but grabbed the offered drink. “How can I stay calm? She’s walking around as if nothing’s happening, and we know that’s not the case.”

      “If that’s how she wants to do things then you should allow her these last few moments, my friend. After today everything changes. You know and so does she. So, sit back and let her wander around as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.”

      “I can fucking feel her pain, Danko!” Zohar hissed. “How can I sit here and pretend I don’t?”

      “Suck it up.” Danko laughed back. “She’s more than a match for you. Haven’t you learned that this past year? She’ll have your balls if you start making a fuss before she wants you to.”

      “Fuck!” Zohar drank the beer down in one go, crushing the can as if it were nothing more than paper and tossing it in the trash can. “Where’s Gwenola?”

      Danko nodded off to their right. “She’s there, ready and waiting with Katel.”

      Zohar’s eyes returned to Maisy who had started to make her way toward them, her face now white and strained. “I can’t sit here any longer. Look at her. This is too much to ask of anyone, far less a mate.”

      Danko’s hand shot out, grabbing Zohar’s arm. “Don’t do it, buddy. She’ll be angry if you do.”

      “I don’t care,” Zohar snarled. “I’ll face her anger. Fuck, I’ll face the Devil himself rather than sit and watch my mate suffer.”

      At that moment Maisy’s eyes locked with his, a soft moan escaping her throat a second before she whispered, “Zohar, darling, I need you now.”

      His enhanced ears picking up her words as if she’d shouted her plea. In an instant, he was on his feet, stampeding toward her. He reached her in seconds, scooping her up into his arms, careful not to jar her swollen belly. “Maisy, why did you do that? You’ve been having contractions for a while now, so why did you think it was a good idea to go for a walk around the camp?”

      She grimaced as she reached up, stroking his face. “I just wanted to have one last look at everything, everyone, as just me. As Maisy, not as a mother. From now on everything will be different, I’ll be different, we’ll be different, and I wanted to sear this moment in my memory. But now I need you to take me inside because our son is being rather insistent. He wants to meet us, Zohar, he wants to meet his mommy and daddy. So, you better get Gwenola and Katel.”

      Zohar looked over his shoulder, roaring for the new Pack Healer. “Katel! We need you, now!”

      Gwenola and Katel rushed toward their cabin as Zohar carried his precious cargo inside. His beautiful mate whispering, “Darling, we’re going to be parents.”

      “I know, my love, I know.”

      His heart filled with a love so immense he wondered how it could fit inside him as he walked toward his future. One filled with a mate he adored, a son he’d cherish, and a life he’d once thought he never deserved. Oh, how wrong he’d been.

      Even he, the dark Enforcer could be saved and find that most glorious of things: a soulmate.
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      Sheba’s beast pawed inside her mercilessly, causing her skin to crawl and ripple as she fought to appear completely in control. Her mother sidled up behind her, a calm hand landing at the base of her back, the soft touch enough to snap her unruly Wolf back to days gone by when it knew who was boss: her mom.

      She didn’t acknowledge the interaction. Not while she stood before the entire Pack. She’d been Alpha for barely a year, and a female one at that. The first in the Dark Moon Pack’s history. Sheba had fought tooth and claw to take over after her father died at the hands of the rogues who had slaughtered him, and she wasn’t about to show weakness now. No matter that her Wolf was being a first class bitch, and she had no idea what the hell was wrong with her.

      Standing on the porch of the Alpha’s cabin, holding her arms high above her head, Sheba raised her voice. “Silence!” she roared, calling the Pack to order.

      Her Beta, Raylon, paraded back and forth, his massive dark form scowling at anyone who dared utter a sound. His presence alone was enough to shut even the largest mouth and she barely suppressed the smirk that threatened to tug her lips upward. Instead, she kept her face a mask of concern as she addressed her people. “All right everyone, you know why we’re here . . . damn rogues have been on our land again. Not just our land, but surrounding Packs have reported attacks and at least we haven’t had that . . . yet. It’s only a matter of time or just dumb luck. We need to take this matter seriously before someone is hurt, or worse.”

      Sheba watched as faces showed a gamut of emotions: shock, hatred, fear, and everything in between. She didn’t blame them. They had a large proportion of youngsters in their Pack and that meant they were vulnerable. She saw mothers tugging their pups closer, her heart thudding in her chest at the thought of one of them being taken, or injured. No. Damn it, she refused to allow any of her people to suffer at the hands of these fuckers. Her voice hardened as she looked over the people she’d fight and die for. “We’re increasing sentries and I’d ask that nobody goes off on their own, and I mean nobody. No children are to be allowed to play alone in the forest, no foraging for plants, herbs, or anything else that we would normally do. Understood?”

      She looked out at a sea of nodding heads, even if there were a few grumbles, one was louder than others . . . Tilly, their Healer, stood at the front frowning. Sheba cocked her head to the side and addressed her personally. “Tilly, I’m aware you need to keep your stocks replenished and you are a special case. We’ll assign a guard for you each morning to accompany you to get what you require. You are allowed to go only when you have said guard with you. You are not immune from renegades just because you are a Healer, and the Pack can’t afford to lose you.”

      Tilly harrumphed loudly but didn’t argue, which was rare. She’d argue black was white just for the sake of it at times. Then she’d laugh it off saying it was her Celtic blood and she enjoyed a good “rammy”, whatever the hell that was.

      Sheba then turned to the side, focusing on where the younger Wolves had congregated, knowing her next words would definitely not go down well. “I know you normally walk to the Lunar most nights for a few drinks, and especially on the weekends, but I’m banning that.” She paused as shocked faces turned to shouts of protests. Hell, she frequented the club herself most weeks but she didn’t walk. Raylon would drive her and they’d kick back and relax with a few drinks and catch up with each other on non-Pack stuff, usually with her friend Arabella and the Pack’s Enforcer, Dion, joining them. It was one of the rare times they could truly just chill for a short time before heading back home and dealing with everything that comes with running a Pack once again.

      Her ears were thumping with the cacophony of shouts as the younger members of the Pack, and some not so young, shouted and grumbled.

      “What? No, you can’t do that. We go there all the time.”

      “No, why? We do it every night. We’re always safe.”

      “No way.”

      “Alpha! No. You can’t do that.”

      They were just a few of the very many comments that flew at her all at the same time. Raylon stomped over, slapping a few heads and snarling loudly. Sheba held up her hand, shaking her head. “I didn’t say I was banning you from going, I just said you’re not allowed to walk there or back. It’s not safe right now and my only concern is this Pack’s safety. You lot are wandering along the highway and then through the forest in the dead of night while there are rogues roaming around. That is not safe. If you go out you will go with a designated driver and you will do what normal kids do—drive. Got it? If you can’t do that then you will not go at all. I’ll be alerting Myla to the new rules and she will be checking, and if anyone breaks them, then you’ll have Raylon to answer to.”

      She paused, letting that little snippet sink in as her Beta prowled back and forth before the group, giving them the evil eye. His muscles rippled beneath his t-shirt that strained as if it were about to burst at the seams, his arms crossed over his impossibly wide chest. His dark eyes almost lost in the ebony dark skin of his face as he towered over them, and each and every one had to strain their necks to look up at him, but they quickly lowered their gaze before mumbling, “Yes, Alpha.”

      “Good. I’m glad that’s agreed.” Sheba nodded grimly. “I wouldn’t like to see what kind of punishment Raylon would hand out to any of you if you broke these rules, because I’m pretty sure he’s already thought up some harsh new ones to implement. Isn’t that right, Ray?”

      Her Beta stopped, uncrossing his arms to place his fists on his waist and growling, “Sure have.”

      Groans rang out from the crowd as many parents’ suppressed laughter broke free. Raylon’s punishments were legendary and they knew if anything would deter their offspring from breaking any rules it was the threat of Raylon being the person handing out the retribution. Hell, if it kept them safe that’s all that Sheba cared about, and with rogues in the area she was taking no chances with these kids.

      She may be a new Alpha but her father’s blood ran through her veins and she’d do anything to protect each and every member of the Pack. Sheba would not allow any damn renegade Wolf to harm anyone under her care. She would tear their damn hearts out first. Her emerald eyes scanned the area, ensuring her people had taken in her words and the seriousness of the situation. The looks on their faces conveyed all she needed to know. They’d listened and she just prayed to the Goddess they’d heed her warnings and stay close to camp until they’d gotten this rogue problem sorted out.

      How long that was going to take was anyone’s guess but for her land, her Pack, she was taking matters into her own hands and she’d be clearing out the forests surrounding the camp pretty damn soon. Any renegades found would be dealt with harshly, and if they put up a fight, then on their own heads be it . . . death would be the result.

      Sheba might be the Dark Moon Pack’s first female Alpha, hell, she was the only female Alpha in the area, but she would be ruthless and deadly with anyone that posed a threat to her, her family, or her Pack. She would show no damn mercy for any renegades found on her land and if they thought she would be soft just because she was a woman they were very sorely mistaken.

      “We’re done here . . . remember my words, people. I don’t expect to have to repeat myself. Understand?” she said coldly, lifting an eyebrow as she stared over the crowd, slowly moving her eyes around so she met most, if not all, of theirs.

      And that’s when she heard it . . . the name that had haunted her childhood as a whispered hiss reached her ears.

      “The Queen of Sheba has spoken . . . we’ll all bow down before her . . . yeah, right!”
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      Sheba launched herself from the porch, leaping down toward the voice and knowing exactly who’d spoken, damn Hoyt, the asshole of the Pack. There was always one and he was the Dark Moon’s resident idiot who skirted the fine line of disrespect on an almost daily basis.

      With the way she’d been feeling the past few days, the gnawing hunger in her belly, her Wolf acting up, and an unbearably bad mood hanging over her . . . today was not the day for him to test her. She raced toward him, snarling viciously, knowing without having to look that Ray was right behind her, but she wouldn’t need his help, not for this weak and pathetic asswipe.

      Grabbing his neck she tugged him almost off his feet, using her Alpha power to inflict some well-deserved pain as she did so. “What was that? Did you just call me Queen of Sheba? Again, Hoyt? Didn’t we just have this fucking conversation a few days ago?”

      Hoyt’s face paled, his eyes darting around for support from his so-called friends who’d suddenly deserted him as he stuttered, “What? No. Nope, not me.”

      Sheba’s fangs descended, her skin rippling as her white fur began to sprout through, anger bubbling up inside her, not only at his use of the childhood taunt that she hated but at his bald-faced lies. “I’ll say this once and only once . . . from now on you will address me as Alpha only. Never, ever, call me anything else. You will refer to me as Alpha, not Sheba, not Queen, not anything other than Alpha. If you dare to use anything else, I swear I’ll make you regret opening that mouth of yours, Hoyt. I am not shitting you on this and this is your final warning. I’ve had enough of your crap, so if you want to remain a member of this Pack and in one piece you’ll shape up . . . or face the consequences.”

      Hoyt’s eyes darkened and she wasn’t certain if it was fear, anger, or pure hatred. She’d place her money on all the above. She didn’t care. He was a no-good shit who was a drain on everyone around him and the Pack and with that in mind she smirked over her shoulder at Ray before releasing Hoyt with a hard push and a last word. “No more not doing shit for the Pack either, Hoyt. You start pulling your weight or you’re gone. As of tomorrow, you report to Raylon for duties as yet to be decided. If you don’t comply then you can apply to another Pack for admittance.”

      Turning her back on Hoyt she shook her head, throwing over her shoulder. “Don’t bother arguing, you’ve done shit all for years, it’s about time you did some work, same as everyone else.”

      Sheba heard more than a few chuckles as well as mutters supporting her. Seems she wasn’t the only one fed up with Hoyt and his ways. Ray smiled widely, his teeth pearly white against his dark skin as he grinned wickedly over at Hoyt as she stomped away, waving her arm. “Show’s over folks. Let’s go about our business . . . and remember, stay safe.”

      Her heart thudded in her chest, not because of her scuffle with Hoyt, and not because of the threat of the rogues, but because of the damn pain in her belly . . . again. She sped up, rushing up the stairs and into her home, quickly followed by her mother and her best friend in the whole damn world, Ray. The one person who could’ve snatched the position of Alpha from her so easily, but he’d backed her up and stayed by her side as her second in the challenge fights she’d endured in the weeks after her father’s death.

      She literally owed the towering hulk everything and right now he knew there was something wrong and she didn’t know what to tell him. Hell, she didn’t know what to tell herself. All she knew right at this second was she had to transform and hunt. However, her inner Alpha kept her pacing back and forth as her mother’s eyes scanned her from top to bottom, looking very worried, and Ray lounged against the wall, his face inscrutable as always.

      “Has Dion got everything organized?” she asked quickly, her belly clenching painfully.

      “Sure has,” Ray drawled, cocking his head to the side, his eyes closing to squint at her. “Wanna tell me what the fuck is going on with you?”

      His knowing eyes never left her as she squirmed under his intense scrutiny. Shit. She’d never been able to keep anything from him, not even when she was a kid. He was only a few years older than her but they’d been best friends since she could walk and talk. She’d toddle around after the much larger boy and not once did he shoo her away, instead he’d hold out his hand and allow her to go with him wherever he was going. And if any of the other kids complained, they invariably ended up with a bloody nose courtesy of his large fist. Even as a child he’d been much larger than the rest of them and he’d always been their “leader.”

      Nobody had been more surprised than her when he’d supported her, instead of going for Alpha himself, when her father had been killed. But right now, he was staring her down, the fact he knew her inside out was definitely not doing her any favors as she attempted to hide something from the two people she cared about most in the world. It didn’t help when her mother stepped forward, worry clearly showing in her eyes.

      “Sheba, you’ve been out of sorts for days, and I heard you sneaking out before dawn even cracked a light, so please don’t try and push us off.” Her mom wrung her hands, a sure sign she was getting worked up. “Tell us what’s wrong and we can help. Don’t we always?”

      Sheba spun away, a snarl escaping without her permission. “I don’t know what’s wrong! I just feel the need to hunt all the time and I’m freaking starving.”

      “Oh,”—her mom stepped toward the kitchen—“That’s something I can help with.”

      “No, Mom.” Sheba stopped her. “Not that kind of hungry. I don’t want anything you can give me . . . I want prey. Lots of it. I want to hunt it down, sink my fangs into it and eat it all down and I don’t mean a rabbit or two. I mean whole damn deer.”

      “What?” Her mother’s face turned ashen, a hand shooting up to her throat as she stared at her wide-eyed. “You can’t eat a full deer on your own.”

      “No? Well, I did. I ate one this morning, all by myself, and I’m still freaking hungry.” Sheba admitted, glaring between her mother and Ray, daring either of them to call her a liar.

      Her mother shook her head as Ray stepped toward her, his eyes boring into hers. She felt as if he were looking into her very soul as he drew closer, his hand reaching out and his fingers gently grasping her hand. “We’ll figure it out, Sheba. Whatever it is that ails you, we’ll find out what it is and fix it. But for now, I’ll come with you while you hunt.”

      She shook her head, a gamut of emotion overtaking her. Her Pack needed her. Renegades were invading their land and she had work to do to protect them. The pain lancing through her would have to wait. She didn’t have the luxury of going on another hunt, not now, not when her people needed her. “No. Not right now. We need to go speak with Myla first and I want to check on Dion and see what he’s doing too. I want our land checked, checked and checked again. I will not have any of our people hurt by those bastards. You heard what happened to those Shifters from the Packs nearby, didn’t you? They had casualties, Ray. Not just injuries but dead. A woman and her pup were killed when they were ambushed in the forest right near their damn cabin. I won’t have that happen here. Not while I’m Alpha.”

      Ray merely inclined his head, his eyes twinkling. “There’s my girl. Let’s go.”

      “Sheba, be careful.” Her mother’s voice tinged with concern as she followed behind Ray, her belly feeling as if someone was lancing it with a silver blade.

      She did her best to ignore the pain, gritting her teeth as they walked around the side of the cabin, she hoisted herself up into the passenger seat of the truck as Ray settled in to drive. His eyes flitting to her time and again as they left the camp, the silence in the cab so thick it seemed to stick in her throat as she sucked in deep breaths. Her Beta finally slowing the truck to pull over, his hand landing on her shoulder and softly shaking her.

      “You know I can feel your pain, and the turmoil inside you?” Ray released her, turning to sit side on so he could watch her closely, his dark eyes boring into hers but his face was an inscrutable mask, showing no feelings whatsoever. She was grateful for that at least. She’d hate to look at him and see some kind of condemnation, or worse . . . pity.

      “I know, Ray.” She ran a hand behind her neck, feeling the damp sweat that coated it and causing her hair to stick to it uncomfortably. She quickly snatched an elastic from her pocket and pulled her long red tresses into a high ponytail as she tried to think, but all she could focus on was the deep need inside her to sate the hunger that cascaded through her entire being.

      “We have time, little one.” Ray’s voice cut through the pain, gentle, quiet, and full of his love for her. “I can’t stand seeing you like this. Come on, let’s go feed what ails you and then we’ll go see Myla.”

      Sheba couldn’t wait any longer, her beast was already forcing her transformation. She scrambled to get out, tearing off her clothes and throwing them back inside barely in time before her white fur shot through her skin, her bones cracking and realigning as her Wolf took over and dashed into the trees moments later. She sped onwards, slaloming with grace between any obstacles in her path with one thought careening through her brain: feed the hunger. She could hear Ray behind her, his massive beast not nearly as subtle as hers as he rushed after her, but she didn’t care. She didn’t give a shit if her prey heard her coming, the thrill of the chase, taking it down and devouring it fully was all she was focused on.

      A whiff of a scent touched her nostrils . . . a buck was close by and she zeroed in on it like a scud missile. She turned on a dime, spinning around a tree without breaking stride, and took off with a speed that surprised her. Sheba was fast, always had been, but right now she was hurtling through the forest so fast she could barely focus on anything around her. Trees, bushes, even the damn ground were merely a blur as she zoomed faster and faster toward the beast she was going to consume. The sound of Ray’s paws slowly fell away and she knew she was leaving him behind. That was a first.

      Although she was swift of foot, he was much larger than her, and never before had she been able to outrun him. Today she was leaving him far behind and the feeling was . . . euphoric.

      Crashing through shrubs, she saw the buck running and in her mind, she knew it was fleeing as fast as it could for its very life, but to her eyes it looked as if it were running in slow motion. Sheba caught up with it in no time at all, launching herself high into the air and landing easily on its back, all four paws digging into its body as her jaws opened wide and sank deep around its neck. It squealed in fright and pain, legs buckling under her weight as blood filled her mouth, her jaws clamping down to end the beast’s suffering quickly. When its heart stopped beating, she released her hold, her head rearing back as a wild roar rumbled up from her chest and tore free before she leaped off, using her claws and teeth to start consuming her kill.

      Her pure white fur soon turning blood red as she demolished the buck, leaving nothing but some meagre bones lying on the forest floor, swiping a paw over her snout one last time and looking around the clearing to find her Beta watching her silently.

      Finally, through their Pack link, Ray spoke. “Alpha, I think we have a problem.”
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      Sheba shook her head, blood spatters dropping to the ground as she eyed Ray. “No shit, Sherlock. You think I don’t know that?”

      Ray’s beast rose, towering over hers and slowly came toward her, he looked at the place where once there was an entire prey that should have fed several Wolves and then back to her. “How could you eat that all by yourself? Even I couldn’t do that. It’s . . . strange to say the least.”

      “I know that, Ray.” Sheba’s voice came out as a whine and she knew it was filled with her own worry at what was happening to her. “I have no idea what’s going on and yeah, I’m worried too. But what do I do? I don’t feel ill, apart from this damn hunger thing.”

      Sheba forced herself to stay in place as his beast stalked around her, his nose sniffing feverishly as he went before he stopped, his head shaking and his dark eyes looking confused. She couldn’t stop herself from asking. “What?”

      “It’s strange, little one, but your scent has . . . changed. You smell different, it’s subtle but it’s there. It’s almost like . . .” He stopped, once again shaking his massive head and turning away.

      Sheba followed, nudging him roughly. “Tell me! Almost like what?”

      Ray turned back, a look of shock in his eyes. “If I didn’t know any different I’d say you were mated . . . or something similar. It’s strange, Sheba, but your beast’s scent has changed, although I haven’t noticed a change when you’re in your human form. Damn, girl, this is getting weird and I say after we’ve been to Lunar that we need to go and speak to Tilly. She may be the only person that can shed any light on what the goddamn fuck is going on.”

      His words struck her like a blow, right in her chest. Her beast seemed to welcome them, but she damn well didn’t. “You’re speaking in riddles, Ray. I’ll go to see Tilly, but only to show you how much shit you’re spouting and to hopefully get rid of this hunger. It’s driving me insane and I can’t go much longer with it burning my insides like this. I’m going to see Myla, get home, see Tilly and put a stop to this once and for all.”

      She whirled away, throwing over her shoulder. “First I need to go soak in that stream we passed and get rid of this blood. I’ll see you back at the truck.”

      Not waiting for a reply, she sped away, a frisson of unease running through her as she ran toward the stream to cleanse herself of the gore of her kill. What did it mean? Her scent couldn’t have changed . . . that was ridiculous. Wasn’t it? Yes. Absolutely. Ray must be wrong. There was no way her scent had altered, it just wasn’t possible. She’d show him. Tilly would smack him upside the head with his nonsensical talk, and she’d laugh herself silly when the Healer did so. Yeah, that’s what would happen, definitely, absolutely, and with any luck Tilly would then tell her just what the hell was going on and fix her on the spot.

      Her beast slowed and let out a whine, pawing at the ground and shaking her head. “Don’t start!” Sheba snarled, jumping right into the middle of the brook in front of her, shaking herself in the cold water and watching as it turned pink, floating downstream quickly. She stayed until the water ran clear before leaping out and retracing her steps back to the truck, wiggling herself around to get rid of the excess water as she went.

      By the time she reached the road she was almost dry and Ray sat waiting on her, arms crossed and his usual inscrutable look back in place. She transformed and dressed quickly, getting in and giving him a huge smile. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

      Lunar was the Shifter club she’d started and ran until her father had died. After his death, she’d handed over its day-to-day management to Myla and she had to admit, she’d done a great job. She’d brought in more business and taken it to the next level, making Lunar the best Shifter bar in the area. Hell, it wasn’t just the best in their area. Shifters and humans came from miles around, especially on weekends, to the club and Myla ran it well and took no nonsense from anyone. She also took care of people, especially when youngsters had too much to drink (usually humans who couldn’t handle their liquor) and got them home safely.

      She was right on board with the new rules for the Pack and had no problem with reporting anyone breaking the “no walking home” decree.

      As they were about to leave Myla stopped them. “Alpha.” She looked down at Sheba. “With this rogue problem would it be possible, just for a little while, to have a couple extra guys on the weekends for back-up? I’m a little concerned that the renegades might decide to pay us a visit and with there being humans here they’ll be more at risk.”

      Sheba had to agree, hell, they were all at risk. Humans were doubly so. “I think that’s a good idea. Ray, will you speak to Dion and get him to organize that?”

      “Sure,” Ray replied quickly. “We can set up a schedule to cover Friday and Saturday nights, is that okay?”

      Myla nodded. “That should do it. Sunday’s are quiet so we don’t need anything for then.”

      “Fine, that’s covered then.” Sheba opened the door, turning back to Myla. “Just like to say thanks again for how well you’re doing here. You’ve done a great job with the place, Myla, I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks,” Myla said, blushing. “I’ve a few new ideas I’d like to run by you when you’ve got the time but I know you’ve got your hands full with the rogue problem right now.”

      “Yeah, gimme time to sort it and we’ll talk.” Sheba nodded on her way outside, her skin itching, her belly aching . . . again.

      Ray’s hand landed on her shoulder as he ushered her toward their vehicle. “Think we need to get to Tilly.”

      “Yeah, we do,” she responded, breathlessly, desperately trying not to show the pain she was hiding inside.
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      Fox crawled into the cave he’d found several days before after leaving the mountains he’d spent the last few months on. He’d managed to lose the small group of Wolves that had attacked him earlier, his wounds minor, and it was more his pride that was hurt than anything.

      Anger coursed through him at his momentary lack of concentration as he’d fed near the small waterfall. The fact that the sound of the cascading water was loud as it crashed against the rocks wasn’t an excuse, no, he was a full grown Lion! He should’ve heard those mangy dogs sneaking up on him. Instead he’d been too intent on his first good meal in weeks and was head deep inside a deer’s belly when they’d struck. At least there was only four of them and he’d managed to send them packing fairly quickly, getting away with minor injuries that would heal after a good night’s rest. Pity he’d lost his meal though.

      He’d have to go hunting again tomorrow but he’d make damn sure to keep his guard up this time. After scoping out the land, he’d known he was on the far end of a Pack’s land so he didn’t expect to come across any rogue Wolves but those fuckers were definitely not Pack. They were renegades, definitely, and bad assholes through and through. He could scent it on them . . . pure evil ran through them. Chuffing as he lay down, he was pleased he’d left at least one mortally wounded. One less for him to worry about in the morning and he just hoped they didn’t have any friends nearby.

      Settling his head on his front paws he wondered if the Pack knew they were here and if not . . . should he warn them? No. Wasn’t his business. He was a typical cat. A loner. It was why he’d left his Pride years ago after run-ins with their King. Fox wasn’t one for taking orders and he cursed his mother, again, for naming him with the name that caused him so much trouble within his Pride. She’d told him, time and again, that when he’d been born he was “so dang cute,” that the name just suited him. Yeah, right. Whenever their King had said, “Fox,” it was in a drawl like a damn insult, and he’d reacted every single time. Especially after his mother died and she’d not been there to run interference on his temper. He’d been left with no option but to leave and ended up moving around so much he was never quite sure where the hell he was.

      If he needed money he’d do some work, building sometimes, or when he could get it he’d get some work in IT . . . he was a whiz with computers. A misspent youth according to his mom. Damn, he missed her. Funny how he never thought about his dad. Mostly he lived off the grid, a backpack with clothes and a few essentials, and hunting for food. The simple life suited him and being alone meant he didn’t get into trouble with other Shifters. Humans rarely gave him problems, not when he was well over six feet tall and built like a line-backer with muscles to match and a scowl that could scare most away. If that didn’t work, a rumble from his beast usually did it.

      One escaped him as he remembered a large dude last winter when he’d left the mountain for a few weeks and the guy had fancied his chances trying to impress his girl. Granted the guy was big, not quite as big as Fox, but he was fit and obviously worked out . . . in a gym. Not in the wild, not in a fight with another Lion, or a bear in the wild, hell no. The guy probably “sparred” with his fitness coach to get the well-defined body he had and had a drink or two too many. He’d tried not to embarrass the guy, tried to talk him down, when the guy had harassed a couple, but when the stupid ass had tried to land a punch and missed, instead crashing into the shocked and more than a little scared couple, well, Fox had grabbed him by the back of his neck, rushed him outside and dumped him headfirst into a snowbank.

      The sight of his ass in the air, legs waggling around and his girlfriend screeching like an alley cat still brought a smile to Fox’s lips. Not to mention the beer the couple bought him as a thank you afterward . . . rather the multiple beers and the job that came with it when they found out he knew his way around computers. That little number kept him going for weeks. Until his paws got itchy again and the call of the wild pulled him once again away from civilization.

      His fire was barely embers so he nudged a log over, settling it in the center before moving another next to it, making sure both caught light before using his senses to ensure there was nobody, or nothing, nearby. Once he was sure he was safe, he closed his eyes and relaxed, allowing sleep to take him under and his healing to finish.

      Tomorrow was another day, one where he’d be fighting fit and ready to hunt, and maybe this time he’d get to eat his prey. He hoped so, he was starving and he was feeling decidedly out of sorts, both man and beast. Something wasn’t right with him and he wasn’t sure what the hell was up, but hoping that a good feed would set him right. Yes, that’s all he needed, a good night’s rest, a good feed, and he’d be right as rain and then he’d be on his way. Out of this land that had damn rogues roaming free. He didn’t need those fuckers on his tail.

      They were too much trouble and were never on their own. He’d be glad to see the back of this place. Tomorrow he’d eat and be gone.

      His beast snarled, the sound loud, reverberating around the cave. “What the hell’s up with you?” he asked of the beast he was always in harmony with.

      “Not going. Stay,” his beast replied firmly.

      Oh hell. What the fuck was wrong with him?

      “We’ll see.” Fox appeased him yawning as he fell over into darkness.
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      As they pulled into the camp, Sheba could feel the unease of several members running through her. Hell. It was one of the perks of being Alpha she could do without.

      She hated it at times, the feelings of others were overwhelming and she’d found it hard to come to terms with, but she’d slowly found ways to deal with it. Right now, she saw her bestie, Arabella, waiting on her right next to the Alpha cabin, pacing back and forth and nibbling on a nail . . . a sure sign she was upset. As soon as the truck stopped, Ari ran up, pulling the door open.

      “Sheba, thank goodness you’re back!” Ari reached in, tugging her arm. “Come on! Dion’s back and he’s got news of rogues up near the waterfall.”

      “Fuck!” Sheba cursed as Ari continued to pull her along. She dug her heels in, snatching her arm free. “I’m capable of walking on my own, Ari.”

      “Oh, sorry, Alpha.” Ari lowered her eyes.

      Sheba sighed, patting her friend’s shoulder. It had been hard for her exuberant Arabella to sometimes rein in her behavior in public. “That’s all right, sweetie, just don’t pull me along like that, I kinda don’t need it and it doesn’t look good.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” Ari peeked up, her eyes twinkling. “I forget sometimes, ya know?”

      “Yeah, me too.” Sheba smirked. “Now, why don’t you show me where all the action is?”

      “Sure!” Ari skipped away, her short hair bouncing around her face that was flushed. “They’re over near Tilly’s place ‘cause a couple of the guys were roughed up a bit and weren’t fully healed by the time they got back. She’s fixing them up now.”

      Ray overtook them, his thick thighs bunching the denim that encased them and straining the material as he snapped, “Who’s hurt and how bad?”

      Ari jumped at his curt tone. “Not bad, Raylon, honestly, they were mostly healed when they got back, but you know Tilly, she’s going over them with a fine-toothed comb and adding some of her lotions and potions to some scrapes and bruises. Although . . .”

      Ray paused, his head spinning around and barking, “Although what?”

      “Well, Kai was banged up pretty bad.” Ari’s eyes dropped, unable to meet Ray’s angry scrutiny. “Dion had to help him back but he’s almost healed now but Tilly said she’s keeping him at her place for the night to make sure he’s okay.”

      “Fucking bastards!” Ray sped away. “I’ll rip their hearts out when I find them.”

      “Oh oh, he sounds mad,” Ari stage whispered, hand over her mouth for effect.

      Sheba shook her head, teeth grinding angrily. “He’s not the only one. I’m about ready to rip some hearts out myself. Who the fuck do they think they are coming onto my land? They don’t know what kinda hurt is coming their way, but I’ll tell you this, Arabella, they’ll soon find out that this damn Alpha is no pushover.”

      Ari had to speed up to keep pace with Sheba as she started to jog after Ray, who was on his way toward the Healer’s cabin. There they found a crowd of people gathered outside. Dion was pacing back and forth, his blond hair a mess as he ran his hands through it over and over. When he saw them, he stopped, anger tightening his normally placid features.

      “Damn rogues! We found signs of them up by the waterfall but that’s not all, Alpha.”

      Ray stepped forward, holding a hand up. “Hold it there, Dion. I think we should continue this conversation in private. Don’t you?”

      Dion’s face flushed as he nodded curtly. “Yes, I do. I’ve not spoken of anything other than we had a run in with some renegades because, well, that was damn obvious when we returned. Kai needed some help from Tilly with some injuries that weren’t completely healed.”

      “Let’s go to my place and talk.” Sheba about turned, leading Ray and Dion away before noticing Ari trailing behind. “Sorry, Ari, this is business.”

      Her friend stopped, looking more than a little put out before shrugging. “Sure, I get it, I’m not . . .”

      Sheba shook her head, her tone sharper than she’d intended. “Don’t, Ari. This isn’t the time for that shit.”

      Ari’s eyes widened before she twirled away, stomping her feet as she went. Damn. But Sheba didn’t have the luxury of apologizing right now, she had bigger fish to fry, and fry she would. She had plans to scorch the hell out of any and all rogues she could get her claws into, but first she needed Dion’s report. “Fuck,” she cursed instead, shaking her head and carrying on.

      “She’ll be fine,” Ray told her as they went inside, closing the door.

      Her mom appearing with a tray filled with snacks and drinks. Sheba frowned. “Mom, how the hell do you always know the exact moment we’ll arrive? You’re right there, every single time.”

      “Years of practice.” Her mother just smiled, placing the tray on the coffee table and retreating back to the kitchen.

      Ray took up position at the stone fireplace, leaning back on the mantle, his arms crossed and face grim as Dion sank into one of the armchairs to the side. Sheba poured him a coffee, handing it to him together with a plate filled with sandwiches. “Here, you look like you need this.”

      “Thanks,” he replied, drinking the coffee quickly before gobbling down half of the plate just as fast.

      She sat on the edge of the sofa, waiting impatiently but she’d seen how worn out he looked so allowed him to eat before saying anything, but as soon as he paused she jumped right in. “What happened?”

      Dion sat back, his eyes filling with anger again. “We’d split up. Kai was with me and a couple of the other guys when we caught their scent. We trailed it right up to the waterfall and caught them still feeding on a kill. At first there was only four of them, one of which was wounded, so he wasn’t even in the damn fight, but then more arrived, and before we knew it we were in trouble, Alpha.”

      Dion sighed, shaking his head as he looked up to Ray then back at her. She urged him on, not quite sure what was going on. “What?”

      “There’s more than we thought but that’s not the only thing, Sheba.” He stopped again, his face showing disbelief. “Okay, here’s what happened. When we arrived, they were feeding, and one was injured . . . we took in the situation, and I swear it looked like a damn Lion had been there. And the one that was hurt, I’m telling you, he was taken down by that Lion. No freaking Wolf did that to him. But we didn’t have time to question them, or do anything much really, because their friends arrived, and we were fighting just to survive. We were lucky to get back, Sheba. Really damn lucky. Kai saved my life and ended up with his hind leg almost shattered in the process and I’m still not sure how we got out of there. All I cared about was getting Kai home in one piece and letting you know that we have one huge fucking problem.”

      A Lion? Sheba’s insides somersaulted, doing incredibly strange things at the mention of the beast and she wasn’t sure why. She looked to Ray whose jaw was clenched tight, the muscles in his neck straining as he turned to look at her, raising an eyebrow as if to ask, “Well, what are we gonna do?”

      “Lion aside we can come back to that later—it’s the rogues we need to deal with. I want guards all around the camp overnight and we go out at dawn to hunt the bastards down. I want every able-bodied Wolf to be involved. If they’re not coming with us in the hunt then they’re here protecting the women and kids. Nobody, and I mean nobody, sits this one out. When we go tomorrow, I want everyone safe, so that means we need Wolves here to protect those vulnerable. We have women who are pregnant, we’ve got more than our share of pups here, that means they are at risk. We can’t leave them without defense and we need to ensure their safety. Dion, that’s up to you to organize. I know you’re bushed, and I’m sorry, but you know better than anyone who should go with us and who should be left here. And by that, I don’t mean to take all the best Wolves with us . . . our children are our future, and the Pack’s future, and they need to be kept safe.”

      Ray pushed away from the fireplace, growling. “I agree, but just so you know, Enforcer, don’t even think about trying to keep me here.”

      Dion smirked up at Ray. “I wouldn’t dream of it but I bet I’m not going to be popular tomorrow.”

      “I don’t give a shit about that,” Sheba snarled. “If anyone gives you any grief, send them to me.”

      “Will do.” Dion rose, cracking his neck. “I better get to it, but I’m going to check on Kai first.”

      “Sure, and let me know if you need anything else.” Sheba patted his back. “I’m glad you all got home safe, Dion.”

      “Yeah, me too . . . about that Lion, Alpha, I don’t think he was out to cause us any trouble. Looked to me like he was feeding and they attacked him.”

      “We’ll deal with that after the rogues, Dion. One thing at a time,” Sheba replied as Dion left, her insides clenching ferociously as the sight of a magnificent beast appeared in her mind. Huge, regal, glorious . . . and beautiful!

      What the hell?

      Ray came over, looking down at her perplexed. “What’s up? You look . . . weird.”

      “Nothing,” she snapped.

      “We have a date with Tilly, remember?”

      “Don’t you think we have enough on our plates?”

      “No,” Ray drawled. “There is nothing more important to me, or the Pack, than you. Let’s go.”

      “Damn it.” She almost stamped her foot as she followed her Beta grudgingly. “Well, I guess we’ll see that this is all a storm in a teacup and there’s nothing wrong with me, big guy.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see,” Ray replied as he held the door open for her, a glint in his eye.

      Shoot, she knew that look. It was the one where she wouldn’t be able to side-track him, or dissuade him from taking her to the Healer. Better just to get it over and done with and pray to the Goddess that there truly was nothing actually wrong with her.

      She’d soon find out because her Beta wasn’t letting her off the hook from her earlier promise to visit with Tilly. Shit, she wished she hadn’t been quite so hasty in agreeing to see the Healer. Now that the time was fast approaching, her nerves were overcoming her about as fast as the damn hunger that was taking over . . . again.
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      Ray held Tilly’s door open, ushering her inside and she hoped that Kai was still there. That would mean the Healer would not be able to see her. Not in confidence anyway. But no. The cabin was empty apart from Tilly clearing away some smelly concoction or other, her head turning to check them out as they entered.

      “Hello, Alpha, what brings you here?” she asked. “If you’re checking up on Kai then you’re too late, he’s all fixed up and away to get some food. He says he’s starving, but then again, that lad is always hungry.”

      Sheba side eyed Ray, whispering, “Tell me about it.”

      Ray ignored her, merely motioning her forward as he stood guard to ensure nobody entered or interrupted. It was at this point that Tilly seemed to sense the Beta’s mood and she stopped what she was doing, wiping her hands on her apron and giving them her full attention. “Are you okay?”

      Sheba shrugged a second before pain lanced through her insides, her skin feeling as if it were on fire, and her heart thudding wildly in her chest. “Hmm, okay might be stretching it a bit, but I think Ray’s overreacting by making me come here. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      Ray shook his head. “You’re far from fine, Sheba. Stop ignoring what’s going on and just tell the truth, and let’s get to the bottom of this before things get out of hand.”

      Tilly sat down at her large kitchen table, motioning for Sheba to join her. “Come sit with me, Alpha, and I’m sure we can sort this out.”

      “Yeah, sure we can.” Sheba sauntered over slowly, every muscle inside her screaming at her to turn and run for the trees, the forest . . . where the prey was that would help her, even if it was only a temporary fix. Her skin damp with sweat as she took a seat, her head thumping, her hands fisted in her lap as she fought to control her urge to hunt.

      Tilly reached over calmly touching her shoulder, her voice soft and reassuring. “Sheba, you are obviously upset and unwilling to share what’s wrong, but I assure you whatever you tell me is strictly between us. I would never speak of anything that you tell me and I’ll do everything in my power to help you. Please, lass, trust me.”

      “Sheba, please, you have to,” Ray urged her too.

      She couldn’t ignore the craving inside her, it was growing with each passing second and if she didn’t get help, and soon, she knew she’d lose her damn mind . . . and her Pack. That wasn’t something she could stand. It would break her. Heart, body and soul. Her eyes sought Tilly’s, seeing nothing but compassion in the Healer’s gaze. She inhaled deeply and nodded. “Okay, but this is going to sound a little nuts. Hell, it’ll make me sound like a candidate for One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest.”

      “What?” Tilly cocked her head to the side, frowning as Ray chuckled at the mention of one of their favorite movies.

      “Never mind.” Sheba shrugged. “I’m not sure how to explain what’s going on, other than it’s like some kind of . . . craving inside me.”

      Tilly kept her face impassive, nodding again. “A craving. For what?”

      Sheba’s nose twitched, the scents of the Healer’s cabin overwhelming her senses and making her feel as if she was about to puke. She inhaled through clenched teeth as Tilly poured her some water, pushing the glass toward her and she gladly sipped on it before answering. “Prey. Lots and lots of prey. I can’t seem to fill myself up. I always feel hungry and it’s getting out of hand.”

      There. She’d said it and now she relaxed back against the chair and waited. Hoping that Tilly would clap her hands and jump up, grab one of her many tomes, flick through it and say something like “Voila! Here you go, this is what’s wrong, take this and you’ll be fine.” Yeah, right. As if that’s what was going to happen.

      Instead she watched as Tilly’s body stilled, her head spinning to look at Ray and then back at her before she let out a loud exhale. But still she remained silent and in place. She didn’t reach for one of her hundreds of ancient books and she didn’t utter a word. Seconds ticked by and Sheba grew anxious as she waited, growing impatient . . . and worried.

      Before she could say anything though, Ray stomped over, scowling down at Tilly. “Healer, can you stop just sitting there like a fish out of water and say something? This is your Alpha that’s in trouble and we need answers. Now.”

      His voice was far harsher than Sheba had heard from him in a long time and never had she heard him speak to Tilly in such a manner. She reached over, hitting him hard on his thigh. “Hey, that’s enough.”

      He turned, his eyes almost closed as he squinted at her, every muscle in his body tense and the scent pouring from him to fill the room was nothing short of pure fear. Hell. Sheba had never, not ever, known her Beta to be scared of anything in his damn life. But here he was scared for her. Shit. “Hey, Ray, I’m sorry. You were right. I should’ve come to see Tilly sooner, it’s my fault, not hers. Calm down, big guy.”

      Ray shook his head, turning away to pace back to the door and returning to apologize. “I’m sorry, Healer, but I’m understandably concerned for our Alpha. If you can please shed any light on what’s going on we would be grateful.”

      Tilly raised an eyebrow, spearing Ray with one of her legendary cold looks before she sniffed loudly and reverted her attention to Sheba. “I’m sorry for my delay in responding, Sheba. It’s just that I’ve only heard of this Hunger, and yes, that word is with a capital H. That’s because it’s written in our Legends of History Tomes. It’s not something I’ve witnessed first-hand but only read about and heard stories from Healers from my homeland when I was but a bairn. I was never sure that it was real, until now, of course.”

      Ray butted in before Sheba had time to draw a breath, far less ask any questions. “What? So you know what this is? This Hunger? Can you help Sheba? Heal her?”

      Tilly didn’t look up at Ray, her eyes locked on Sheba’s and the look was one so serious that Sheba wasn’t sure she wanted the Healer to utter any words at all. However, Tilly opened her mouth and Sheba couldn’t help but hear what she said. “I can’t heal her. Nobody can. But all is not lost, Sheba. You are not ill, not in the sense of a disease anyway. The Hunger you have is . . . not easy to explain.”

      Ray’s hand slammed down on the table, making it shake, the noise loud and causing Tilly to jump back, her eyes wide and angry as he shouted, “I don’t care how hard it is . . . explain now!”

      Sheba reacted instantly, snarling as she rose, pushing Ray away and placing herself between her irate Beta and a just as angry Healer. “Back off, now, Beta! I won’t tell you again!”

      As his nostrils flared, she allowed her Alpha power to flow from her, but seeing him flinch didn’t make her happy. In fact, it hurt her, caused her physical pain as he stepped back, lowering his gaze in submission, she followed, toe to toe with him. Sheba reached up, cupping his jaw. “Ray, you’re my closest friend, but you can’t scare people like that because you’re angry, or worried for me. I can’t allow you to act like that. Not as your friend, nor as your Alpha.”

      There was silence for long seconds that seemed like minutes stretching between them and she worried that his anger was too far gone, but then she saw his muscles relax, slightly. His eyes rose, meeting hers briefly as he spoke quietly. “I’m worried sick about you, little one. You have no idea. I’ve barely slept since this started. Not knowing how to help you has been the worst thing I’ve ever had to endure. I’m your Beta and my job is to protect you, yet how do I do that from something neither of us can understand? I’ve been going out of my mind, Sheba. I can’t stand the thought of losing you to some . . . Hunger.”

      She was lost for words. That was a first. His pain washed over her, leaving her breathless and feeling like the worst friend and Alpha ever. Tilly joined them, gently pushing between them, her hands resting on both as she gazed up at Ray’s giant form.

      “It’s all right, Raylon, I have the solution . . . if the Alpha believes me and is willing to embark on a path that may prove fraught with danger.”

      “What?” Both of them asked at the same time, although Sheba’s voice was a mere squeak while Ray’s was a growl filled with menace.
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      Ray’s body thrummed with barely restrained power as he towered over Tilly, his Beta power pouring from him in waves as he glowered at the Healer who shrank back from him in fear. Sheba was too concerned with what she’d said to react to him as she cocked her head, staring hard at the smaller woman.

      “Excuse me? What did you say? Fraught with danger . . . what the hell does that mean?”

      Tilly’s eyes were locked on Ray as his lips curled back in a snarl. “Are you threatening your Alpha?” he asked.

      Tilly’s eyes widened, her hands shooting up in front of her as she backtracked to the table, her ass hitting her seat hard. “No, of course not! Don’t be silly, Beta, I would never, not ever threaten, Sheba. I’m merely stating what I know of the Hunger and what it means when it strikes.”

      Sheba saw her shivering, not something that happened often, shoot, scratch that . . . ever. Tilly wasn’t one to back down from anyone. She’d stand up to any Wolf, toe to toe, and to see her so scared now didn’t sit right with Sheba. Hell. So she turned to Ray, waving him back and raising her eyebrow. “Cool it,” she said quietly before making her way to sit back at the table. “Why don’t we start again and try and do it without the theatrics, Tilly. Maybe that way we won’t have Ray here trying to go all Beta on your ass. Okay?”

      Tilly took a deep breath in, as did Ray when he walked around, attempting to cram his six foot six frame onto one of the chairs which creaked ominously as he lowered himself down. Sheba gave him a slight nod, acknowledging that he was at least attempting to stop himself from going nuts, even if she herself was on the edge of a precipice. One she knew he was aware of. His hand reached under the table, patting her thigh once before their attention was drawn back to Tilly.

      “I apologize.” Tilly sighed. “I was excited and a little over zealous when you spoke of the Hunger, Sheba. I never thought I’d see it for myself after only hearing about it third-hand and even then I wasn’t sure it wasn’t just tall tales.”

      Sheba merely inclined her head, wishing the woman would just get the hell on with it.

      Tilly snuck a glance at Ray before she carried on. “I know it won’t feel like it, not with everything you’ve been feeling, but this is actually a gift from the Goddess. Yes, I know, before you argue with me, please hear me out.”

      Sheba had indeed been about to argue but she clamped her lips shut and allowed the woman to go on.

      “When the Hunger strikes it means your soul-mate, your one true mate is nearby, but it also means they are probably in danger. So, Sheba, you need to go and find your mate and you need to go as soon as possible.”

      At first, Sheba didn’t react. The words taking some time to sink in. A mate. No. That was crazy. Not only did she not want one, but right now was so not the right time. Hell’s fire. They had rogues on their land and she would be out hunting them in the damn morning. She couldn’t go off looking for a man! How the hell would that look to the Pack? No. Not happening. She couldn’t do it. No matter what Tilly said. She’d just have to suck it up and wait until all this shit was dealt with and then, maybe, possibly, she could look for this guy. If there was any truth to all this Hunger shit.

      Ray cursed, loudly. “Fuck!”

      Tilly shrugged. “That’s the truth. I can find the tomes and show you in black and white if you don’t believe me. It might take me a while, but they’re here somewhere.”

      She got up and started to walk away but Ray stopped her with a bark. “No, I believe you, Tilly. There’s no whiff of deceit around you and you have no reason to lie to us about something so important.”

      “There’s one thing I didn’t mention,” Tilly returned, sitting down and staring hard at Sheba. “The most important thing, Alpha.”

      Sheba flung her hands into the air, sighing. “What? Like what you’ve already said isn’t enough? We’ve got renegade Wolves threatening our Pack, running amok on our land, and hey, I’ve got a bit of an appetite but I’ve got to forget everything else and just go gallivanting off to find some guy? Forget my people need me?”

      Tilly leaned forward, her face serious and her eyes locking with Sheba’s. “This isn’t a game, Alpha. It’s vitally important. You don’t have a choice in this. If you ignore the Hunger it will get worse and your very sanity is at stake. You will lose control of your mind and, well, not to put too fine a point on it, but you’ll end up mad as a hatter and the Council will send Enforcers to come cart you off to their premises because you will be completely out of control. A wild Alpha isn’t something they can ignore, and you’d be just as serious a threat to your people as any rogue Wolf.”

      Ray cursed, again as he got up, pacing back and forth like a caged beast. His hands running over his shaved head as he shook it over and over. “Oh fuck!”

      Sheba couldn’t believe her ears. At the same time, another pain lanced through her belly causing her to wince. She wasn’t about to lose her mind . . . was she? Certainly, she’d felt close to it over the last few days, but to actually lose control . . . hell no. “If you’re being overly dramatic, Tilly, I’ll flay the hide off you before the damn Pack,” she said instead, her lips drawn back in a vicious snarl.

      Ray slammed his hands on the table, but this time his words were aimed at her and not Tilly. “Enough, Sheba. This ends now. You heed what the Healer tells you and you do what you have to do. I am your Beta as well as your friend and I won’t stand by and watch as you lose your damn mind because you’re too stubborn to listen to the Healer.”

      Sheba had never seen him so worked up before. She could feel his worry for her, his barely restrained anger at the whole situation, and his concern for the Pack. Damn it, that last one was the worst of all. It tore at her heart and broke through everything inside her like nothing else could . . . not even the Hunger eating away inside her.

      Her beast was howling inside her head, pawing and making enough noise to wake the dead, acting out like it never had before just as Tilly dropped the biggest bombshell.

      “Sheba, you have to allow your Wolf to take you to your mate. You need to listen to her, truly listen to her with your heart and soul, and let her lead the way. When you do, she’ll know what to do, but you must be ready to give up your control. Can you do that?”

      Hell to the no! Was the first thought that ran through her head and her beast howled so loud her hands sprang to her ears as pain like none she’d encountered before encompassed her brain. She slid from the chair, falling to the floor as her Wolf roared over and over inside her. Ray’s strong arms lifted her up, cradling her against him. She knew he was talking to her but she couldn’t hear his words, her beast wouldn’t allow it, and she had never been at odds with her Wolf before. They were always in sync, never before had she experienced such feelings, been off kilter like this, so out of control and it scared the hell out of her in ways she couldn’t even put words to.

      Finally, Ray reached her through their link. “Sheba, little one, answer me! What’s going on? Are you all right?”

      It took her several more moments before she realized she was now lying on Tilly’s sofa, Ray kneeling on the floor beside her and her Healer hovering over her. “I’m having some issues with my beast. She’s acting . . . strange. When Tilly said I needed to listen to my Wolf, my first thought was no and she went crazy and the next thing I knew I was here on the sofa.”

      She took several gulps of air in, trying to calm her madly beating heart that seemed to think she’d run a marathon. Her skin was damp, her muscles cramping, and her throat dry as a bone, but it was Ray’s next words that had her shocked as hell.

      “Sheba, that was almost ten minutes ago. You’ve been out of it for ages. We’ve been worried sick. You’ve been thrashing around and your fur was coming through on your skin then disappearing. It was fucking strange as hell.”

      Her eyes popped open and she held her hand out trying to sit up. “Hell’s fire! What the heck was that all about?”

      Tilly’s face was white as a sheet as she handed over a glass of water. “I guess your beast wants to fulfil what the Goddess wants her to, Alpha, and I don’t think you should deny her.”

      Ray seemed to agree, his eyes shooting up to the Healer. “We can’t have that happening again. That scared the shit out of me. Now, Tilly, tell us, what does she do now before things get any worse.”

      Tilly came around, sitting down in the armchair opposite the sofa and nodding. “Okay. You need to just let your Wolf know that you know what’s going on and that you agree that your mate is close. That’s the first thing. It should appease it for now and should, hopefully, stop another episode like that from happening. Second, you need to actually allow your Wolf free rein and let it go in search of your mate. It’ll take you to him, Sheba, he must be nearby or this Hunger wouldn’t have started.”

      Ray got up, unfurling his long legs and looking down at her he said. “Then that’s what we’ll do. I’ll tell Dion that we’re going out together to scope the land for rogues. That way nobody knows what we’re up to and you won’t be alone, because one thing is certain, Alpha, you are not going out there without me for back-up.”

      Sheba saw his steely determination, and truth be told she couldn’t argue with his logic. It would be foolish to go out on her own, Alpha or not, if she were caught off guard by rogues she could be in trouble. But it was the love for her that she felt flowing from her friend that was her undoing, tears pricked her eyes, and she blinked rapidly to disperse them quickly. Ray’s arms crossed across his chest as he stared down at her with his dark eyes as if daring her to disagree, and Tilly sitting holding her breath with a hand at her throat.

      “Shit,” she said quietly, the word slipping from her unbidden. “What the heck will I do with a mate?”

      Tilly snorted, the sound rude as she followed it up with a slap to her knees. “If you don’t know by now then you’re in more trouble than I thought! But I can give you some lessons if you want.”

      Ray’s lips tugged up, smirking as Tilly laughed. Sheba didn’t find it funny, not one bit. “I didn’t mean that, as you well know. I’m just not sure I’m ready for a man in my life. Heck, I’ve enough trouble keeping some of the assholes in the Pack in line, what if this guy is like them? Knowing my luck, he’ll be one of those fucks that think women should be tied to the kitchen sink and pop out kids every year. Hell, that’s just not happening, and if he’s anything like that I won’t be mating with him, no matter what the Goddess thinks. I’ll knock him on his ass and be back here before the sun sets and to hell with this Hunger. I’d rather die than tie myself to someone like that.”

      Sheba’s skin tingled at the thought, and not in a good way. Not with the “a mate for life, love all around” kind of way. No. It was as if she was being strangled and she fought to draw a breath in as she saw herself fighting against the person who was supposed to be by her side and help her, complete her, love her. Shit. What if he was a misogynistic asshole? One who thought he should be in charge ahead of her? She would not stand for that. If he could not stand by her side as an equal he would not be at her side. Plain and simple.

      Thank goodness her beast seemed to be in agreement as she huffed inside. “Yes!”

      Ray held out his hand, chuffing too. “He better not try any of that shit or he’ll have me to deal with.”

      She took his offer of help to stand but not his offer to deal with said mate. “That’ll be my place, Ray. If he isn’t up to the task then it’ll be me that tells him, not you.”

      “I suggest you get some rest and start off early tomorrow, Sheba.” Tilly clapped her hands excitedly. “But also take care . . . there may be danger ahead so be ready for anything.”

      “I’m always ready, Tilly, you should know that,” Sheba replied, smirking.

      “Plus, I’ll be right there,” Ray said, his voice gruff. “If there’s any danger then I’ll be front and center and I’ll protect Sheba with my life.”

      Sheba shook her head before slapping Ray’s arm. “No need to go all dramatic on me, big guy. If we sense danger then we go around it. There’s no need to go stampeding headlong into it unless we need to. Okay?”

      “Yeah, we’ll see.” Ray shrugged. “Sometimes a good fight is just what we need. And if it’s your mate that’s the one that’s in danger, well, there’s no escaping it. Is there? From what Tilly said, it appears he may be in need of rescuing.”

      A brief vision of a huge, majestic Lion flashed across Sheba’s mind, her stomach filling as if a swarm of bees were flying around inside but the feeling wasn’t altogether unpleasant. It was strange, certainly, and unsettling, but it brought with it a sense of excitement and something else that was new and which she couldn’t quite put a name to. Tilly’s voice cut into her thoughts, bringing her back to the here and now.

      “Before you go, I need to know, as your Healer, have you and your beast come to terms with what you must do? I can’t let you leave until I know this, Alpha. I must know that you are safe from the advanced stages of the Hunger . . . and that everyone else is also safe.”

      Tilly’s eyes flitted to Ray’s before dropping, but in that split-second look, Sheba saw so much. The Pack’s Healer was pleading with her Beta for support in case the Pack Alpha went nuts. Great! Sheba was about to snap an angry retort but thought before she spoke, knowing that Tilly was thinking of her well-being as well as the Pack’s. So she took a deep breath in, exhaling slowly and counted to ten before replying.

      “I’m fine and yes, my Wolf and I are both all right.” Sheba looked between the two then back at Tilly. “I promise I’m not about to go all loco on you. In fact, my beast is excited, and I am a little too. Not quite as much as she is to be honest, but that’s because I’m still worried about the renegades and the timing of this sucks. And I’m still saying if the guy is a numbskull then he can go jump off a cliff, that’s not up for debate, guys. But I’ll go with Ray and we’ll see what happens. All right?”

      Both Tilly and Ray visibly relaxed, more so Tilly, who smiled, her eyes twinkling as she cheekily quipped, “And remember, if you need any lessons on what to do with him when you find him . . . come find me.”

      Sheba couldn’t help but chuckle as she made her way to the door, throwing over her shoulder, “If he’s man enough for me, and the right man, then I’ll not need any lessons. I just hope he can keep up with me!”
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      Ray’s hearty laughter followed her as she left Tilly’s cabin and walked back home. Now she had to explain to her mother what was going on and that wasn’t a conversation she was looking forward to. Hell, maybe she would put it off until they’d found this elusive mate and just spring it on her. After all, maybe this was a wild goose chase and there was nobody out there waiting on her.

      A loud howl in her head pulled her up short, her Wolf disagreeing vociferously. “No! Our mate is there and will need us!”

      Her beast had never been so clear or spoken so long. Usually her beast was a two or three word kinda gal so for her to speak like that to her was, well, unusual wasn’t even close. It was downright weird and definitely a first. Sheba was surprised and shocked at the certainty of her Wolf’s words and she just prayed that she wasn’t heading out on a fool’s errand. Or worse . . . she’d end up finding some guy who just didn’t live up to her expectations.

      Yeah, that would be just her luck. The Goddess would send her some redneck asshole who expected her to wait on him hand and foot. Well, he’d get one hell of a shock when she kicked his sorry ass to the curb and walked away, because she would do that and not think twice about it. Hell yes, she would.

      “What are you smiling at?” Ray asked.

      She jerked, forgetting he was there. “What? Nothing, nothing at all.”

      “Right,” he replied, shaking his head. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine!” she snapped. “Stop asking me that. Go home and leave me be. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll let Dion know we’ll be heading out first thing—alone.” Ray scowled down at her, obviously unhappy. “But he’ll want to send extra men with us, you know he will.”

      “I’m sure you’ll come up with something to stop him,” Sheba retorted. “We can’t have anyone else with us, Ray. I’ve no idea what’s gonna happen so the less people that see it, the better.”

      “I’m aware of that and yes, I’ll make something up. I’ll be here at five but I’ll tell him we’re leaving at six, just in case he tries to have us followed.”

      “Sneaky,” Sheba chuckled. “I like it. See you then.”

      “If you need me just call through the link.” Ray tapped his temple. “And I’ll be right over.”

      “I won’t say it again . . . I’m fine. I’m going home to sleep and then we’ll go a-hunting in the morning.” Sheba shook her head. “I can’t freaking believe it . . . me doing this. It’s surreal, and I’m still not sure about it all, although my beast sure is, so I guess we do it and see what happens.”

      “Indeed we do, little one.” Ray gave her a huge smile before he veered away toward his cabin and she heard him chuckling as he went.

      Damn if she found it funny but she didn’t have time to dwell on his amusement as she saw Ari heading toward her with a face that told her she was definitely not amused. Oh hell.

      “Hi, Ari,” Sheba said with a smile, hoping to try and mend bridges. It didn’t work as her friend stopped, arms crossed.

      “Alpha.” Was all Ari said.

      “Look, I’m sorry about earlier, but I’ve a lot on my mind right now.” Sheba tried to appease her friend.

      “I understand.”

      “Obviously you don’t.” Sheba sighed. “Ari, things are dangerous right now, and I’ve been feeling a bit under the weather so I’m sorry if I snapped.”

      Ari’s face crumpled, worry filling it as she closed the distance between them. “What? You’re ill? What’s wrong? How’s that even possible? You’re Alpha? I didn’t think you could get sick. Tell me what’s wrong? Right this minute, so I can help.”

      Her friend was back! Sheba was smothered as Ari engulfed her, although how that was possible with Ari being smaller than her, she wasn’t sure, but it happened as her friend kept babbling. “Come on! Tell me right now.”

      Sheba extricated herself, holding Ari at bay. “I’m fine. I’ve just seen Tilly and she assures me I’ll be okay. I need some rest and some food, that’s all. Why don’t you come home with me and we can grab something together?”

      “Are you sure? That you’re all right?” Ari leaned in, peering at her with her dark brown eyes. “You look a bit pale to me.”

      “I’m fine. Let’s go eat.” Sheba linked arms and tugged her friend along. “But I’ll be going to bed soon as I’m up early. Ray and I will be heading out on a search before dawn so I’ll need my rest.”

      The semi-lie dripped easily from her lips and she was certain that her friend was none the wiser of their mission. Thank goodness. That wasn’t a conversation she was willing to have with her, or anyone else. All she wanted was some food, light hearted conversation, and sleep. The dawning day would bring what it may and she’d deal with it when it came. She had no choice in the matter. Not if what Tilly said was true, and going by her Wolf’s reaction, it was.

      Ari was prattling on but Sheba barely heard what she was saying, her mind drifting time and again to visions of a regal Lion. What the freaking hell? A Lion? Really? Where the hell was her Wolf? She wasn’t looking for a damn Lion, she wanted a nice big Wolf by her side. One as large as Ray’s, who had the good sense to not challenge her authority, and who would support her as Alpha. Shoot, the Pack was only just getting used to having a female Alpha. What the hell would happen if she trailed back into camp with a damn Lion in tow instead of a Wolf? Would they even accept her having another shifter as a mate?

      Her mind spun around as the images of the dang Lion swam around inside her. Its size was massive, his mane was glorious, his stance was nothing short of royal and . . . damn. Ari prodded her as she almost fell up the stairs to her home. She’d been so engrossed in her daydreaming she hadn’t heard a word, far less noticed where she’d been walking.

      “Sheba! What on earth? You definitely don’t look okay. You look as if you’re miles away.”

      “Got a lot on my mind. You know, what with these rogues and everything else.” Sheba shrugged. “Plus, I’m running on empty and need food.”

      “Then let’s get you fed,” Ari said firmly. Her face serious as she led Sheba inside and straight toward the kitchen where they found her mother who was already laying places for them.

      Again, Sheba wondered . . . how the hell does she do that?

      “Sit down, girls. I’ve got a nice stew and fresh bread all ready. Hope you’re hungry.”

      “Absolutely.” Ari grinned, taking a seat. “And Sheba is starving, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Sheba agreed. Not wanting to talk so did the next best thing. “So, Ari, want to fill us in on the camp gossip?”

      As her mom fed them, she allowed Ari to talk her head off about all the ins and outs of the gossip mill. Boy, the girl had some snippets of information that had Sheba’s head in a spin, and even her mom raising her eyebrow in places. But Sheba’s thoughts were dragged away time and again as her mind lingered on images of the lone Lion and what it would mean if, or when, she found it.

      “Sheba, you look bushed, honey.” Her mom patted her shoulder as she took away her empty plate. “Why don’t you get off to bed?”

      Ari nodded. “I just got a text from Dion. I’m on guard duty here in the morning and it’s an early start too, so I better get off as well. Please be careful tomorrow and don’t take any risks, Sheba. I know you’re Alpha, but you’re my best friend and I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Sheba said grinning. “I’m tough as old boots, Ari, and I’ll have Ray with me. There’s nobody fiercer than him. Anyone stupid enough to get in his way will soon find out he shows no mercy, but let’s be honest, when they see him, most just turn tail and run.”

      “So freaking true.” Ari giggled. “Heck, I know him and he still scares the heck out of me at times. Anyway, I better get going. But still take care, and I’ll see you sometime tomorrow.”

      “Sure,” Sheba replied, although she wasn’t sure of anything at all.

      As her friend left, her mother gave her a strange look, one that seemed to delve deep inside her and had Sheba rising quickly before her mom could open her mouth and ask any difficult questions. Ones that she didn’t, couldn’t answer. Rushing from the kitchen she mumbled, “I’m exhausted, Mom. I really have to go to bed.”

      Her mother didn’t respond, which in itself spoke volumes. Her plan now changed to slip out without giving her mom the opportunity to quiz her in the morning. So she shouted her excuse as she sped up the stairs. “I’ll be up just after six, but I won’t need breakfast. I’ll just grab some coffee before I head out with Ray.”

      Sheba would be up well before five and she’d sneak out as quietly as possible and pray her mother would still be sound asleep. The last thing she needed was being interrogated by the one person who could see right through her because she didn’t want to out and out lie about where she was going, or why.
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      Sheba tossed and turned, visions of the damn Lion were forever in her head. She tried, and failed, to remove them time and again. They were mere glimpses of the animal, but it was enough to halt her attempts to fall asleep for long enough until she had some severe words with her Wolf.

      “If you don’t let me rest then I won’t be fit to do anything tomorrow.” She’d urged it, and finally her beast had settled down and she’d drifted off into a fitful sleep.

      One that was filled with dreams littered with said Lion! Although in her dreams she caught glimpses of the beast transforming and saw the back view of a man. One who was tall, broad, muscular, and had a body that made her mouth water uncontrollably like a bitch in heat. Her core clenched with desire, her hand stretched out to touch him but he disappeared in a misty haze leaving her unsettled and filled with an aching need she’d never felt before. When she woke well before her alarm, she felt far from rested, but restless and agitated.

      At least her mother was still sound asleep. She could hear her soft snores clearly as she pulled on her clothes, sending Ray a message as she did. “Couldn’t sleep, are you up?”

      “Same here, and yes, I’m up and ready.”

      “Good, I’ll meet you in five.”

      “All right, I’ll be waiting.”

      Sheba tiptoed downstairs, closing the door quietly and went to meet Ray, nervous as hell and definitely not feeling like the Alpha she normally was. This morning she felt agitated and uneasy at the thought of allowing her beast free rein. Scratch that. She was terrified.

      But the time had come as Ray’s hulking shape came into view in the darkness, Sheba inhaled sharply, her steps faltering briefly before she straightened her spine, shoulders back and strode forward. “Ready?” she asked.

      “I am. Are you?” he replied, his eyes spearing hers with a look that told her he knew exactly how she felt.

      Of course he did. He was her Beta, but he was also her friend. One that had been by her side since she was still in diapers and probably knew her better than she knew herself. She gave him a brief nod and a small smile. “Not sure if I am but seems I don’t have much of a choice, so I guess we should get started. But I gotta say, I’m not happy about giving up my control, Ray.”

      “I bet you aren’t.” Ray chuckled. “Tilly was clear on that though, so what’s that saying the youngsters are so fond of? Oh yeah . . . suck it up.”

      “Suck it up? You didn’t just tell me to suck it up, did you?”

      “I think I just did, and I think you’re just delaying things, Sheba, so come on, little one.”

      Ray undressed, folded his clothes neatly into a pile beneath a bush, and transformed as she procrastinated, shuffling from foot to foot, putting off the moment for as long as she could. When his immense beast padded toward her, nudging her with his snout, she finally started to undress, at a snail’s pace. Too slowly for Ray’s liking, and he gave her a little nip to urge her on. “Hey, no need for that,” she grumbled, finally laying her clothes in a pile next to Ray’s, then summoned her own beast, with a plea as she did so.

      “Don’t do anything stupid today, please.”

      Its answer didn’t calm her uneasiness. “We find him! He needs us!”

      Before she knew it, they were off and running, tearing through the forest at breakneck speed, the darkness not slowing their velocity as they raced across Pack land. To what, or who, she didn’t know.

      On and on they ran, Ray on her tail, as they zoomed through, over, under, and around anything in their path. The darkness lightened into a murky grey, and then dawn broke, bringing bright sunlight to sprinkle through the trees and lighten their path. As it lit on the dewdrops, it sparkled brightly, beautiful, and if she had a moment she would stop to admire the gloriousness of it all, but her beast careened onward, never slowing, never wavering from her path.

      When the sun rose higher Ray finally asked through their link, “Any idea where we’re going?”

      Her Wolf replied immediately, “Start at waterfall.”

      “Dion, said he saw signs of a Lion there,” Ray replied quickly. “Is it wise to go there?”

      “We go!” Her beast snarled back just as quickly.

      Ray remained silent for long moments before he responded, obviously taken aback at the tone of her Wolf. “All right, I hear you. I was just saying with rogues in the area, I thought it wise not to cross paths with a Lion too. We’ve got enough on our hands to fight off if it comes to that.”

      “No fight Lion.” Her Wolf’s absolute pledge on that point came through in every syllable, causing a shocked rumble to erupt from Ray’s chest. To his credit though, he remained silent.

      Sheba thanked him for that small mercy because she dreaded to think of her beast’s reaction if he uttered the wrong thing. She had visions of her beast turning and pinning him to the ground, her fangs at his throat if he dared to say a word against the Lion she’d been having visions of. Shit, wouldn’t that be just the damn thing. With renegades on the prowl and she’d end up fighting her own dang Beta. Priceless! Way to go, Sheba.

      On and on they ran. Her Wolf’s paws eating up the ground and showing no signs of tiring, no signs of easing up her pace, her goal was set and she wasn’t giving up for anything. Not even when there were scents of rogues off to their left, she didn’t falter, didn’t veer off to check them out. No. She stayed on her course until finally they broke through the trees and they saw the waterfall before them.

      At last! Her throat was burning from the hours of running. Ray’s huge hulk ran ahead, scanning the area before dropping his snout and lapping up the cool water to quench his obvious thirst. And what did her Wolf do? Did she join him? No. She circled around an area where the remains of a carcass lay and many paw prints and scents abounded. But above them was the most glorious of all . . . one that assaulted her senses and sent her into a frenzy. One that had both Sheba and her beast reacting to it like . . . well, Sheba had no words.

      It was intoxicating, exquisite, and downright out of this world. Her heart soared with emotions, so many that she couldn’t even name them all, but first and foremost was pure and adulterated love. How could that be? How could a lingering scent invade her being with an emotion as powerful as love? It was impossible . . . wasn’t it?

      Unless this was the one thing she’d never believed in before this moment. This was the scent of her mate. The one sent to her by the Goddess. The one meant to be by her side forever. In this world and the next. The one that made her whole. The one that completed her and . . .

      “Sheba, what’s going on?” Ray tore her out of her wondrous revelation, bringing her back to the here and now.

      “My mate, Ray, his scent is here and we have to find him.”

      “Is that you, little one? Or is your beast still in control?”

      “It’s me, big guy. I’m back, but I’ve got a sense of urgency coursing through me. I feel he’s in danger. We need to hurry.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      “Ray, I have to tell you something first . . . he’s not a Wolf . . . he’s a . . .”

      “A Lion, yes, I kinda figured that out earlier, Sheba, but if he’s your mate it makes no difference. He’s your mate, that’s all that matters, now let’s go find him.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, never loving her friend more than she did right at that moment. Her nose raised, using her enhanced Alpha power to hone in on her mate’s unique scent, then took off after it as quickly as she possibly could.
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      Fox had slept fitfully, hunger lapping at his belly, and dreams of a sleek white Wolf with emerald eyes haunting him throughout the night. She was always running before him, but whenever he drew close enough for him to touch, she’d disappear in a hazy fog. It was so damn annoying and he’d woken in a foul mood.

      “Food, I just need to eat,” he spoke aloud. Something he did often. Being alone didn’t mean he liked silence all of the time. He would have conversations with himself, even argued at times, although those never ended well. But food was definitely the first thing on his agenda, after his woeful blunder yesterday, when he was so focused on filling his empty stomach and he’d allowed those filthy mutts to creep up on him, well, he’d not make that mistake again. No siree, he’d keep his wits about him and hunt down some prey and bring it back here to eat in peace.

      Sending out his senses to double check the area was clear, which it was, Fox undressed before leaving the safety of his temporary home. Stretching his cramped muscles, he ensured his injuries were completely healed before transforming and heading off in search of food. Today, he hoped to eat what he brought down without damn rogue Wolves snatching it from him. Once he’d had a good feed, he would need to think about moving on. This land was no longer safe for him. There were too many renegades wandering around and he didn’t want to get caught up in a war between them and the Pack whose land they were encroaching on.

      Not his problem. So he’d stock up on fuel, pack up his meagre belongings and find somewhere safer for him to stay for a few weeks. Once safe, he would decide what his next move was going to be. Maybe he would move into a town for a bit. Get a job and some money to restock his dwindling funds and resources, or go back to basics and just hunt for everything. Damn it, he enjoyed some home comforts like his coffee in the morning, and he had a penchant for chocolate that never seemed to go away. Guess he’d be finding a town, and a job, for a little while anyway, but first he needed to hunt and eat, as his stomach growled loudly to remind him of that fact.

      Fox cracked his neck, side to side, then called his beast forward, reveling in his shift as his transformation overtook him. He welcomed the momentary flash of pain as his body stretched, muscles and bones realigned, his Lion form appearing in mere moments. His ability to transform as quickly as his King had always been a bone of contention within his Pride and was just one more reason for him to butt heads with the man. And one of the reasons he had to leave before he ended up gutted in his sleep.

      He knew it would happen. The man was not one to risk his position by throwing down a challenge with the risk of losing . . . not against Fox. So he’d left. He had no wish to rule the Pride and to be honest he’d been young and foolish at the time. Now? Maybe he would take on the ass and wipe the smug look from his face to make him pay for every time he had uttered his name with such derision. But no, his Pride was far away and a life time away. There was no going back, not now, the time for that had slipped away and Fox knew it.

      As his claws dug into the soft grass, a soft rumble grew in his chest, one of contentment as he pawed at the ground instinctively, shaking his head, his mane flowing freely around him, Fox allowed a soft purr to break free before he loped off in his hunt for prey.

      He’d slept longer than he’d wanted, the accumulated weakness of lack of food and his injuries sustained the previous day had more an effect than he would have liked. He preferred to hunt early but it was now late morning, and he would have to have his wits about him in case the rogues were also up and about. He wasn’t worried about one or two Wolves, he could deal with those easily, but if there was a pack of them, then he could be in trouble.

      Fox used every one of his enhanced abilities as he moved stealthily through the forest. For an animal of his size, he was silent as a mouse, and so far, he found no sign of any other Shifters nearby. No new signs that is. There were plenty of old ones, both Pack and renegade, all over the damn place, so his senses were on high alert. His hearing was picking up everything all around, his eyes scanning the minutest movement, his nose taking in every scent from the wildflowers that were in abundance, to the scat of every creature that lived in the area. He could separate every single aroma, from the pleasant to the not so pleasant, and the downright nasty like the rotting carcass that was lying in the brush off to his left. Damn, that was rank.

      His nose twitched at the stench as he pushed on past it and finally caught a whiff of a deer. Honing in on it, he veered off toward it and hoped no other predator was in the area. He needed this and didn’t want to get into a fight for his food. He was too tired, too grumpy, and too dang hungry. If anyone got between him and this deer he’d tear into them without a moment’s thought, and then go straight on and grab him some brunch. Yeah, that was his plan and nobody better get in his way. Not if they wanted to stay in one piece that is.

      Swerving around a gigantic oak he caught sight of the deer, it was smaller than he would’ve liked, but it would have to do, and unfortunately it was on its own so he didn’t have the choice of going after another. Dropping to the ground he listened carefully for signs of the rest of the herd but they were nowhere nearby. Damn. He’d much prefer something larger than the one he was looking at, but needs must be met, so he crawled forward, staying upwind of the animal that was grazing lazily under the sun in the small meadow.

      The sight was beautiful, the land he was on was stunning, and in another life, he might ponder staying longer, but with rogues prowling free and his funds low, Fox knew it was time to move on. But first he needed to feed. He was thin and growing weak from lack of food so this deer was his, and after he’d eaten he would try and find another before heading back to pack up and leave for good. As that thought entered his head, a vision of the white Wolf from his dreams of the night before slammed through his brain, causing him to pause and shake his head.

      What the hell? He thought as the sight shimmered and faded slowly. You’re losing it. He told himself. Too long without food. He refocused on his prey who was none the wiser of his presence. Fox tensed his massive hindquarters, his muscles bulging in readiness for the sprint to close the short distance between him and the deer. His long legs would eat up the earth and he’d be on the beast before it knew it was even in danger. Just the way he liked it. He wanted a good, clean kill. One that was over as quickly as possible so he could devour it and get on his way to find something else to eat and sate his hunger.

      The sooner he was on his way the better. The longer he stayed here, the more chance there was he’d run into those renegades again.

      Launching himself forward, he sprang out of his hiding place silently, and was almost upon the deer before it was aware of his threat. He heard the moment it became conscious of him, its heart thudding wildly in its chest as its head whipped around, eyes wild with fear as its dainty feet skidded trying to gain purchase on the damp grass. That brief pause was all it took for Fox to take a flying leap and land on his terrified prey, his gigantic jaws encompassing its neck and snapping it as easily as a twig. As its blood gushed inside his mouth, the heady metallic liquid alighted his taste buds like a tasty wine as the body collapsed beneath him.

      He wasted no time in ripping into the carcass, tearing it apart with teeth and claws, a delectable delight as he feasted on the young deer. Every part was consumed with relish, his favorite pulled from the beast and left until last . . . the liver. Once there were only bones and hide lying on the ground, Fox lay down and took his time on the most delicious and mouth-watering organ, nipping small parts from the small tissue to make it last that little while longer. When he was finished, his raspy tongue licked around his face to clean it as much as he could, before licking his front paws to clean even more as he chuffed.

      Once he was content he’d cleaned himself as well as he could, he stretched and rose, ready to hunt again, heading back toward the forest. As he approached the trees, his tail shot up as his senses picked up paws headed his way, scents of rogues hitting his nose from all sides . . . including three behind him.

      Fox spun around to spy the Wolves hurtling toward him from several hundred yards away and tried to figure out which was his best bet. Three behind, three in front, four on his left and two on his right. Right it was then. So he turned that way and took off, glad he’d had some sustenance to fuel his flight and pissed off they’d managed to find him . . . again. Were they after him specifically or were they after his kill?

      Didn’t matter. He was bigger, faster, and all he needed to do was outrun them, then lose them so they couldn’t follow his scent . . . easy. Right?

      Sure. And he had a magic wand he could wave and make himself invisible! Or better still, he could turn them all into little bitty pussy cats. That would be nice.

      Get a grip, dumbass. He gave himself a telling off as he raced through the trees, no need for stealth at this point. Speed was the name of the game. Get away first and then think of covering up his tracks . . . before they all caught up to him.

      He saw the two Wolves ahead, a mangy mutt out front that would cause him no problems and one that was lagging behind. He’d just barrel right on over it and then take out the next one. Fox increased his speed, ignoring the bushes ahead, planning on crashing through those too and then taking out the Wolf with his sheer size and speed. He careened right on, with no thought for stealth, his huge body demolishing the thick brush with ease . . . and excruciating pain filled his entire body, a roar tearing from his throat as his hind leg stepped in a bear trap.

      The trap snapped shut with brutal finality, the sound of his leg breaking loud in his ears as he tumbled head over ass, the metal digging deeper into his muscle, sinew and bone. He roared again, pain and frustration filling the air as he stumbled to his feet, dragging his useless leg behind him. Anger coursed through him as the nearest Wolf closed the distance between them, a howl of glee breaking free from its throat, alerting its cohorts that Fox was injured.

      Hell, if they thought they were getting off that easy they had another thing coming. He was a fucking Lion and even with only three legs, he wasn’t going down without a damn good fight. These dirty mongrels would soon find out what it was to take on one of his kind, especially one that was injured and cornered.

      He had nothing to lose and there was nothing more dangerous than a Lion in that situation. They just didn’t know it . . . yet.
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      The Wolf stalked closer as Fox dropped down, acting his part as the injured beast to a T. Going so far as to make pitiful sounds that he forced from his throat and performing at trying to lift his head as if it weighed a ton. He dropped it down, making more sounds as if he were dying. Jeez, he should get a damn Oscar for his performance. Pity he wasn’t being filmed for this. If he put it online he’d surely win a dang award.

      The mutt moved in, obviously wanting to play the hero and take him out before his friends arrived—playing right into Fox’s hands. He could smell the rank odor of the Wolf as he drew closer, only a rogue could give off a scent that bad. The stench was one that reeked of something Fox wasn’t used to, not just dirt and lack of cleanliness. It was far more, it was what ran deep within that made a renegade. Not just a lone Wolf, nor someone like Fox who lived alone, but a true rogue . . . pure evil. It poured from this beast and cloyed in Fox’s nostrils, enough to make him gag. He’d be able to tell this beast was corrupt no matter where they were, or if he were amongst a thousand other Wolves.

      He’d take pleasure in ending this depraved being, and would have no remorse in doing so. And that would be in just a few more seconds. One more step . . . and now, as soon as that step was taken, Fox rose, using his size and superior strength to leap onto the Wolf, snapping the neck with such ease that he laughed inside at the stupidity of the animal. Were all Wolves this stupid? Or was is just rogues?

      Dropping the corpse, Fox looked around for the best place to make his stand. Would it be his last stand? Maybe. But he’d ensure to take more of these fuckers down if it were his last moments on the Goddess’ good Earth.

      The more the merrier.

      He took in the details of where he stood, a copse of trees set to the side, with brambles around the base of a large oak . . . perfect. They wouldn’t be able to sneak up behind him and with the arc of the trees and thick brambles they could only attack, at most, two at a time. Manageable, if it weren’t a prolonged battle, going by the blood loss of his wound. The pain he would cope with . . . he had no other option. It was that, or die, and he had plans for a large slab of chocolate and an even larger cappuccino with an extra espresso shot and sprinkles. Hell, he may go all out and add some marshmallows.

      He could almost taste both as he hauled his agonizingly painful leg behind him as he went to the only place where he stood a very slim chance of survival. You can do this, Fox. Don’t think, just DO!

      He set himself up, taking great gulps of air into his lungs and roaring so loud that leaves from the trees fell in a cascade around him as birds took to the air, squawking and wings fluttering in their haste to flee, just as the next two Wolves arrived.

      Game on, cocksuckers. Let’s see what you’ve got against a pissed off Lion who’s ready to do anything to survive. They stalked toward him, lips curled back, fangs dripping with saliva and Fox’s only thought was how fast could he kill them before their friends arrived, and if he did, would he have enough strength left to take them all out?
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      Sheba tore through the forest with an urgency she’d never felt her entire life. Her heart ached with the need to reach her mate with the certainty that he was in imminent danger. After finding the cave where he’d obviously been living, she’d relaxed, briefly, thinking he was close, but then she’d taken off again trying to find him.

      Soon after, a pain stabbed her in the chest, so severe she fell to the ground, with Ray calling to her in shock. “Sheba! What’s wrong?”

      “I feel something! Something terrible, Ray! He needs us. Now! Oh my Goddess, we have to get to him.”

      She’d hauled herself up and raced after his scent, like a torpedo zeroing in on its target, Ray at her side. “I can feel him, Ray. He’s not too far away.”

      “That’s good, little one, that’s good.”

      And as her Beta finished, they both heard the roar of pain thundering through the forest. Sheba’s heart felt as if it was being ripped from her chest. The sound reverberating through her like a physical pain assaulting her entire being with a ferocity that she’d never encountered. She wasn’t sure she could take it, it was so all-encompassing that she almost collapsed from the sheer power of it. It was her beast that carried her on, her Wolf’s power that kept her upright and on the move to help the Lion that pulled her forward.

      “Oh my fucking Goddess! What’s happening to him?” She screamed, desperate to find . . . and protect the one that was calling to her.

      “We’ll find him. Come on!” Ray tore away, his size eating up the ground as he galloped ahead.

      He no longer needed her to locate her mate. Ray had heard his roar as clear as day and could pinpoint his position easily by that alone. It took Sheba several moments to recover enough to fully engage again, but as soon as she could, she was firing on all cylinders and her pace picked up as she zoomed through the forest once again. Now using her Alpha powers, she could hear far more. Up ahead there was a fight going on . . . no . . . a battle. A full on fight to the death was happening and she was sure it was her mate that was on the receiving end.

      “Fucking rogues! Ray, there’s rogues up ahead, I can sense them, but I’m not sure how many just yet but I can sure as fuck smell a whole hell of a lot of blood and a lot of that is my fucking mate’s!”

      “I know, Sheba, I can scent it too. I’m almost there, I’ll help him, Alpha, I’ll help him!”

      “I’m right behind you!”

      “I know you are, little one. Just be careful!”

      “You too, big guy!”

      Her heart pounded as she ran on her paws barely touching the ground as she sped so fast through the land she knew so well, but which was now tainted with the scent of renegades, but over it all she could still taste her mate. His aroma was like a heady mix of citrus and musk that was ingrained deep inside her. It drew her like a beacon, but it was the scent of his blood that tore at her soul. He was injured and if the amount of the metallic odor in the air was anything to go by, it was severe, possibly even mortal.

      That thought spurred her on to speed up, her heart almost bursting with the effort, until she ran into a small clearing to witness a scene of carnage before her. One that almost caused her legs to buckle beneath her and her heart to stop beating in her chest. Fear stampeded through her as her eyes took in the horrific tableau…a second before fury and rage filled her.

      There were several dead Wolves lying on the ground before a wounded Lion . . . her Lion, who was backed up against a line of trees. Ray was fighting two Wolves while another two were closing in on the Lion, who looked to be on his last legs. His head was down as he panted heavily, his body covered in blood, both his and of those Wolves whom he’d fought, and as he moved, Sheba caught a glimpse of a damn bear trap on one of his hind legs.

      Fuck! He’d been fighting off these rogues while he had a trap on his leg? Damn! She didn’t think twice, she darted forward, roaring wildly and leaped high into the air to land on the back of the Wolf nearest her mate. She opened her jaws and sank her teeth around the back of its neck, biting down with all her might. The Wolf bucked beneath her, trying to dislodge her, but she wrapped her paws around the fuck, digging her claws into its soft underbelly and pulled viciously. Blood, gore, and entrails emptied from the beast as it howled in pain, her jaws clamping down harder until she heard the satisfying crack of the neck snapping and the Wolf collapsed beneath her.

      Nimbly jumping from the fallen beast, she turned to the second renegade who was backtracking away, its head turning between her and Ray who was down to one on one. Sheba stalked toward the lone Wolf, snarling as a white hot fury bubbled inside her. Using every inch of her Alpha power, she pushed the rogue to its knees before pouncing . . . she’d show it no mercy this day. Not after what it had done to her mate.

      It tried to turn and run but she was too fast, her claws digging deep into its hindquarters and bringing it down before it got away. The fight was over before it truly began. She would waste no more time than was necessary . . . her mate needed her. His injuries were grave and he looked like he was at death’s door. As soon as the Wolf’s heart stopped beating, she whirled around to find Ray already transformed and cautiously approaching her mate.

      “He’s badly wounded, Sheba.”

      She transformed, striding forward and snapping, “Stating the damn obvious, Ray! What are we gonna do?”

      “First things first. I’m gonna get this trap off him, but if you don’t mind, will you let him know I’m no threat. I don’t fancy getting my face ripped off with one of those fucking paws. Do you see the size of those claws?”

      Sheba smirked at her Beta’s tone. Looked like Ray was no longer the biggest Shifter in the Pack. “I do, they’re huge.”

      She kneeled down, running a hand over the bloodied mane of the Lion whose sparkling blue eyes locked with hers. “Hi, we’re here to help. This is Ray, he’s my Beta, and he’s going to get that trap off you. Just don’t hurt him. Okay?”

      Her mate made a chuffing noise, barely audible, but she took that as an assent. As did Ray, so he went around and used his impressive strength to pry the trap apart, huffing and straining his muscles to do so. When he was done, he threw the offending metal away, cursing loudly.

      “Fucking bastards. When I find out who put that on our land, I’ll fucking kill them.”

      “We have more important things to attend to, Ray.”

      As she said that there was the unmistakable sound of a transformation. “What? No! Don’t! You need to heal.”

      But the Lion didn’t heed her words and the most beautiful man she’d ever seen appeared before her, his arms reaching for her. She went willingly into them, his lips landing on hers for a kiss that scorched her soul and seared her heart . . . for all of two seconds before he fell into unconsciousness. Or was it death?

      “Ray!” she screamed, certain she’d found . . . and lost her mate within the blink of an eye.
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      Fox had fought with all his might, he’d killed all but four of the dirty mutts. Their bodies lay littered all around him, their blood covered him from head to tail and made him want to puke with their stench. Eight. He’d killed eight of the fucks. But there was still four before him and boy were they pissed he’d killed their friends.

      Not only that, but they’d saved the best ‘til last. The biggest and strongest were now standing before him and Fox was fucked. He was tired, groggy, and had lost so much blood that he knew he wouldn’t last much longer. Could he take one more out? Yeah. Sure he could. Just one more and then, maybe, just maybe, one more.

      Come on, pull your shit together! You can do this! Don’t let these dirty mongrels beat you! You’re a fucking Lion!

      Yeah, an injured Lion with a bear trap on your leg and who’s lost a shit load of blood and got more injuries than you can count. Ass!

      Taking a deep breath in, he steeled himself for the next round of fighting. He would not give up. It wasn’t an option. If he lost then he would go down fighting and each one of the fucks in front of him would know they’d been in a battle with a damn Lion. As two of the remaining rogues stepped forward, Fox saw the biggest damn Wolf he’d ever laid eyes on slam into the two beasts that had hung back.

      The jet-black newcomer took on Fox’s opponents with deadly precision, attacking them with finesse as well as using his immense size. Fox was impressed, or he would be if he had time to watch and wasn’t so damn exhausted. Right now, he had his own problems with the remaining two who were moving in on him. He just hoped he had enough gas in his tank to keep going long enough to hold on because it looked like the black Wolf might just save his ass, but his eyes weren’t focusing properly, and his heart was beating erratically. Looked like his blood loss had caught up with him and his end was near.

      Then another miracle happened . . . a streak of pure white shot through the air and landed on the back of the rogue nearest him. Damn it all to heaven and back. It was the Wolf from his dreams!

      Fox watched entranced as she tore into the beast right before his eyes, ripping its belly apart, and he sure as hell heard when her jaws broke the cocksucker’s neck. Way to go, girl! And then it hit him, like a shotgun shot in his chest . . . she was his mate.

      He knew it as certainly as he knew his own name. This white She-Wolf, this beautiful and proud creature that was fighting to save him . . . was his.

      Only she was probably too late.

      He felt his body shutting down. His heart stuttering in his chest, his paws felt cold, fuck, he didn’t even feel in pain any longer . . . that was a sure sign he was too far gone. Wasn’t that just fucking great? The Goddess sends him his soul-mate and he ups and dies on her. Wonderful!

      Slumping to the ground, he placed his head on his front paws and watched as she stalked towards the other rogue who was backing away from her, obviously trying to save his skin. However, she was having none of it. He could feel her fury. It was in the air all around as she followed, and low and fucking behold, he felt her unleash a power only one type of Wolf could wield . . . an Alpha. Shit a brick. His mate was an Alpha.

      Wasn’t that a turn up for the books?

      He couldn’t tear his dimming eyes away as she dispatched the rogue, even when the black Wolf had transformed and approached him warily. He waited and when she too transformed, his heart sped up at her beauty. Her emerald eyes were somewhere he could get lost in . . . if he got the chance. When she came over and heard her telling him the man was a friend and was going to remove the trap, he chuffed, trying to tell her it was okay. But, when her friend did, it wasn’t the relief he’d expected, and that was another sign he was too far gone. In fact, he didn’t feel it at all. Yeah, he was on his way out.

      That made his decision clear. He had to touch her, hold her, kiss her, one time before he left her forever. He forced his transformation, ignoring her pleas to stay in his Shifter form, and held out his arms. She came to him, falling against him, and when their lips met, he felt as if he was already in heaven.

      She felt perfect in his embrace, her skin on his was like nothing he’d experienced before, he tingled where they touched, and he was sure he would never be happier than he was at that very moment in time. Then his eyes started to dim, he felt his heart slowing . . . and he knew he was going to lose her.

      No! he roared in his head as darkness wrenched him away from the one person in the universe whom he yearned to stay with.
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      Sheba was distraught as her mate lay prone in her arms, tears streaming down her cheeks. “No, no, no! Wake up! Please, wake up!”

      Ray gently removed the man from her arms, picking him up and standing. “We need to get him home. Contact Dion and get him to meet us with a vehicle, Sheba. He needs medical attention as soon as possible. He might not make it even then, little one. You have to prepare yourself for that.”

      “What? No! I refuse to think like that.” Sheba shook her head. “He’ll survive. I know he will.”

      Ray shook his head. “Sheba, be reasonable. Look at his wounds and he’s transformed so his beast can’t help him. But let’s just get him home so Tilly can help him. Contact Dion, now.”

      “Dion can’t help.” Sheba sighed. “He’ll be out patrolling for rogues, remember? Ari! I’ll contact Ari and get her to meet us. She can use the truck and come get us on the trail near the waterfall. We’re not too far from there.”

      “Shit, yes,” Ray replied. “I forgot almost everyone is out today.”

      “Ari, are you there?” Sheba used the Pack link, hoping they weren’t out of range.

      “Sheba? Is that you? You’re a bit faint, what’s up?”

      “Yes, it’s me, and I need your help. You need to leave camp. I need you to get the truck and meet us as near to the waterfall as quick as you can. Got it? I need you to do it now. Bring Tilly with you and tell her we have someone who is severely injured. He’s lost a lot of blood. This is an emergency, Ari. No talking, no questions. Just act. Can you do that?”

      To her complete and utter surprise, her friend responded succinctly. “Yes, on my way. You won’t hear from me again unless I have a question or Tilly needs information. Bye.”

      “All set. Ari will meet us with Tilly. Are you sure you’ll manage carrying him all that way?” Sheba asked worriedly. Her mate wasn’t a small man. In fact, she suspected he was almost as tall as Ray was, maybe not as muscular but still a large burden to carry for more than a few miles.

      Ray nodded as he answered, “I’ll manage. We have no other choice, Sheba. He needs help as quickly as possible and we’re out of options. We need to leave, now. You should go Wolf and guard us and I’ll take your mate. It’s the only way we’ll make it.”

      She ran a hand down her mate’s face, feeling how clammy his skin felt and her worry for him increased ten-fold. “Okay, let’s go.”

      Shifting quickly, she set off, using every ability she had to ensure the path ahead was clear of danger, she led the way. Her mind a tangle of emotions as her head turned back time and again to glance at the man the Goddess had sent for her. He was magnificent. His dark hair a stark contrast against his now pale skin and she wished she could see into those gorgeous, sparkling azure eyes once more. His nakedness meant she could peruse his entire body and what she saw pleased her and at the same time scared the shit out of her. So many injuries marring his beauty. She could also see he looked underfed. Why was that? She didn’t have time to figure that out right now as she focused once again on getting them safely back to the waterfall.

      Ray trudged behind her, never faltering as he carried his heavy load, cradling her mate like the precious cargo he was. Sheba had never felt so powerless in her life and she hated the fact she could do nothing to help her mate. Seconds seemed like minutes, and minutes dragged into what seemed like hours as they cut through the quickest route back to the trail where they would meet Ari. She would be there before them but the quicker they got there then the better it would be for her mate.

      Damn. She didn’t even know his name, and he didn’t know hers. At least he seemed aware they were mates. Why else would he transform and do what he did?

      The memory of his lips on hers was something that would never leave her. It was bittersweet. She could never forget the sensations that coursed through her, feelings he had brought to life inside her . . . and then he’d been yanked away from her in the blink of an eye. He had to survive because if he didn’t then Sheba wasn’t sure she’d be able to either. She wouldn’t be able to breathe without him. She couldn’t live if he weren’t in this world. If he went to the hunting grounds then she thought she might have to follow him there because she couldn’t live here without him.

      Her heart was so hollow at the mere thought that it seemed her only option.

      Tilly’s voice broke her out of her melancholy before she sank any lower. “We’re here. How long will you be? How badly injured is my patient and who is it?”

      Sheba jerked with Tilly’s intrusion, looking around to see where they were before responding. “We’ll be at least another thirty minutes, possibly a little longer. Ray’s carrying him and he’s no lightweight. He’s lost a lot of blood, his hind leg was caught in a bear trap and we don’t know for how long, but he’s also been attacked by rogues. There’s multiple injuries and he’s unconscious. His skin is clammy and pale and his heart is slow. I’m worried, Tilly. Very worried.”

      “Who is it, Sheba?”

      Sheba paused, the words difficult for her to say because if she did then she was admitting it was her mate that was on the cusp of death. But the Healer prodded her.

      “Tell me, Alpha. Who is so grievously injured?”

      “My mate, Tilly. It’s my mate!” A sob broke free and a howl tore from her throat as sorrow encompassed her entirely.

      “Shoot, okay, Sheba. It’s going to be all right. Just get him to me quickly and we’ll work together to heal him.”

      Her words made no sense to Sheba and she didn’t bother responding as pain and grief ran through her. All she cared about was getting to the meeting point and praying the Healer could help her mate, some way, somehow, heal him and bring him back to her.
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      At last they saw the trail up ahead, the truck parked with the engine running and Ari and Tilly pacing back and forth. As soon as they saw them, Tilly was racing toward them. When Ray stopped, Tilly waved him on. “Don’t stop, keep walking. I’ll assess as we go.”

      Sheba had never felt so happy to see anyone in her life. She transformed and started to ask questions but Tilly held up her hand to shut her up. Ari arrived with clothes for both her and Ray. “I brought you both some clothes. I didn’t think you’d want to arrive back at camp stark naked.”

      “Thanks,” Ray said. “I’ll dress once we get him into the truck.”

      Sheba didn’t say anything, dressing as she walked, and managing to do it without falling flat on her face. Tilly tutted as she looked at the various wounds, shaking her head, and finally sighing as they arrived at the truck where the back seats had been put down to make it easier to place a fully-grown man. Ray placed her mate in and Tilly climbed in too. Sheba joined her as Ari went around to drive but Ray beat her to it as he pulled on the clothes Ari had brought for him.

      “I’ll drive. It is my truck after all. Get in so we can get him home.”

      She heard Ari whispering, “Is it true? Is that Sheba’s mate?”

      “Yes, it is but he’s hurt real bad, Ari. I’m not sure he’s gonna make it,” Ray whispered back although they both knew she’d hear.

      “Fuck,” Ari stage whispered back.

      “Exactly.” Ray pulled away on their way home.

      Sheba’s heart was lodged in her mouth with worry.

      “Tilly, is he going to be okay?” she finally found the courage to ask but at the same time wasn’t sure she wanted an honest answer.

      Her beast howled in her head, pawing at the ground, her heart thudding in her chest as blood rushed through her so fast that her head hurt. Panic was surging up inside her and she felt as if she were about to throw up, but Tilly didn’t respond straight away, which Sheba wasn’t sure whether she was grateful for . . . or not.

      When Tilly turned to her, she saw how serious things were from the look on the woman’s face. Shit! Then the Healer reached over and patted Sheba’s shoulder. Oh damn, this was bad. Really bad.

      “Sheba, I’m not going to bullshit you. He’s seriously hurt and I’m not sure my skills are enough to save him.”

      Sheba cut in, her terror taking over and making her voice shrill and cutting. “What? But you’re the best damn Healer I know. Of course, you can save him.”

      “Sweetie, even the best Healer can only do so much when injuries are as grievous as his.”

      A sound that she’d never made in her life before escaped her throat, a shrill keening filled the vehicle, her heart felt as if someone had opened her chest and was slowly tearing it from inside her. Ari’s head spun around, eyes wide and filled with tears as she stared at them. Sheba shook her head in denial. “No, you have to, Tilly. He’s my mate. I can’t survive without him.”

      “I know, Sheba, I know,” Tilly said quietly. “But I might have an idea, something that could help me help him. Will you listen and keep an open mind?”

      Sheba latched onto her words as if she were drowning, nodding vigorously. “Yes, anything. Tell me.”

      “You’re Alpha. It might be possible to use your power to help him. I’m just not entirely sure how . . . yet. Let me think about it for a bit.”

      “Think about it?” Sheba almost roared. Her intense concern for her mate got the better of her as her emotions boiled out of control and her claws sprang free from her fingers. Only then did she see Tilly frowning and Ray barking back at her.

      “Sheba! That’s enough! Tilly’s only trying to help. If you hurt her then who the hell is going to help?”

      She tried to rein in her anger. Her fear. Her downright terror for the man lying next to her looking like a corpse. It took long moments before she could think straight, but finally she inhaled a huge deep breath and let it out slowly. “Fine, I’m sorry, but I’m terrified right now and he needs to live, Tilly. Anything else is not an option. So, please, come up with something fast.”

      “I’m trying. I promise I am.” Tilly patted Sheba’s arm. “I’ve heard of cases where a forced mating can help. I’ve also heard cases where a Healer harnesses an Alpha’s power to help with healing, but my notes on those are back in my cabin. I know some powerful Witches who could help too. They’re in town and could be at your place in no time at all. I’m just trying to think of the best thing to do for you and for him. Oh, by the way, do we know his name?”

      Sheba shrugged. “No name, but maybe I should tell you that he’s not a Wolf. He’s a Lion.”

      Tilly whistled, a grin on her face. “A lion, huh? Well that changes things a little. They’re stronger than Wolves. Sorry, folks, I don’t mean to upset any of you but that’s just a fact.”

      Ari squealed, clapping her hands. “A freaking Lion, awesome!”

      “Ari.” Ray scowled over at her. “He’s still injured and lying back there next to death’s door.”

      “Oh, right, sorry.”

      Sheba ignored her friend. Ari would be Ari no matter the situation.

      “Ray, how long ‘til we’re back at camp?” Tilly asked as she started to dress the many wounds on the patient.

      “Be about forty minutes’ tops. If I can get us there quicker then I will.”

      “I see.” Tilly turned to Sheba. “I don’t think we have that long. We need to decide what to do. Are you willing to do a forced mating and then use your power to help him heal? Or do you want me to link with you and try to use your power to heal him? Either way we need to decide now because I don’t think he has forty minutes left in him, Sheba. His heart is slowing and his skin is losing color, both of those signs tell me his body is closing down. I don’t think we can wait much longer far less until we return to camp. I know this is a hard decision but it’s your decision to make and only yours. What do you want to do?”
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      How on earth could she make a decision like this? And with no time to think? She couldn’t do it, she just couldn’t . . . only she had to.

      It was her mate that was dying before her. His body covered in wounds inflicted by rogue Wolves on her land. His face pale as snow, skin clammy to the touch and if she didn’t decide and make the right decision . . . then he’d be too far gone and she’d lose him forever. Fuck. Fuck. And, fuck again!

      “Ray? What do I do?” She turned to her best friend, her Beta. The one she always turned to when faced with impossible decisions. The person who always helped her when her back was up against the wall and she had nowhere else to turn.

      His eyes met hers in the rear-view mirror, sad eyes that were full of sorrow and pain as was his voice. “Little one, this is one time I cannot help you. I wish I could. I truly wish I could. He is your mate and only you can decide what to do. All I’ll say is look inside your heart and listen to it, and your Wolf, and then you’ll know what to do.”

      Ari stifled a sob, grabbing a tissue from the glove compartment before completely breaking down. Ray reached over and pulled her to his side, comforting her as was his role as Beta. Ari clung to him, her face against his massive chest as he drove one handed, as Sheba turned to face Tilly.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she pleaded with the Healer.

      “I second what Ray said. Look inside yourself, Sheba.”

      Sheba placed a hand on her mate’s chest, then one on her own, feeling both of their hearts beating, then closed her eyes. Slowing her breathing, she closed out everything else, the noise of the engine, the heartbeats of everyone else in the vehicle, the sound of the tires on the gravel track . . . everything. She focused on the Lion, entirely, completely, and shut out everything else. Sheba saw the majestic beast in her mind, as she had on more than one occasion, but this time her white Wolf was there too, running by its side. The Lion turned, making a chuffing sound before nudging her Wolf then running its raspy tongue along her muzzle. The animals then loped off together, disappearing into a forest, a loud roar followed by her own Wolf’s howl sounding loudly as the scene disintegrated, leaving her breathless and knowing what she had to do.

      Opening her eyes, she gave Tilly a nod. “I’m claiming this Lion as mine. He’s my mate and I won’t go another moment without having him as mine. Just tell me how we do it and walk me through everything.”

      “I’ll certainly do that, Alpha. And once that’s done you can help to heal him, but I must caution you not to use too much of your own strength to aid him. I don’t want you to weaken yourself too much. Okay?”

      “I think you misunderstood, Healer,” Sheba said firmly. “I’ll do whatever it takes to heal him, so don’t stand in my way. You won’t like the consequences if you do. This decision is simple. We live together. Or we die together.”

      “Sheba!” Ray warned. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I’m doing what any mate would do, Ray.”

      “Oh fuck!” Ari wailed again, grabbing a tighter hold of Ray.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Ray grumbled.

      “Let’s get started,” Sheba ordered and Tilly instructed her exactly on what to do.

      Turned out it was easier than she expected. Forced exchange of blood, claimed him as hers, and voila he was her mate. It wasn’t a full mating. That would come later when he could mark her as his and they would seal their mating with the usual long love-filled days locked away together. But she’d marked him, and they’d exchanged blood so she could now help him and that’s all that mattered.

      Sheba lay down next to him, her arm over his chest, and poured her power into his body as Tilly set up a drip to aid with his blood loss. It wasn’t long until she could see a slight change in the pallor of his face. It was no longer the color of a corpse, thank goodness. And it wasn’t long after that when Tilly told her to ease up . . . not a fucking chance. Sheba carried on, and on, until her muscles ached, her head felt as if it were about to burst, and her eyes drooped as she fell into darkness.

      Her last thought was . . . she hoped she’d done enough to save her mate. If not then she hoped she’d done enough to join him in the hunting grounds.

      Either way, they’d be together and that’s the one, and only, thing she wanted.
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      “Please, please wake up.” A soft plea made it through the haze of Sheba’s mind, tearing her from the warmth of her sleep.

      “What? Leave me be, for goodness sakes. Can’t a girl sleep in around here?” she grumbled, slowing coming awake to find herself snuggled against a long, hard body.

      She jerked, sitting up quickly and regretting it immediately as a bout of dizziness struck. Her hand shot to her head and the voice rose in alarm. “Oh shoot, no, don’t do that. Lie back down or Tilly will kick my ass!”

      “Ari? What’s going on?”

      “Sheba, please lie down before Tilly comes in or she’ll kill me,” Ari pleaded.

      Sheba did so, gently, and felt better immediately, opening her eyes slowly to find herself in the master bedroom of the Alpha cabin. “What’s going on? Why am I not in my own room?”

      Then she felt the body again and turned to find . . . her mate. And everything rushed back in like a tsunami and she knew why she’d been moved into the master bedroom. The one she’d never taken residence of since her father’s death. “Oh hell! I’ve got a mate! And he’s here with me so I guess he’s made it. Ari, tell me is he going to be okay?”

      Ari leaned forward from the chair she was sitting on at the side of the bed, grinning like an idiot. “Yes, you’ve got a mate and yes, it looks like he’s going to be okay. Tilly says you gave him almost all of your power and it saved him. But, and I’ve gotta tell you, your mom, Ray, and Tilly are kinda mad at you . . . and so am I. What were you thinking? We almost lost you, Sheba. I was so scared!”

      Sheba turned back to her friend, shrugging. “It’s hard to describe, Ari, but it was a case of, if he went then I was going with him.”

      “What? But you’d only just met him! That’s insane!”

      “I know but a soul-mate is different to just an ordinary guy. It’s impossible to explain. Just wait until you meet yours and then you’ll know.” Sheba looked around, licking her lips. “My throat is as dry as the desert. Can I get some water?”

      “Sure.” Ari jumped up, going to the dresser and pouring a glass from the pitcher. She stuck a straw in and came back. “Tilly says you’ve just to take small sips, and I’m to call her soon as you wake up so she can check you out.”

      “Pfft.” Sheba waved that away. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Whatever,” Ari replied. “But I’m not getting on the wrong side of her and your mom is downstairs waiting too. She’s hardly slept or eaten and she’s been so worried.”

      “Hardly slept or eaten? Ari, just how long have I been here?” Sheba asked.

      “It’s been four days.” Ari rose, opening the door and shouting for Sheba’s mother.

      “How’s the Pack? Have the rogues been dealt with? Is there anything I need to know? Where’s Ray? I need to speak with him.”

      “Pack is fine and the renegades have been run off, or rather, most are dead and the rest are gone. Ray’s been dealing with everything else and the only thing you need to know is Hoyt is dead.”

      Sheba sat back up, her head spinning again. “What? Hoyt’s dead? What the fuck, Ari? What happened?”

      “Well, it looks like he was in league with the renegades, telling them where to go and how to evade our patrols. He was also the one laying bear traps so when this all came out, well, let’s just say that Ray and he had a little difference of opinion, and Hoyt’s no longer with us.”

      “Hell, I knew that one was a bad apple, but if I had an inkling what he was up to I would’ve ripped his throat out.” Sheba couldn’t believe how low the rat had sunk.

      “I know. Apparently, he was using some kind of brew he’d gotten from the rogues which masked his deceit from us, but when they were taken out, he couldn’t get more of the stuff and his deceit was revealed.” Ari shrugged. “Serves him right for turning on the Pack.”

      “Yes, it does. I’m just annoyed it wasn’t me that dealt with him.”

      Her mom arrived then, her face white and pinched as she stuck her head in the door. “Sheba! Are you all right? I’ve called Tilly but she’s in town picking up some supplies. She said she’ll call in when she gets back.”

      “I’m fine but I’m hungry. May I have something to eat?”

      “Yes, of course. Tilly said you’d be ravenous so I’m prepared, honey. I’ll be right back.”

      “Prepared is putting it mildly.” Ari giggled. “She’s had a ton of food ready every day and night. When you didn’t wake she gave it away and started over.”

      “Heck, I feel bad now.” Sheba plumped up her pillows, sneaking glances at the still sleeping body next to her. “What’s Tilly saying about him?”

      “His wounds have healed and she says he’ll wake when he’s good and ready, just like she said about you. Not the wounds part, the waking part.”

      “I see,” Sheba said quietly, her hand reaching over to hold one of his.

      “Girl, he is one hot potato!”

      “You should see his Lion, Ari. It’s so regal and majestic. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s freaking huge! It makes Ray’s Wolf look like a puppy dog.”

      “What? No . . . really?” Ari gasped, sitting forward again with eyes wide as saucers.

      “Yeah, his claws are like kitchen knives and even with a bear trap on his leg, he’d fought off a load of Wolves. I think I counted eight dead when I got there and he was still ready to fight more, even with all his wounds. It was surreal, Ari, fucking amazing.”

      “No! How could he do that? He must be superhuman . . . oh wait. Shit, you know what I mean. And he’s not too shabby to look at either!” Ari laughed again, her cheeks blushing.

      “Yeah, I know, and yes, he is something else. I can’t wait to get to know him properly.”

      “Me too,” he said, his eyes opening with a sparkle and a smile on his face.

      Sheba flushed, her hand hitting his chest playfully. “How long have you been listening in?”

      “Long enough,” he replied, pushing himself up into a sitting position. “Hi.”

      “Hi yourself.”

      Ari gave him a wave. “Hi!”

      He looked over briefly. “Hi,” he said before his eyes found Sheba’s again. “My mate.”

      “Yes.” Sheba’s mouth dried up, nerves and excitement taking over.

      “And my savior. The white Wolf who swooped in and saved my ass, along with that huge black beast.”

      “Ray, my Beta. He was with me when we came looking for you.”

      He frowned, cocking his head to the side, his black hair falling over his forehead. “Looking for me? How did you know where to find me, or to even look for me for that matter?”

      Sheba’s face blushed completely scarlet this time, her eyes dropping, but his hand reached over, lifting her face so their eyes locked. “Tell me.”

      “I’d been a little . . . off color, so Ray made me see our Healer and she told me I had something called the Hunger . . .”

      “Holy shit,” he interrupted. “You had the Hunger? Damn.”

      “I assume you’ve heard of it?”

      “Yes, indeed I have. It’s rare, but it’s been talked of by our Elders. So your Healer explained you had to go find your mate?”

      “Yes, and I’d already had glimpses of a Lion and then when I allowed my Wolf free rein she just took off like a rocket and well, she led me right to you. I’m sorry we were a little late, if I’d listened earlier, we would’ve gotten there sooner, and . . .”

      His eyes sparkled brighter, leaning in closer until their foreheads touched. “You got there right when you were meant to. You saved my life.”

      And then his lips covered hers in a kiss that was one filled with desire, love, passion, and completely full of a mate staking their claim.

      Sheba faintly heard Ari usher her mother from the room. “Hmm, maybe now’s not the time. I think they’re a little busy. Just leave the tray by the door.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Sheba’s body was aflame with passion, desire, and pure unadulterated lust. His hands were playing her body like a master playing a violin and she was loving every damn second. Her breath caught in her throat as he dipped a finger inside her, coating it with her juices then sliding it up and around her oh so sensitive nub.

      Damn, that felt so good, she was going to come right then and there if he didn’t stop. His tongue darted inside her mouth, tangling with hers before his teeth nibbled on her bottom lip. He moved his head back and she actually groaned aloud as he broke contact, a smile tugging his lips up as he gazed down at her. “I want to watch you while I make you come for the first time, baby.”

      His free hand reached up behind her head, tangling in her hair to hold her in place, his hand at her mound working sheer magic. My god! How many fingers did the man have? It seemed like far too many. One was on her clit, doing miraculous things, while others were inside stroking her in ways she’d never been caressed before. All in all, she knew she was going to fall apart into a thousand pieces before she could take another breath.

      “Come for me.” He smiled down at her, a smile that told her he knew exactly what he was doing to her, and that was all it took to send her spiraling into a chasm of pleasure so intense her body shook from head to toe as her heart almost exploded in her chest.

      His tongue ran across her throat, down her chest to take a nipple into his mouth. “Holy hell!” she gasped. Wasn’t he going to allow her to recover? Apparently not.

      “I sense I am somehow bound to you?” he whispered softly around her breast.

      “Yes,” she gasped. “It was the only way to save you.”

      “Thank you,” he replied. “But now we must do things properly. We must do this as we should have.”

      “Yes,” she gasped again, thrusting her hips up toward him.

      “Eager, aren’t you?”

      “Yes!” she said with much more force this time.

      Lifting his head, he quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t know your name?”

      “Sheba.”

      “Sheba.” It rolled off his tongue like a caress. “My Queen.”

      The childhood taunt stung, and she pushed at his shoulders roughly. “Don’t call me that!”

      “What?”

      “I don’t like it. Queen of Sheba!” She used the sing song voice that had haunted her for so many years. “Anyone that calls me that faces my anger. No matter who it is.”

      “I didn’t call you that,” he replied calmly, his head dipping to take her nipple inside his mouth again briefly. “I called you, My Queen, and My Queen, you are. You forget I am a Lion and we do not have Alphas. We have a King and a Queen. You, Sheba are My Queen, and when we are alone you will always be My Queen.”

      Her anger left her. Not only left her but she now felt embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t aware of that. I don’t . . .”

      “Shh.” He nibbled on her taut bud.

      “Wait,” she managed to say. “What’s your name?”

      He bit down briefly before mumbling something she couldn’t hear. “What?” she asked.

      Looking up, he frowned. “No jokes. Okay?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”

      “My name is Fox.”

      She bit her lip. She had to! “Fox. Really? That’s your name?”

      “Yes. My mother said I was so dang cute when I was born that the name just fit. And like you, I’ve had my share of problems because of it. Luckily for me, I’m a big ass Lion and can take care of anyone who has a problem with it.”

      “Well, I love it.” Sheba grinned. “I really do. Fox. It’s cool and now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, could you possibly get back to doing what you were a moment ago? Because I have to say you have a gift for that!”

      “Anything to please you, My Queen.” Fox chuckled, dipping his head to take her nipple back into his mouth and lavish it once more.

      “Oh, wait, one more question.” Sheba sighed as he released her breast again. “We mark our mates by biting them here.” She placed a hand on his neck. “What do Lions do?”

      He placed his hand on her hip. “We use our claws and mark here, but it’s more than that. When we do it we share our pheromones with our mate. It means there’s no mistaking that we’re mated. Our scents will mingle and everyone will know that you are mine.”

      “I see.” Sheba shrugged. “That sounds okay. Will it leave a permanent mark?”

      “Yes, it scars. It does fade in time but there is always a mark. Does that bother you?”

      “No. Our marks are permanent too so that’s not a problem for me.”

      “Good, now, can we get back to what we were doing because my balls are going to turn blue if we don’t.”

      Sheba gave him a smile, her eyes full of her desire. “Yes, I’d like that.”

      “Good, because I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you. You’re the most beautiful creature the Goddess has created, My Queen.”

      His hand reached down, his fingers dancing around her slick folds eliciting a soft moan from her lips. “I’m going to worship you as only a Queen should be worshipped, from this day for eternity.”

      “Hmm, that sounds like a plan,” Sheba gasped as he moved down, his lips caressing her where a moment before his hand had been. Lordy! She was in heaven.

      She gripped the sheets tightly as he went to work, his strong hands opening her thighs, spreading her wide as pleasure rippled through her. He worked her slowly, long licks from her ass to her clit, then dipping inside as he lapped at her juices. A rumble in his chest as he did so brought her head up to watch him and his eyes sought hers as another growl sounded from him. He leaned away, licking his lips. “You taste superb. I could eat you all day long but I need to be inside you, Sheba. My beast craves to claim you as ours. I cannot wait any longer.”

      Sheba reached down, snagging her fingers in his hair and tugging him up. “I want that too, Fox. My Wolf is howling so loudly I can barely think.”

      Fox’s body towered over her, his forearms at either side of her head and his hands cupping her face as his eyes locked with hers. “I take thee as My Queen, for now and forever, in this world and the next. We will run here and in the hunting grounds, side by side for eternity, Sheba. If you will have me?”

      Sheba’s body reacted to his pledge and plea. Her heart swelling and her throat closing with emotion, tears welling in her eyes with unadulterated happiness. “I will have you, Fox. I take you, for now and forever. I claim you as my mate. To stand by my side. To protect you and shelter you, in this world and the next. I will love you for eternity, my gift from the Goddess, my one, my only, my soul-mate.”

      Fox raised an eyebrow. “Protect?”

      “I am Alpha,” she replied. “I will always protect you, it’s part of the deal.”

      “I don’t need protecting, Sheba.” He scowled. “I can fight my own battles.”

      “I’m well aware of that.” She smiled. “I saw that with my own eyes, but I am still Alpha and I protect every last member of my Pack . . . including you, especially you.”

      Fox’s scowl deepened. “All I ask is that you don’t interfere if there are any incidents. I can stand on my own two feet. Or paws. Whatever the case might be. I won’t stand behind your position, Sheba. I won’t hide behind you. That’s not the kind of man I am, so don’t expect that of me because if you do, then we’ll have problems.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to, but it depends on the situation. You also have to respect my position as Alpha. There’ll be situations where it wouldn’t be right for you to step in, especially if it’s a direct challenge against my status. So we will decide on things as they arise. Agreed?”

      Fox sighed. “I agree, reluctantly.”

      “Good, now can we finish our mating? You’re leaving me hanging here, Fox.”

      His smile returned, his hard length pressing against her. “I think we can do that. I just hope I don’t hurt you too much.”

      Sheba’s lips tugged up in a smirk. “You’re being a little arrogant there, buster.”

      Fox shook his head, pressing himself against her again. “I don’t mean with this. I mean with these.”

      He held his hand up and she saw claws erupting from his fingers . . . long razor-sharp talons that looked deadly. “Oh shit,” she mumbled.

      “I’ll try and make it quick.” He leaned down, kissing her passionately at the same time as his cock entered her with a long, hard thrust.

      All coherent thoughts left her mind as pleasure washed over her body. She’d never felt so completely alive or aroused as she did at that moment. It was as if every cell in her body suddenly came alive at his touch. As if she’d been waiting on him her entire life . . . and in a sense, she had. That was the whole point. The Goddess’ gift . . . her soul-mate.

      Now she understood. Now she got it. Now she was in heaven. Now she drifted away into euphoria as Fox lifted her higher and higher until she floated free on a cloud of pure ecstasy.

      A sharp sting barely made it through the haze of sensations but as yet another orgasm ripped through her, Sheba clutched hold of Fox’s head, biting deep into his shoulder and finally marking him as hers. Her head falling back in a roar of pleasure but also one that alerted the entire Pack that their Alpha had sealed her mating. Her head buzzing with jubilation and a joy that would take days . . . no, weeks to pass.

      All she wanted was to stay right here, locked up in the room, and in bed with her mate for days to savor his luscious body and his expert ministrations. Boy, could she get used to those!

      She wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon and god help anyone who tried to interrupt them.
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      Sheba trailed a finger down Fox’s chest, going lower until his hand shot out to cover hers. “Hey, you better stop or we won’t get out of bed,” he drawled.

      “That’s what I was hoping.” She smiled, leaning over to pepper his skin with kisses.

      “I thought today was the day we were to finally leave the room and you were going to show me the camp?”

      “One more day won’t hurt.” Sheba frowned, not wanting to share him just yet, or her concerns as to why.

      “Ray has called you on the hour, every hour, for the past two days, Sheba. I think we need to join the land of the living again.” Fox lifted her hand, kissing the palm. “Come on, we can shower together and I promise it won’t be a quick one. How’s that for a compromise?”

      She grinned up at him, her eyes twinkling. “How can I refuse such an offer?”

      “But after that we need to dress and resume normal life. All right?”

      “I guess,” Sheba replied, pouting.

      “No pouting. You’re Alpha and the Pack needs you. Come on, get that delectable ass out of bed, My Queen.”

      “Can I admit something?” Sheba stayed where she was, nibbling her bottom lip, worried that he’d be upset . . . or worse by what she was about to say.

      “Finally!” Fox sat up, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “I wondered when you’d finally let me in on it. You think I don’t know something’s bothering you? I know you’ve been worried, but I won’t press you, and I won’t use our new mind-link thing either to eavesdrop, and by the way that’s a little freaky. So, come on, spill.”

      “I’m scared that some of the Pack won’t be happy I’m not mated to a Wolf, that’s first, and then I’m worried that some of the wiseasses will make remarks about your name and cause arguments. I don’t want drama on our first day and, well, that’s why I’ve been putting it off.”

      “I sorta guessed the bit about my name, Sheba. I get that a lot within the Shifter community. It’s why I stay away.” Fox gave her a lopsided smile. “Unless I want to release some steam, then I go looking for them and I’m sure to get into a fight or two. But I didn’t know you were worried about being mated to me.”

      “I’m not!” she exclaimed. “Don’t ever think I am. I don’t have a problem with you being a Lion, Fox. Please don’t think that. You’re magnificent. But I’m the first female Alpha of this Pack. Shoot, it’s been hard proving myself because of that fact alone. And there’s some purists here that look down on inter-species matings, although we do have some. I’ve been working to change things and it’s slow going. But for the Alpha to have mated a Lion, I’m just not sure how it will go. I might be worrying about nothing, maybe everything will be fine. I just don’t know.”

      “First things first. My name, I’m used to dealing with that. So, if it comes up I’ll deal with it. The inter-species thing, now that’s different. I’m not sure how you want to handle that. I’m more than willing to deal with that too. I can take on any of your Wolves. You know I can. You’ve seen what I’m capable of and no Wolf can stand against me. But, and this fucking pains me to say, but as Alpha, it might be your place to deal with. But, and this depends on the situation, if there’s more than one, that’s where we stand together to deal with it. Nobody in their right mind would go up against us both . . . agreed?”

      Sheba thought about what he’d said, and it sounded fair. “Hey, you’re not just a pretty face, are you?”

      “Nope, I also have a brain.” He laughed, throwing the covers off and getting out of bed, showing his glorious naked body. “Now, let’s shower and go kick some butt.”
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      Ray stood waiting on them as they arrived downstairs, his face inscrutable as always. Stepping forward he grasped Fox’s hand in a firm grip. “Welcome to the Dark Moon Pack, Alpha.”

      Fox returned the handshake, smiling. “Thank you, and thanks for saving my hide. You’re one impressive Wolf.”

      Ray grinned, shaking his head. “Think nothing of it. You’re the one that impressed me that day. Holding your own against those rogues with a trap on your leg was the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. I’m glad to see you’ve recovered.”

      “Thanks, but I didn’t really have a lot of choice in the matter. It was fight or die and I didn’t want to die.” Fox shrugged.

      “I hear ya,” Ray replied, turning to Sheba. “We need to talk, Sheba.”

      “Good or bad news?” she asked as she walked toward the kitchen, the smell of bacon calling to her.

      “Bit of both.” Ray and Fox following. “As you know, we got rid of the rogues. Not just from our land. We’ve worked with the surrounding Packs and helped them to oust the lot of them. But, I’ve heard a few rumblings within the Pack . . . about Fox here. I thought I’d give you a heads up before you went out.”

      “Shit, just what I need.” Sheba sat down. “Well, I refuse to deal with it on an empty stomach.”

      Fox chuckled as her mother rushed around producing a veritable feast. “Jeez, there’s enough here to feed an army.”

      “It’s nothing, eat up, and it’s nice to see you two out and dressed for once.”

      “That’s my fault,” Sheba said, shrugging. “I wanted to put off all this bullshit for as long as I could.”

      Ray snagged a plate, piling it high with food. “Thanks, Alisha, I’ve already eaten but who could say no to your cooking?”

      “Aww, shush, Ray. You couldn’t say no to anybody’s cooking!”

      “Hey, I’m not greedy, I’m just always hungry,” Ray quipped back as he started to eat.

      Fox filled his own plate then looked at Ray. “Is it going to be bad for Sheba? I hate to be the cause of any problems for her.”

      “It is what it is, Fox. You are her mate, plain and simple. We stand together on this, as do most of the Pack. There’s always a few that are stuck in their backward ways. Sheba, if I may make a suggestion?”

      Sheba stopped with a piece of bacon right at her lips. “Sure.”

      “You can make up your own mind, of course, but unless something is directed to you specifically, I’d let Fox deal with things. He’s new here and has to make his stamp in the Pack, as not only your mate, but as his place as Alpha. That means he’s going to be tested as such, and with you being the first female Alpha, this is new territory for everyone. You and I have seen him in his Shifter form, we know how he looks . . . fucking huge and deadly to boot. Maybe the Pack needs to see that too. In my mind, the sooner the better. That might shut them up once and for all.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Fox said firmly. “I’m ready to deal with anything anyone says or does. I’ve dealt with a lot in my time, Ray, so a few barbs won’t faze me, but I’m more than willing to put on a show to get people to back off, from me and Sheba. But, I need you to know something, I’m Sheba’s mate and she is Alpha, first and foremost. I’ll support her at all times, but I don’t want to rule this Pack. Just want that to be clear to everyone, especially you.”

      “I’m aware of that, Fox” Ray gave Fox a sly look. “Sheba would never have mated with a man that wanted to rule over her…or the Pack.”

      Fox chuckled. “I can see why you two are best friends, and why you’re Beta, and I think the sooner we put a stop to any rumblings in the Pack, the better.”

      Alisha walked past, patting Fox’s shoulder. “I, for one, can’t wait to see your Lion.”

      Fox looked over at Sheba, giving her a wink. “I’ll try and let everyone know that they can’t mess around with either of us. If they do, then they’ll find out soon enough that neither one of us will put up with any shit. Right, Sheba?”

      Sheba had listened to them talking, mulling everything over and came to a decision. “If there is no direct confrontation to me then I’ll let it slide and allow you to deal with it, Fox. But I’m telling you, if there is even an inclination that they think I’m not a fit Alpha then I’ll be the one to step in and I do not want you involved. I’ve worked too damn hard to gain the Pack’s respect to lose it now just because I’ve got a man by my side. I love you, you know I do, but I won’t let our love rule my head when it comes to ruling the Pack.”

      Ray’s head spun quickly to Fox who pursed his lips then nodded. “Fair point. I can’t say I understand the politics within a Wolf Pack because within a Pride it’s not unusual to have a Queen rule. So if it’s been difficult for you then I’m truly sorry for that. I’ll always have your back, Sheba. Don’t ever think I won’t, but we’ve discussed this, and you know I don’t want your position. I have no desire to take over but I will support you anyway I can, as a mate should. You’re aware that my expertise lies in other areas and that’s where I’ll be looking to help expand the Pack and its holdings.”

      “What’s your expertise?” Ray cut in.

      “IT, computers and stuff like that. For instance, we should get a website set up to showcase Lunar and get some more business that way. Also, I’ve got ideas for specialized hunting trips for high-end businessmen, again with a site to promote it and I’ve got some contacts that can help. The waterfall is a great location for that . . . I’m not suggesting a huge building project. Maybe three cabins at most, set back in the trees so the landscape isn’t ruined, but the area is ripe for the type of thing I have in mind, especially the waterfall itself. It can be used for abseiling and rock climbing. It would go down a bomb with city guys and they’d pay a king’s ransom to do it. It could bring in a ton of money for the Pack and we could put a cap on the time it’s allowed. Say three months out of the year, so it doesn’t impact too heavily on the area, or the Pack. Those are just a couple of ideas I’ve had, but I’ve got several more.”

      Ray whistled through his teeth, sitting back in his chair and looking at Fox hard. “Wow, those are good ideas. The website for Lunar sounds great and the cabins at the waterfall, so long as it doesn’t ruin the area, well, yeah, those sound good too.”

      “Just a start, but this area is stunning and the Pack could be making a lot more than it is just now with some tweaks here and there and a little work.” Fox shrugged. “I have some other ideas too but if we start with those then we can see what happens.”

      Sheba finished the bacon she’d been enjoying before joining the conversation again, wiping her fingers and pushing her plate away. “First, we need to sort out the stupid asses in the Pack and get back to normal. Then we can see about the other stuff.”

      Ray stood. “Dion is aware you’ll be out and about today so he and his men are sticking around, just in case, and I won’t be far away either.”

      Fox finished his coffee, giving Ray a nod. “It’s appreciated but I think I’ve got this.”

      “I think you do too. See you later.” Ray gave them a two-finger salute then left out the back door, thanking her mom as he did. “Thanks for the breakfast, Alisha. I might pop in later for a snack.”

      “Always welcome, Ray.” Alisha laughed. “That man could eat all day long and still be hungry.”

      “Are you ready?” Fox asked as he got up, holding a hand out to Sheba.

      “What would you say if I said no?”

      “I’d tell you to get your ass up out of that chair anyway.” He grinned.

      “Well, I suppose I better say yes then.” She dragged herself up, grasping his hand tightly. “Guess we should go face them and get it over with.”

      “Yes, guess we should.” Fox pulled her to his side, leaning down and covering her lips with his for a quick kiss before whispering, “It’ll be all right, My Queen.”

      “I hope so.” She prayed he was right. She’d worked too damn hard to make it to where she was and now everything hung in the balance . . . again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The sun shone brightly as they stepped onto the porch, Fox’s hold on her hand tightening as he felt her unease grow. Damn, he was reacting to their mating link. He could feel her emotions and he sensed how nervous she was. She was an expert at hiding that from everyone. For him to know it was disconcerting and she wasn’t entirely sure she liked it.

      “It’s all right, Sheba. I’m with you and it’s going to be fine.” His thumb circling on her skin and calming her. Shoot, that felt good.

      She looked up at him and saw his eyes twinkling mischievously. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      “Just a little.” Fox shrugged. “They’ve no idea of the show I’m about to put on for the first idiot that crosses me.”

      She patted at his chest, trying not to laugh. “Can you do a great big roar for me? A really big one?”

      “I surely can,” he said, lowering his voice further. “My Queen.”

      Her insides quivered. The insult that usually brought her to anger now produced nothing but arousal when dripping from his lips. “Not in public, Fox!”

      “Why?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, wait, I know.” He laughed loudly. “Sorry.”

      “Come on.” She pulled him after her, down the stairs and toward the first people she saw, smiling as she went, raising her hand in greeting as she passed.

      They waved and smiled, but that was all. Wonderful. On they went, with more people coming out to see the Alpha’s mate. Some stopped to say hello and be introduced. Some gaped, some seemed awestruck, but so far there were no bad vibes. Thank goodness. But it didn’t last, not for long anyway.

      And the person who caused the problem was the last person she expected: Tucker Ball.

      Tucker wasn’t a youngster, he was an older Wolf who helped Tilly collect herbs and supplies, and generally assisted the Healer. He was respectful to Sheba, or had been up until now. But right now, he was standing in front of them with a weird look on his face as Sheba smiled at him.

      “Morning, Tucker, how’s things?”

      Tucker looked between Sheba and Fox, then back at Sheba. “I’m fine.”

      “This is Fox, my mate.”

      Tucker looked directly into Fox’s eyes and shit on a fucking brick, the look of distaste was plain to see. Sheba straightened, her fingers digging into Fox’s hand, but he loosened his hold on her hand, as Tucker cocked his head to the side. “Fox, that’s a weird name, ‘specially if I heard right and you’re a Lion and not a Wolf. Is that right?”

      Fox locked eyes with Tucker and nodded. “You heard right. Why? Is that a problem?”

      Tucker’s mouth puckered, his nose crinkled also as if he’d smelt something utterly disgusting and Sheba had to force herself to stay in place and not smack him in the face. “Our Alpha here should have a Wolf by her side.”

      “Is that right?” Fox sneered. “And why is that? Because you’re bigger, badder, stronger? Is that what you think? ‘Cause if that’s what you think I’m pretty fucking sure I can change your mind, Tucker.”

      Sheba’s eyes were locked on the two of them but she sure as hell heard the heartbeats of others that had arrived to watch the spectacle unfold. Obviously, word had gotten around about Tucker’s ideas about her mate and as soon as he’d approached, everyone had been expecting a showdown. Well, now they were gonna get one!

      Tucker took a small step forward and that’s when Fox released her hand and she stepped away, not only that but she turned to the people behind them and motioned them away. “You better get back guys.”

      They looked at her a little confused but did as she said as Fox started to undress. “You want to see who’s standing by your Alpha’s side, Tucker? Well, lemme show you! And if you want to show me your Wolf too, then go ahead and we’ll see who’s fit to be by Sheba’s side!”

      Sheba suppressed her smile, keeping her face neutral as Tucker pulled off his own clothes, anger on his face as he did so. She heard more than a few comments from the now large crowd regarding Fox’s naked body, her head spinning and a few snarls erupting in the general direction of said comments to shut them up. Until both men stood naked and Fox waved Tucker back.

      “Sorry, but I need some more room. You’re forgetting something, Tucker, I’m not a Wolf. I’m a fucking Lion.”

      Tucker frowned but did as he was told before they both initiated their transformations. Fox’s was seamless, beautiful, glorious and Tucker’s took longer, but in the end, there stood a large grey Wolf and an enormous and outstanding Lion with claws that were larger than the Wolf’s paws. Tucker’s beast backed away, cowering in fear, tail tucked between its legs as it slinked further to the ground.

      Fox’s Lion lifted one huge paw and brought it crashing down to the ground, claws out and digging into the earth to send great clods of dirt to fly up all around. The crowd gasped, some even screamed, with others yelling and clapping, and the best was yet to come. Sheba’s hands shot to her ears, covering them as Fox’s head reared back, his magnificent mane flying all around and let out a mammoth roar that shook the nearby trees branches, causing birds to take flight in fear and terrifying those closest to him. Some even dropped to their knees and trembled. And as for Tucker? Well, he turned tail and raced away as if the Devil himself was chasing him.

      Sheba couldn’t help but grin, looking over to see Ray leaning on the side of a cabin, arms crossed and smiling so wide his pearly white teeth were shining as bright as the sun. Dion was beside him, his eyes wide as saucers and his mouth hanging wide open until Ray reached over and chucked under his chin, closing Dion’s mouth as he laughed loudly. That’s when Sheba saw her mother and Ari standing on the porch, both of them smiling, and Ari clapping her hands as if she’d just been to the dang circus.

      As the noise of the crowd settled down Sheba walked over to her mate, running her hand through his mane. “Now, guys, if anyone else has a problem with Fox, please step forward and I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to deal with you.” She paused. “What? No? Nobody else? This is your one, your only chance, because if I hear of any other bullshit I won’t be happy and I’m pretty sure Fox won’t be either, will you, darling?”

      Fox played his part, pulling back his lips and allowing everyone a good view of his gigantic teeth. Ones that could rip any Wolf in two easily. “See, that was easy. Now, let’s get back to what we were doing before Tucker was so dang rude!”

      People started to disperse, although some hung around, watching as Fox paraded around for a few moments longer until Sheba gave him a tug on his mane. “I think you’ve made your point, but I’d rather you didn’t transform here. There’s too many waiting to see your naked body again and I’m feeling a little possessive right now. Why don’t we go somewhere more private?”

      She picked up his clothes and started to walk toward the forest but he nudged her thigh. “What?”

      His large head spun around toward his back and then nudged her again. “What? You want me to ride you?”

      Fox’s mane shook as he dipped his head in assent. Sheba shook her head. “No, don’t be silly,” she said, even as her heart sped up at the thought of doing so.

      Again, he nudged her, refusing to move. “Really? You want me to get on your back right here in front of everyone?”

      Yet again, he dipped his head. “Oh hell.” She looked at him, the sheer size of him and lowered her voice. “You’re fucking huge. If I make an ass of myself in front of everyone I’ll kill you.”

      As soon as she spoke he dropped down, lying flat so that his back was now level with her hip. Damn, he was immense. “I’ll be holding on to that mane of yours, so if it hurts it’s your own fault.”

      Placing his clothes on his back, she then tied the laces of his boots together and placed them over him before swinging her leg over and sat on top of his clothes to, hopefully, keep them where they were. If they fell off then it was his problem. “Don’t move until I get hold and don’t run either. I don’t want to look a fool in front of everyone.”

      Sheba’s heart was racing, with excitement and a good dollop of fear as she tangled her fingers in his thick mane. Goodness it was far denser than she’d thought so. She held on for dear life, then whispered, “Okay, slowly, Fox.”

      He rose up, and suddenly she realized just how large he was. She felt as if she were miles away from the ground as he started to pad away. Many gaping eyes following her as they left. After only a short while she felt settled on his back, comfortable even, and once they were away from prying eyes she relaxed. “Wow, this is cool. Are you sure I’m not hurting you?”

      He chuffed a response that appeared to be a no and then he spoke to her through their link.

      “You’re fine, Sheba.”

      “Hey! Why didn’t you do that earlier instead of nudging me?”

      “Much more fun that way. Anyway, you feel good on me. Wanna go faster?”

      Sheba didn’t have to think about it, not now. “Hell yeah, just don’t let me fall and break something.”

      “Never!”
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      Holding on for dear life as they sped through the forest, Sheba had never felt anything so exhilarating in her life. She could feel every muscle’s movement beneath her as her mate’s Lion ran and weaved expertly around any obstacle in their path.

      She noted how he picked a route that evaded low hanging branches to avoid swiping her from his back, but she still had to lower her head once or twice to stop from getting batted in the face. Her blood pumped through her as adrenaline flooded her, not unlike it had the last time she’d ridden a rollercoaster with Ari. It was exhilarating and the most exciting thing she’d ever done in her entire life.

      Who the hell ever got to ride the back of an overgrown Lion? Nobody . . . ever! Yet, here she was stampeding through her land and enjoying every second of it with not an ounce of fear in her system. She leaned forward, laying her face on the thick, soft mane and loosened her grip long enough to wrap her arms around his neck. “I love you, Fox!” she yelled. “Now find us a secluded spot so I can show you.”

      His paws slowed, from a hard pounding on the ground to a slow padding, and he veered back to a small copse of trees they’d passed a few minutes earlier. She stayed in her position, low, hugging him, her face wrapped in his bushy mane, inhaling his scent. It was intoxicating and erotic. She’d know it anywhere and she’d be able to scent him for miles, find him no matter where he was, and that’s just how she liked it.

      He was hers and hers alone. Nobody could doubt that now and the Pack would never question her, or her mate ever again. She was ecstatically happy and so aroused by the ride on his back that she ended up giggling like a damn high school girl as he came to a stop and lowered to the ground so she could get off.

      She removed his clothes and noticed his boots were gone. Oh well, tough. At least he’d have clothes. Sheba was still grinning as she started to undress, Fox transforming quickly and striding toward her, his hands stilling her. “Let me, but please, tell me what the heck were you laughing at?”

      “I’m not sure.” She grinned back. “I’m high as a kite. You put Tucker in his place, and by the way, he was the last person I expected us to have a problem with. And the whole Pack was kinda overwhelmed by you. You should’ve seen Dion’s face, it was priceless. The whole thing was surreal and then riding on you was just like a dream. It’s been amazing how today has gone so far. I have to say there’s only one thing that could’ve made it better though.”

      Fox stopped, already having relieved her of her shirt and started on her jeans. “What? Did I forget to do something?”

      “No, no you didn’t. But if we’d stopped once we were out of sight of the Pack, and I had stripped and ridden you naked—boy! I think that would’ve made that fucking mind-blowing! Can we do that? Not right now, ‘cause we have other business to attend to. But another time? Can we?”

      Fox cocked his head, smirking. “I think that can be arranged. So I take it you enjoyed our little jaunt?”

      “Enjoyed it? I freaking loved it.” Sheba pulled him in close, sniffing him. “Your scent is so intoxicating . . . it’s such a turn on it’s going to be hard to actually do a day’s work, Fox. How am I supposed to just go around and do normal stuff when you’re around? Huh? Tell me how I’m to do that?”

      “Wow, if this is what happens, then I’ll take you out every damn day, My Queen.” Fox’s hands made light work of the rest of her clothes then dropped to his knees. “And just for the record, you do the same to me. This,”—he inhaled sharply between her thighs, the soft breaths against her causing her pulse to quicken and her skin to tingle—“drives me insane.”

      “I don’t want soft, or slow, Fox.” Sheba panted, her need for her mate escalating by the second.

      “Fair enough, baby.” A rumble in his chest broke free as he pulled her down, setting her on the soft grass and caging her beneath him, his hands on either side of her head. “Fast and hard it is. Legs up, over my shoulders, Sheba.”

      She wiggled to do as she was told because he refused to move, merely staring hard at her as he licked his lips. When she’d got her legs over his shoulders, his cock pressed at her wet entrance, his eyes hooded with desire. “I fucking love you,” he hissed as he entered her with one firm thrust.

      Her hand reached down between them to where they were joined, splaying her fingers to feel him enter her. His eyes widening as he felt her touch him, his cock entering her harder with each lunge. Rolling her hips so he had even deeper penetration, Sheba moaned before turning her hand to enable her thumb to circle her clit, her tongue darting out to lick her lips. His movements became harder, quicker, their bodies slick as they both rose to a quick release.

      This was a fast coupling, in the outdoors, on their land, beneath a canopy of branches that shaded them from the burning sun. Her release was almost upon her, her chest heaving, breasts bouncing as Fox pounded into her and she knew he was right there with her. She could feel him swell inside her, throbbing with his own desire, his neck straining as he fought to control himself from releasing before her.

      She circled her clit again, faster and felt herself clench around him, her orgasm starting deep inside her as pleasure radiated outward to encompass her entire body. Her hands reached for him, pulling his head down so she could taste his lips, devouring his mouth and plunging her tongue deep inside as he thrust one last time and held himself there as his own release overtook him, his moans lost inside her throat.

      They continued to kiss for long moments after she disentangled her legs, Fox lying on top of her, his comforting weight holding her down as his hands trailed along her sides and they both came down from their high. Sheba moaning when he fell to the side, her leg loping over his and her arms pulling him closer. “Don’t move. I don’t want to go back yet.”

      “Who said anything about going back? I just didn’t want to squash you.”

      “I like you lying on top. I feel . . . secure, safe . . . nice.”

      “And you’d feel numb and sore pretty soon too.” Fox chuckled.

      “Well, maybe,” she conceded.

      They lay for long moments, hands and fingers caressing each other until a question she’d been meaning to ask popped into her head. “Fox, can I ask you something? I should probably have asked my mom, but I keep forgetting.”

      “Go ahead, but if it’s a mom question then I might not be able to help,” he quipped back.

      “What happens if, or when, I become pregnant? What will I have?”

      Fox turned on his side, placing his head on his hand. “What do you mean? I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Will I have a Wolf? A hybrid of some sort? I’m just not clear on what a Lion and Wolf would have?”

      “Oh, I see.” Fox gave her tummy a little rub. “I’ve never heard of a hybrid, but that’s not to say there aren’t any. From the mixed matings I’ve known, the kids are one or the other but can have some traits of the other parents. Does that help?”

      Sheba shrugged. “I guess. I’m just doing my usual . . . worrying about things before they happen.”

      “That’s not entirely a bad thing.” Fox leaned down, kissing the tip of her nose. “If you think of all possibilities, and all solutions, then that’s a good thing. But, and this is where it gets tricky, you shouldn’t get too caught up in overthinking things and not enjoy the here and now.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Sheba reached up, snagging his hair and tugging him down. “Okay, I think I’ll enjoy the here and now again, please. Think you can arrange that?”

      Fox laughed, his blue eyes twinkling with glee. “Oh, I think I can do that. Anything for you, My Queen.”
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        12 Months Later

      

      

      Fox prowled back and forth, his beast as uneasy as the man. His heart almost beating from his chest as he waited for his Queen. How dare she go gallivanting at a time like this? Didn’t she know how he felt? How scared he was?

      Fuck! He was going to explode!

      Ray’s hand on his shoulder had him spinning around, a snarl on his face, lips curled back and teeth showing. “What?”

      “Calm down, Fox. She’ll be back soon.” Ray’s voice was calm. Calm!

      How could her so-called best friend be calm?

      “Soon isn’t soon enough and what does that even mean? A minute? Ten? Sixty?” Fox growled before he continued to pace the porch, his ears listening for the truck Sheba had left in.

      “Why don’t you just call her and ask? Or use your link?” Ray sat down in one of the chairs, munching on a burger from the plate that Alisha had brought out earlier.

      “You’re eating? While your Alpha could be in danger?” Fox asked incredulously, hands on his hips as he scowled down at the man that had become a friend over the last year since he’d joined the Pack.

      “Danger? What the hell are you talking about? She’s gone to pick up . . .”

      Fox cut him off. “I know what she’s gone to do! But I was supposed to do it and she knew it. I was going with you. Remember? We were going later today, as planned. But no! She took off with Ari and left us a damn note. And you know Tilly told her to stay close to camp.”

      “Yes, Fox, I know. But she’s not exactly gone on a trek to Alaska. She’s only gone into town. She’ll be back soon and Ari will look after her. So, my feline friend . . . calm the hell down before I have to call Tilly because you’ve had a coronary. That’s not something I want to have to tell Sheba because she’ll have my balls for allowing it to happen. Sit down, have a beer and chill.”

      Fox’s heart rate rocketed. Chill? He actually said chill? How could he? When his mate was away from his side at such a crucial time? “No, I will not chill. I won’t relax until she’s back where she belongs. At my fucking side. This isn’t how it should be. A mate doesn’t leave the safety of the Pride at such times. Never. Not ever.”

      Ray tilted his head, cocking an eyebrow. “I see. So that’s how it is with Lions?”

      “What?” Fox had turned away but looked back to Ray, frowning.

      “Within a Pride, that’s how it is?”

      “Yes, of course. Isn’t it the same here?”

      “Well, sort of, but not so rigid. I understand why you’re so . . . uptight now. But why didn’t you just tell her that?”

      Fox shrugged, exasperated. “Why? Because it’s fucking common sense that’s why! What’s so hard to understand, Ray? Why should I have to tell her something that’s a plain and simple fact?”

      Ray held his free hand up. “Hey, I’m just asking is all. No need to bite my head off. I just didn’t realize how important it was to you, and to be fair, I’m pretty dang sure that Sheba didn’t either.”

      “I’m going to explode,” Fox admitted. “My head feels as if it’s going to fucking explode.”

      “Right, that’s it, I’m going to contact her. This is just crazy.”

      Fox ran his hands through his hair that he’d allowed to grow and that now mirrored his Lion’s shaggy mane. His breathing coming in short gasps as his longing to have his mate safe grew to heights he didn’t know existed. He truly thought he was going to lose his mind if she didn’t return soon . . . like in the next few seconds.

      “Why, Sheba? Why would you do this?” he mumbled, his body leaning over the porch railing as his anxiety increased.

      “They’re on their way back,” Ray patted his shoulder. “I just spoke to her.”

      “What? When? I didn’t hear you.”

      “I used the damn cell, Fox.” Ray shook his head. “Right here.”

      “Really?” Fox asked.

      “Man, you are out of it, aren’t you?”

      “I’m losing it, Ray,” Fox admitted. “How long?”

      “Minutes, they’ll be here soon. But you need to talk to her and explain the ways of your people, Fox. She wasn’t aware of how you do things and she was excited and couldn’t wait. You know how she is and didn’t think you’d mind her going with Ari. So, please, don’t get angry with her when she gets here. Just explain things to her. Okay?”

      “Fuck!” Fox ran a hand over his face, trying to calm himself before Sheba arrived. The last thing he wanted was for her to see him like this. “I’ll try but I’ve never felt so damn scared before. It was eating me up, Ray. From now on, she goes nowhere without me and she doesn’t leave camp, okay?”

      “All right, my friend. I hear you and I’ll keep an eye on her too. I promise. Now, I’m going to go and leave you two to talk but I’ll be back to help you later.”

      “Thanks, Ray, and let’s keep my little meltdown between us. Please?” Fox smirked. “I don’t particularly want her knowing I was a basket case just because she went into town.”

      “My lips are sealed, kitty cat, my lips are sealed.” Ray chuckled as he left.

      “Yeah, okay, mutt.” Fox laughed as the huge Beta sauntered away and he thought for the thousandth time how much his life had changed.

      From a lone Lion to living within a Wolf Pack as an Alpha’s mate and having the massive Beta as one of his best friends was nothing short of a miracle. Let alone the way they joked around, and the first time Ray had called him kitty cat, well, let’s just say the entire room had gone so quiet a pin could be heard to drop. But Fox had stared the man in the eye, lifted his lips and smirked, and called him a mangy mutt who should be wormed more often and that had been the start of their friendship.

      Yes, he’d come a long way since leaving his Pride those many years ago and he’d not change a damn thing . . . well, apart from Sheba going off on her own when she was so near to giving birth to their daughter. That was something he’d change for sure.

      For now, he tried to compose himself so she didn’t realize he’d almost lost his mind while she was away collecting the crib they’d ordered and try to explain why she could not go anywhere else without him until they held their precious bundle in their arms.
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      Sheba wiggled in her seat, unsuccessfully trying to get comfortable in the truck. “Damn! I can’t wait for this little minx to be born. I can’t get comfy no matter where I am.”

      “Not long now,” Ari almost squealed. Sheba couldn’t help but smile, her friend seemed more and more excited as the days passed and her baby’s birth drew nearer.

      “I know, but I’m past the excited stage and now just want it over with.”

      “Uh oh, Fox is waiting for you,” Ari whispered as she pulled to a stop.

      “I know.” Sheba waited as he opened the door and helped her out. Normally it was something she’d hate but right now she’d accept any help she could get.

      Fox gave her a quick kiss before picking her up instead of just giving her an arm to lean on. “Hey, Fox, you don’t need to carry me! Put me down.”

      “Nope,” Fox said, kissing the top of her head. “Ari, just leave everything there. We’ll get it later.”

      Ari just nodded as Fox strode away. Sheba waving to her friend as they went.

      “What’s going on? Ray said something about Lions and them not leaving the Pride when they’re close to giving birth?” Sheba could feel the tension in her mate, even if his face had a smile on it.

      Fox nodded. “Yes, I made the mistake of assuming it was the same with Wolves, especially when Tilly told you to stay in camp, I thought you would. I didn’t expect you to take off with Ari so I was a little . . . uneasy.”

      “Uneasy, huh?” Sheba wrapped her arms around his neck as he took her inside, but instead of putting her on the sofa he carried her upstairs to their bedroom, kicking the door closed and placing her on the bed.

      “Well, maybe more than uneasy,” Fox said as he removed her shoes and started to massage her swollen feet and ankles.

      Boy, that was bliss.

      “Goddess, that’s amazing.” She relaxed back into the pillows as his hands continued to soothe her. “So, tell me how it is in a Pride.”

      “When a Lion’s time draws near, she stays within the Pride for safety. Her family cocoons her, with other females always nearby, and her mate is by her side to protect her at all times.”

      “I don’t need . . .” She stopped. “Sorry. I don’t mean to belittle the ways of your people, Fox. I just didn’t understand, but then again, I didn’t know because you didn’t tell me.”

      “I’m aware of that.” Fox’s hands move up, his fingers caressing her calves. “It’s my mistake and I apologize. I assumed all Shifters were alike.”

      “Now that I know then I will respect your ways.” Sheba moaned as his touch moved higher, pushing her light summer dress up, his fingers like feathers on her thighs as he parted them slightly, moving her panties out of the way.

      “Thank you, My Queen.” Fox leaned forward, his breath tickling her skin. “I appreciate that. I know how strong and independent you are, so I know how hard it is for you to do this for me.”

      His tongue darted out, licking the very top of her thigh, right next to her folds which were now wet with need. “Fox, what are you doing?”

      “I would’ve thought that was obvious, Sheba.” Fox chuckled, his breath stroking her mound and causing her to groan again.

      “But . . .”

      “No buts, baby, just relax.”

      Fox’s tongue started to work its magic on her, from her folds to her clit and back, as his fingers very gently massaged around her nub. Too gently. She wanted more. Pushing her hips off the bed to try and convey what she wanted but he ran a hand over her swollen belly before continuing as he had before, much to her chagrin.

      “Fox!” she exclaimed and this time he laughed against her sex.

      After a few more minutes of his sensual torture, she thought she’d lose her mind until his tongue centered on her clit, his hands resting on her belly. His teeth gently nipping her nub then licking it furiously and driving her completely insane with desire. She knew he’d tip her over soon, her body aflame, tingling from top to toe with sensation. Her head tipped back, her eyes shut tight, breaths coming in short gasps, her hands reached down to tangle in his hair, holding him tight against her as she ground hard against him. Pleasure rippling through her as her orgasm started deep inside, sparks igniting and radiating outwards until all she could feel, think, know was what Fox gave her.

      He didn’t stop, licking, nipping, caressing, for long moments to milk her orgasm for all he could get from her until at last she lay panting, spent and thoroughly satisfied. Fox crawled up, lying beside her, one arm across her chest and one playing over her belly.

      “Wow, that was a nice welcome home.” She smirked.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled.

      “What are we going to do about this?” She reached down, cupping his rock-hard cock.

      “Nothing.” He shook his head. “I’ll be fine, but you should have a nap.”

      “A nap?” She frowned but as she did she followed it with a yawn and he chuckled.

      “Yes, a nap.”

      “Hmm, maybe a nap’s a good idea, but I need to pee first.” Sheba rolled over. “Why do we have to go to the bathroom a thousand times a day? It’s a pain in the ass.”

      “The joys of being pregnant.” Fox laughed again.

      Sheba didn’t find it funny. She spent more time in the bathroom than she did anywhere else lately. Only this time she didn’t even make it to the toilet. A sharp pain in her lower back, a yelp of pain escaping her mouth, and a gush of fluid broke free. Fox was at her side before she could call on him.

      “Sheba!”

      “Fox! What the hell?”

      “It’s okay, darling. Don’t panic.”

      “I’m not panicking. I’m angry I didn’t make it to the toilet. Look at the mess I have to clean up!”

      “I’ll clean it.” Fox gazed into her eyes, his hands cupping each side of her face. “I guess I should call Tilly, it looks like our daughter is about to say hello.”

      “Yeah, I suppose you should. But can we clean this up first?” Sheba scowled down at the floor.

      “Tilly first, then I’ll clean it. For now, why don’t you have a shower and then get comfortable? We have no idea if this is going to be a long day, or not.”

      “I’m Alpha, I make the decisions so I’ll go for short, thank you.”

      Fox laughed. “Okay then. I’ll let Tilly know that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Ten hours, ten long hours and Sheba was flagging. Fox was beside himself with concern for her but knew he had to keep it together. Tilly had taken him aside and told him she was on the verge of doing an emergency C-Section if nothing happened in the next thirty minutes. Fuck!

      Sheba asked for some more ice chips and her mom rushed to get her some. Fox held her hand and she almost broke it as she tightened her grip as another pain lanced through her. He poured more of his power through their link to help her, and although it helped with the pain, it was her strength that wasn’t going to last. Once again, he silently prayed to the Goddess for help as Tilly’s head and hands lowered between Sheba’s legs and told her to push, push, push.

      Shit, if he heard that word never again after this day it would be too damn soon. Sheba’s glorious red hair hung damply against her head, her face drawn and pale, her emerald eyes filled with tears, mirroring his own worry as she looked at him. “Fox, this is taking too long. There’s something not right. I can sense it.”

      “Shh, baby. It’s going to be all right.” He tried to calm her fears. Fears that were coursing through him like a damn tornado hurtling out of control toward him and he had no fucking control over it.

      Tilly lifted her head, her eyes alight with relief. “I can see the head! Sheba! I can see the head. You have got to push girl. You can’t give up now. Please, sweetie, we need to get this baby out of you.”

      Fox leaned down, his heart stampeding in his chest and his throat closing so he couldn’t draw a breath. A bloody mop of hair was barely visible between his love’s legs, bringing a ray of hope to blossom in his chest. “Sheba! Come on, baby, we can do this!”

      “We!” she shouted. “We can do this? Yeah, right!”

      “Less talking, more pushing,” Tilly snapped. “Fox, get behind her and hoist her up a bit. Support her as much as you can.”

      Fox did as he was told and Sheba went to work, even though he knew she was on her last legs. “Damn, I love you,” he whispered against her ear.

      Tilly bit her lip as she worked between Sheba’s thighs, his mate making grunting noises as she toiled to deliver their daughter. Long minutes passing until finally with some very strange noises, Tilly whooped as she slid their first-born child free.

      “At last, little one! Do you know the trouble you’ve caused your momma?”

      Tilly checked over their child before wrapping her in a shawl, and handing her to Sheba. “I think this one is just like you, Sheba. A Wolf through and through and a beautiful one at that. She even has your eyes.”

      Fox looked down at the most perfect picture. Sheba holding their daughter who wriggled in her arms, tiny hands breaking free of the shawl so he reached over with a finger, and she grabbed hold of it with a tight grip as tears ran down Sheba’s cheeks.

      “She’s gorgeous, Sheba.” He couldn’t hold his emotions in check as he gazed at his child and the woman he loved with all his heart.

      “I know,” Sheba replied looking up over her shoulder smiling for a brief second then she screwed her face up. “Shit! What the hell, Tilly! What’s going on?”

      Tilly looked up at them. “What?”

      “I need to push again. Shit! The pain, what the fuck?”

      Tilly frowned. “I was just about to get rid of the afterbirth. Hold on.”

      A few seconds later Tilly shook her head. “How did we miss this? Sheba, you’ve got another baby in there. You need to push again. Alisha! Get in here and take this baby away.”

      Alisha rushed in, eyes wide. “What’s going on?”

      “Twins.” Tilly shook her head again. “Don’t know how we missed it, unless it’s to do with Fox being a Lion. Anyway. Can you take your granddaughter for now so we can deal with this?”

      Alisha gushed as she carefully took the newborn. “Oh my goodness, aren’t you just the cutest thing ever.”

      “All right, Sheba, you know the drill . . . push.”

      Hell. There was that word again. Fox ground his teeth as his mate groaned and he knew she was spent. He pulled every ounce of his own power and pushed it into her through their link, her eyes searching for his and her mouth opening in a silent, “Thank you.”

      She let out a long roar as she pushed, again and again as Tilly shouted encouragement. Long minutes dragged by until finally the Healer screamed in triumph, holding up a second small bundle.

      “A son! You have a son! And this one is most definitely not a Wolf. This is a Lion! You have a Lion, Fox!”

      He looked at the scrawny babe in Tilly’s arms, and if he had any strength left, he would’ve yelled with pure joy, but he too was now spent. He’d used every last ounce of energy to help his mate and he could barely hold his head up. He managed a smile as his son opened his mouth and mewled for the first time. Sheba opened her arms as Tilly placed him against her chest, his mouth searching for her breast.

      “You’re a hungry boy.” Sheba smiled, her eyes glazing over as exhaustion took hold, her body relaxing against him.

      “Typical Lion,” he mumbled against her hair as he leaned back, his eyes drooping as he too fell into darkness.
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      Sheba moaned loudly as Fox brought her to a cataclysmic orgasm . . . again. Shit, the man was a miracle worker. How could he do that? Multiple times, over and over again. With barely a touch he could work his magic on her body and she could never get enough of him.

      Was she addicted to him? A junkie? Yeah, that was it. She was a damn junkie and Fox was her drug. She hoped nobody tried to do an intervention because she’d fight them tooth and claw if anyone ever did.

      She started to giggle as he slid off her, pulling her over to lie on top of him. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing really.” She managed to get her laughter under control. “I was just thinking about how easily you can get me to . . . you know . . . come.”

      “I see.” Fox’s eyes glittered with mischief that caused his brilliantly blue eyes to twinkle. “I’m not finished . . . yet. We still have a couple of hours until the terrors are back.”

      “Hey, they are not terrors. Those are our children you’re talking about. The light of our lives who we adore with all our hearts!” Sheba tugged at his hair.

      “I know, but it’s nice to have some time completely alone. Isn’t it?” Fox’s fingers found a nipple and rolled it around, sending jolts of pleasure through her . . . again.

      “Mmm, yes, it is. Especially when you’re doing things like that and I can’t think of anything else.”

      “I wonder if Ray’s managed to not kill them yet, what do you think?” Fox joked.

      “I’m pretty sure he has. They love him to bits. He’s their hero.”

      “Yes, he is.” Fox tightened his fingers on her nipple, just the right amount of pressure to cause her to gasp aloud.

      “Those two are going to be a handful when they start school next year.” She managed to get out.

      “Yes, and about that.” Fox’s mouth found her nipple and started to suckle, stopping to mumble. “I was wondering if it’s time to think about adding to the family, what do you think?”

      Sheba gasped as his teeth grazed her now pebbled bud, his words making it through the haze of pleasure. “What? Children . . . as in you want more?”

      Fox’s tongue twirled around her breast and up, over her neck to her ear where he whispered. “Yes, more kids. What do you think? Want to add to the Pride? We could make a start now? I can scent you’re ripe for mating and we could stop using birth control if you want?”

      “How many?” Sheba asked breathlessly. The truth was she’d been broody for over six months but wasn’t sure how he’d take it so hadn’t broached the subject. After her harsh birth with the twins, he’d been firm about them using birth control and he’d not let up on that. Until now. Her heart sped up at the prospect of having another child. She’d love to have more, maybe two, or even three.

      “Why don’t we start with one and see how we go?” Fox chuckled.

      “I can work with that,” Sheba replied, her lips searching for his. “No more birth control.”

      “No more,” Fox sighed against her mouth, his tongue prodding for entry she willingly gave. “Let’s get started.”

      “Certainly.” She nibbled his bottom lip as he tipped her over. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

      “Oh, I’m ready,” Fox rumbled, pressing his body against her to show her just how ready he was. “As always, I’m here to lavish your sweet body, My Queen.”
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      Shade Shawcross removed the red painted talons from his chest, none too gently. He forced a smile as he looked down at the upturned face of his eager companion. Disgust rolled through him as the evidence of his insanity invaded his nostrils, the scents of their recent sex cloying the air. He was surprised that he managed to keep his voice civil as he told her. “Sorry, you’ve got to leave.”

      Her eyes closed to mere slits, quickly changing as anger marred her beauty. “What? Are you kidding me, Shade? I’m not a one-night-stand kinda gal, and you know it. So what’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let this happen. It’s my fault and I apologize.” He hid his smirk at her comment. It was the reason he had grabbed her on the way to his office while he’d rushed through the nightclub. She was exactly that type of girl, or in this case, She-Wolf.

      “You’re a fucking asshole,” she spat out, her voice no longer sultry and sexy. “You were the one that came on to me. Remember? You brought me back to your office and, well, you know. We had sex, Shade. I thought we were starting something here. So what? You were just playing me?”

      Shade ran a hand through his dark brown hair, his stomach churning with what he had done, and more. “I said I’m sorry. I don’t know what more I can say. You’ve got to go. Now. I have business I need to attend to.”

      She reached up; the hand that recently had stroked his cock so tenderly now raking the skin across his cheek. He allowed it. Shade could have stopped her. He knew what she was going to do, and with his Alpha abilities, he could easily have halted her attack, but he’d been an ass and he knew it. When she moved in for another assault however, he snatched her wrist, shaking his head. “One hit is all you get.”

      “Wait ‘til my brothers hear about this.”

      “What? You’re going to tell them you dropped your panties so easily?” Shade’s tone hardened, his anger growing as the gnawing hunger clawed at his guts painfully. “Yeah, classy. Just leave. As I said, I’m sorry, but we both know we’re not mates so this would never have gone anywhere, Trixie.”

      Trixie’s painted face glared at him, her hands on her hips as she snarled. “This doesn’t end here, Shade Shawcross. Nobody treats me this way. Nobody, not even you. You stuck up Alpha cu..”

      Shade waggled his finger, cutting her off. “Don’t, Trixie. That’s no way for a lady to talk. Just leave while your dignity is somewhat intact.”

      Trixie spun around, her blonde hair flying around her, the scent of her fury filling Shade’s office to cloy in his throat. What the hell had he been thinking? Shit. He hadn’t, that was the point. His head hadn’t been clear for days and he had no idea what the hell was wrong with him. He felt bad for using her, but then again, she’d been trying to get in his pants for months and she’d been blatant in her endeavors. If she’d thought she stood a chance of him mating with her she was sorely mistaken. Shade had no plans to mate, with her or anyone else.

      He enjoyed his carefree life far too much to be tied down to one female and that’s how he liked it. One roll in the hay was not about to change that. Trixie wasn’t that good a lay. Hell, nobody was that good.

      She stopped at the door, looking over her shoulder, pouting. “Shade, baby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lose my temper. Let me make it up to you.”

      Shade couldn’t believe it. She was still trying to make more of their quick sex session than what it was. His eyes bored into hers as he shook his head. “Sorry, Trixie. We don’t have a connection, there’s no future for us.”

      “Bastard!” she spat out, flinging the door open and storming out, slamming the door noisily behind her. He sighed as he watched it shake in the frame, rattling for seconds until it settled down. Her Shifter strength almost wrenching it completely off its hinges.

      Shade sat down on the edge of the desk, his stomach clenching as his hunger grew. Again. Damn it. Would it never ease up? He had been eating, and hunting, like a madman for days and he felt as if he was on the brink of insanity. What in tarnation was wrong with him?

      The door opened again, his anger rising quickly. Couldn’t the woman just take no for a freaking answer? His tone sharp as he growled roughly. “Trixie, give it up already. Just leave.”

      Royce, one of his Beta’s walked in, hands in his pockets and a grin on his face. “Trixie left and I gotta say she did not look happy.”

      Shade sighed. “I know.”

      “Did you two, ya know?” Royce waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      “Shut up, Royce. I’m not in the mood for your jokes.”

      “No, you’re not.” Royce walked over to the leather sofa then paused. “Oh, wait, did you two do it here? Do I need to disinfect it before I sit down?”

      Shade picked up a heavy crystal Wolf paperweight, throwing it at Royce’s head. His Beta’s hand shot up, catching it easily as he yelled. “Hey! Don’t take your bad mood out on me. I’m just asking. I do not want to be sitting down on top of you and Trixie’s bodily fluids. Yours is bad enough, but hell, Trixie has been around the block more than once. If you get my meaning.”

      “First, there are no fluids.” Shade’s eyes narrowed. “I used protection, as I always do. Second, we didn’t make it to the sofa, so you have nothing to worry about.”

      “Fuck, Shade. What is going on with you? Come on, you need to talk to me, man. I’m worried about you. We all are.”

      Shade pushed away from the desk, the office suddenly seeming small and confining. He drew in a ragged breath, his heart stuttering in his chest, his beast howling to be free so they could hunt and sate their hunger. Damn it. He’d spent more time hunting these past days than he had the entire past few months. Something was wrong but he was Alpha and he was loathe to admit weakness to anyone, even his best friend. “I’m fine.”

      “Like hell you are. If you were you would never have done the dirty with Trixie fucking Evans.” Royce finally sat down, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees as his eyes kept pace with Shade’s movements. “You’ve been hunting alone too. Don’t think we don’t know about that, boss. Ash and his guards have seen you, not to mention others. We’re …”

      Shade snapped around, growling. “So you’re keeping tabs on your Alpha now?”

      Royce tilted his head, his silence speaking volumes as he stared up at Shade. The seconds ticking loudly on the clock above his desk, his ears hurting with the racket. His head feeling as if it were about to explode in a bloody mess. Shade’s hands flew up, covering the sides of his head to try to cut out the noise, Royce rising quickly and coming to his side.

      “Shade, are you all right? What’s wrong, buddy?”

      Shade shook off his friend’s hand, storming away to the other side of the room, putting as much distance between them as he could. His Wolf close to breaking free, so close it scared the shit out of him. He was Alpha. Always in control. Yet he wasn’t. What. The Fuck.

      “Shade?” Royce stepped toward him. “What’s going on? Are you gonna shift? Here? In the fucking club?”

      “No.” Shade barely managed to reply through this descended fangs, keeping his face turned away until he had regained control.

      “All right, this shit is just getting too weird. I’m not leaving until you tell me what the hell is happening with you.” Royce crossed his thick arms across his chest, planting his feet wide as he stood at the door.

      Shade finally relented, his near miss at losing control shaking him to the core. “I’ve no idea. It started almost a week ago. A hunger like nothing I’ve ever felt before and no matter what I eat, it doesn’t go away. I thought maybe it wasn’t food I needed. So I grabbed Trixie for a hot sex marathon but that didn’t work either. I feel as if it’s eating me up from the inside out and my beast just won’t shut the hell up. It’s prowling all the time and howling like a fucker. Everything is enhanced, sounds, sights, scents. It’s driving me insane and I don’t know how to stop it.”

      Royce didn’t say anything for long moments, his eyes staying on Shade as he processed what he’d said. “I think you have to do two things, Alpha.”

      Shade noticed his friend slipping into Beta mode.

      “First is that you go, now, and speak with Lana, she is the Pack Healer and you should’ve consulted her before now.” Royce raised an eyebrow pointedly. “Second, you should consult the Pack archive journals for any information. Better still, get Ash to assign someone to look through them for you.”

      “No. Absolutely not.” Shade snapped. “The less that know about this the better. I don’t want the Pack worrying their Alpha is going off the deep end. It’s bad enough you know, let’s keep it between us, okay?”

      “That’s a little naïve, don’t you think?” Royce said pointedly. “Ash and the Pack guards already know something’s up, and now Melony and Nick certainly know you’re not right. Not after hooking up with that minx Trixie. Normally you keep well away from her. However, what do you do tonight? You waltz in here and go straight for her, the two of you disappearing back here for more than half an hour. To top it all she storms out of here calling you some rather filthy names that I’d rather not repeat. So, yeah, boss, there’s more than me that knows there’s something wrong with you.”

      Shade continued to pace, his insides painful, his head spinning as Royce watched him warily. “At least I don’t need to worry about this place.”

      “Nope,” Royce agreed.

      The Den. One of the Pack’s businesses and by far one of their most successful.

      It had started out as a plain old Shifter bar for Shade’s Pack, the Silver Lake Pack hence the name, and the neighboring Pack that Trixie was a member of. However, it soon grew to the three-tier nightclub it now was. Open to humans who flocked to it from wide and far at weekends to live on the “wild side” with Wolves. Females seemingly desperate for a night of passion in the arms of a Shifter, hell, the men looked for that thrill too. Whatever, it all meant that The Den made a shitload of money for their Pack. Shade didn’t complain, Royce was left in charge most of the time, with Shade coming in once or twice a week to check things over, or if Royce had a problem he needed his help with.

      Tonight hadn’t been either of those. Shade had appeared with the sole purpose of trying to feed this insatiable hunger in another way but had failed miserably.

      The sound of Royce hitting his palm against his forehead loudly had Shade turning his attention back to his Beta. “What?”

      “The Archives, you don’t need to hunt through them.” Royce looked pleased with himself. “Well, you do, but it’ll be much easier than looking through all those old ledgers. I’ve just remembered that Lana started a project months ago of getting them digitized. She has a ton of them on a disc. She said they were too precious to have on a hard-drive in case we were hacked. Yeah, I know, as if anyone is going to hack us for our history but anyway, that’s what she said at the time. Anyway, she’s been hard at work with some helpers and I’m sure she’s all but finished. You can get the disc, or discs, no idea how many she has, but then all you need to do is load it up and do a search. Far easier than trying to find something in those old tomes.”

      “Shit, yes, I remember her asking my permission for that.” Shade nodded. “I told her she could recruit some of the teenagers to help her. They’re quicker with tech than anybody and thought they’d be the best people to get the job done.”

      “There you go.” Royce swiped his hands up and down. “Job done. You can start looking tomorrow. For now, I think you should go back to camp and get some rest. No offence, Alpha, but you look like crap.”

      “I think you should get back to work,” Shade snapped back.

      Royce sidled toward the door. “On my way. Try not to upset anymore of my customers tonight. Please and thank you.”

      Shade growled as Royce sped away his Beta chuckling as he left. “Cheeky mutt.” Shade muttered, still annoyed at himself for his earlier actions.

      “Never shit where you eat.” He told himself as he switched off the light and left, knowing he’d made a huge mistake. One he was certain would come back to bite him on the ass.

      That was something he’d deal with later, right now, he was exhausted, hungry but exhausted. He’d take Royce’s advice. Go home and try and sleep. The bottle of single malt waiting on him might just help in that department. If it didn’t, then the box it came in would certainly be used as a sleeping aid because it held several more that he’d be dipping into.

      He needed rest, no two ways about it. If copious amounts of alcohol was the only way to achieve it, he’d deal with the resulting hangover. Anything was better than careening through the forest for yet another night in search of prey that did little to assuage the hunger that gnawed inside him.

      Tomorrow he’d begin the search for the answer to what ailed him. Shade needed to find it, fast, before the entire Pack found out their Alpha was on the brink of madness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Shade rolled over in bed to escape the sun streaming through his window. His head thumping painfully, regretting his binge of his favorite malt whisky the previous night. It was an expensive bender, he’d drank four full bottles in a row. One had not done the job so he’d torn open the others and poured them down his throat quickly in his quest for oblivion.

      He was paying for it now. How he wished it were true that Shifters didn’t suffer from hangovers. That was just one of the myths surrounding his species. It took a hell of a lot to get him drunk but it was doable and he went at it like an Olympic sport last night. Hell, he should have won a Gold medal for his efforts. Now he was left with the aftermath; a headache that felt like his head was going to shatter with every movement.

      Shade knew he had work to do today. He had to get to the bottom of what ailed him. He was Alpha but he’d certainly not been acting like one lately. He needed to get his ass in gear and sort himself out before the entire Pack realized something was wrong. The last thing he needed while he was in this state was some idiot challenging him. The rage he felt inside would take over and he knew without a doubt he’d attack without warning and the challenger would be dead within minutes.

      That was not a situation Shade wanted to be put in. It wouldn’t be good for him, or his Pack. They hadn’t had a death by challenge for centuries and he didn’t want to be the first Alpha to have that title. However, he also knew that this thing going on inside him would explode with dire consequences if the situation arose.

      “Get your ass out of bed,” he grumbled, hauling himself up and toward his shower. He planned on getting to the bottom of things before the day was out.

      One way or another he’d find out whether he was fit to continue as Alpha of his beloved Pack. If what ailed him was something serious, something that there was no cure for, then he’d be forced to think of who he would hand over leadership to.

      “Fuck!” he cursed as steaming hot water cascaded down over him. The mere thought of relinquishing his power to someone else causing a torrent of emotions to rampage through him.

      Anger was first, quickly followed with sadness and despair. “Not happening.” He tried to convince himself as he had the fastest shower of his life, eager to get started on his quest for a solution.

      Once dressed he grabbed whatever was in the fridge, ramming it down his throat to quench the rapidly growing hunger, determined he would not allow it to side track him again. He didn’t even taste what he ate, nothing staying in his mouth long enough. Shade was disgusted with himself as he checked the fridge to find it devoid of food. Damn. He was certain it had been replenished only the previous day.

      This was completely out of control. He was completely out of control and it had to stop. Now. Today. If not the consequences would be too much for him to bear.

      Shade stormed out. He’d get those discs from Lana and he would not stop until he had an answer. If it took him all day, all week, he would sit his ass down at his desk and refuse to move until he found something, anything that would help. As he made his way through the camp, his camp, for once he hated how successful the Pack was, because it meant Lana’s cabin was further than he wished. His feet stomping over the ground as he fought to stay on-track, his beast pawing angrily inside his head as it fought for release.

      The hunger gnawing inside grew so great Shade’s hand flew to his belly, a soft groan escaping as pain lanced through him. “Shit,” he cursed, his feet swerving and heading straight for the forest. Cutting between cabins and swerving around anything that stood in his path, he soon found himself at the end of the trees. He was already tearing at his clothes, ripping them from his body as fast as he could. “One kill, that’s all I need,” he muttered to himself.

      Shock ran through him as he heard his own words; he sounded like a junkie.

      Looking at the ground he gritted his teeth, attempting to force himself to dress and continue to the Healer’s cabin, but his skin started to ripple of its own volition. His control over himself and his beast deserting him in the face of this unnatural hunger that had invaded him, body and soul.

      Shade was Alpha so his transformations were always fast, quicker than most, but this time it was almost instantaneous and left him breathless. His beast’s head low as he panted with the disturbingly rapid change. It only took mere moments before pain pierced once more in his guts, sending him on the hunt for something, anything to assuage the hunger that ate them up inside.

      Massive paws ran over the ground, the area known to the Wolf so well that he would never fall foul to the many pitfalls. No hole would trip them, no root would slow them down, and no damn thing would stop them as the scent of prey entered his snout. His beast slowed, sniffing the air, and changing trajectory to hone in on the lone deer that had wandered too close to the starving Wolf. The deer was his only focus as he sped through the forest, ducking to avoid low hanging branches, and weaving in and out of the trees, both large and small.

      His Wolf sped up, knowing the area well enough to expect the large stream that was just ahead, he needed the momentum to propel himself up and over the wide tributary. His paws digging deep for purchase a moment before he launched himself up and over the water, landing softly and taking off again. The scent of his prey was much stronger now. It was close and he couldn’t wait to sink his teeth into the animal and devour as much of it as he could. Maybe then he’d get on his way and get to the bottom of what was going on with him and this damn hunger.

      But that was for later. Now all he could focus on was prey, prey, prey.

      His beast slowed, slinking down to the ground to scent where the deer was located. It was nearby, his senses seeking the beast, nose and ears working overtime to find its exact position. A rustle of leaves underfoot was all that was required, his beast moving with stealth to find the small deer grazing lazily mere feet away through some bushes. His powerful hind legs propelled his Wolf forward . . . and the deer didn’t stand a chance as powerful jaws locked around its throat, crushing it quickly. As blood erupted inside his mouth, covering his face and chest he released the animal and roared with triumph before commencing to feast on his prize.

      In a haze of blood and gore, the animal didn’t last long, barely anything left when he was finished. Huffing a growl, he padded away, leaving the rest for the critters of the forest to clean up. In a matter of hours, there would be nothing left of the once beautiful creature that wandered too close to his beast.

      Retracing his path, he stopped at the water to clean himself, before returning to find his clothes littered on the ground. “Damn,” he looked around but came up short for his socks, having to pull on his boots without them.

      His belly seemed…empty. What the fucking hell?

      “Are you all right?”

      Shade jerked around, stunned he’d been taken by surprise and finding Ash, his Beta that took care of all things to do with their camp. His blond hair shifting in the wind as his dark green eyes stared at Shade. Ash was a good Beta, no, he was a great Beta with an uncanny ability to read people but Shade didn’t appreciate that particular skill right now as Ash continued to watch him.

      “I’m fine,” Shade said smiling. “Just went for a bit of a run, that’s all.”

      “Yeah, I saw.”

      Shade only now noticed Ash’s shirt unbuttoned, as was his jeans, his boots in his hands. Shit. “What? You tailing your Alpha now? Don’t you have enough to do already?”

      Ash didn’t respond immediately, bending down to tug on his boots, although his eyes stayed locked on Shade’s. He fastened his jeans, then as he buttoned up his shirt he raised an eyebrow. “You’re not fine, Shade. I know it, Royce knows it, and very soon the entire Pack will know it. So what are we going to do to help you? And by ‘we’ I mean Royce and me, ‘cause something sure as hell needs to be done. You know I love this Pack, and you, so before you go all Alpha on me, just take a breath and think. We need to find a solution to whatever’s ailing you for the good of the Pack as well as you. It pains me to see you suffering like this. I can feel it, in here.”

      Ash’s fist pumped his chest to emphasize his words, Shade’s head rolling back as he sighed. He and his betas had a special bond, more so than the one he held with the rest of the Pack, so he wasn’t surprised that they’d felt some of what he was going through. Hell, that hurt almost as much as the fucking hunger that plagued him.

      “Royce mentioned something about you going to check out the discs with our archives on them.” Ash reached over, clasping Shade’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go home, and I’ll go fetch them from Lana and we can start on them together? Royce will be over later, once he’s had some sleep. It was a late night at The Den and he didn’t get in until about an hour ago, but he’ll be by soon as he can. That’s three sets of eyes searching for something that can help.”

      Shade gave himself a mental shake, his hand covering Ash’s. “Thanks, I’d appreciate all the help I can get right now.”

      “That’s settled then,” Ash replied, his face still looking worried as he stepped away. “I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

      “Hey, Ash.” Shade stopped him. “Can you get someone to restock my kitchen? I kinda emptied it earlier.”

      “Everything?” Ash queried, hands in pockets, his body a picture of relaxed and casual, but the inflection in that one word spoke volumes.

      “Yeah,” Shade admitted. “Everything, and I need some more of my favorite single malt ordered too.”

      Ash barely nodded. “Sure, I’ll get supplies to get right on that for you.”

      “Thanks.” Shade turned away to make his way back to his cabin, vowing not to leave again until they had some clue as to what the hell was going on.

      Ash was right. It wouldn’t be long until the Pack knew there was something wrong with their Alpha and the moment that happened there’d be trouble. Trouble that Shade didn’t want and that the Pack didn’t need. Not when he’d worked so hard to make it such a success after challenging the previous asshole of an Alpha. One who hadn’t cared about the Pack, only himself, and one that Shade knew he had to take down. The challenge fight had been brutal and bloody but Shade never doubted for a single moment he wouldn’t leave it as the victor. He’d trained with Royce and Ash for months beforehand and knew it was his time to be Alpha.

      He’d never looked back and neither had the Pack. Not once he’d put his own people in place, ones who had good heads on their shoulders, and brains in said heads instead of just brawn. Now here he was on the brink of losing what he’d built up all because of some goddamn hunger that had infected him and taken over his sanity. He would not allow that to happen.

      His mind clearer than it had been for days, Shade stormed back to his cabin for a quick shower before Ash appeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Ash didn’t bother knocking when he returned, opening the door and striding in with a grin. “Hey, I’ve got the discs. Lana says almost everything is on these, only the newer stuff hasn’t been added.”

      Shade sat in his favorite leather recliner, feet up, laptop on his knees. “Great. I’ve a feeling that what we’ll need will be buried in the old legends. If it were something newer, then we’d surely have heard of it. No?”

      Ash agreed, settling himself on the sofa, placing his own top-of-the-range notebook on his knees before looking through the discs. “Yes, I agree. I’ve not heard of anything like what’s going on with you. Obviously, I’ve not asked anyone, although I think only the older Wolves would be able to help. Other than Lana herself, of course.”

      “No!” Shade snapped curtly. “I don’t want anyone else knowing. It’s bad enough you and Royce do.”

      “Don’t.” Ash shook his head. “That’s just naïve to think that we wouldn’t have an idea of what’s going on with you, Shade. So don’t start with Mr. Rip-your-head-off, ‘cause I’m not in the mood for your temper today. We need to work together to figure this out and you acting like . . .”

      Ash stopped, his face showing every inch of worry inside him. “Look, sorry, but you know what I mean. Come on, let’s just get started.”

      Shade would never have allowed him to speak to him in such a manner if there were anyone else around. Luckily there wasn’t so he held out a hand. “Throw me one of those discs. Let’s start by date, oldest first and we’ll work our way forward.”

      “Certainly, master.” Ash bowed his head in mock subservience before flicking through the multiple discs. “Hell, there’s a lot here, Shade.”

      “The Pack is old with centuries worth of history so it’s gonna take us a while to go through things.” Shade hoped he could sit still long enough to do what needed to be done.

      “Right, here you go. You take this one and I’ll take the next.” Ash tossed Shade a disc. “So, what are we looking for exactly?”

      Shade slid his disc in, waiting for it to load as he pondered his Beta’s question. “Hmm, I guess we can start by looking for anything that mentions a Wolf with an insatiable lust for food? A hunger that just won’t be satisfied, because that sure as hell is what’s going on with me.”

      “Okay, fine, let’s start with that and see what we can find.”

      Discs loaded, they settled down to start the search that might just be Shade’s last hope of fixing whatever the heck was wrong with him and his beast.
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        * * *

      

      Marissa shrugged her backpack over her shoulder again, leaving the roadside café she’d stopped at for some much needed caffeine. Her resolve not weakened at her choice to run from her father and her Pack. No. Not when the sick so-and-so was trying to get her to “mate” with their ageing Alpha just to produce the son he so desperately wanted.

      Wanted. Not needed. The old leech had a mate, and children, three girls and that just didn’t suit the misogynistic fuck who ruled the Pack like males were the be all and end all of all things great and powerful. Not one She-Wolf held a position of power within the Pack, and it had been like that from the beginning. Trust her to be born into the one Pack that was stuck in the “Caveman Era”.

      Marissa knew she was her own worst enemy where the Pack was concerned. She wasn’t quiet at voicing her outrage at the way women were treated. Hell, she’d ended up with a broken jaw when she dared to tell her father to go wash his own damn dishes one day. Another time she’d ended up in “The Cell” where the Alpha put anyone who broke his rules, or, just plain annoyed him. The filthy hut, with no windows, heating, and no freaking toilet, was a hellhole straight out of . . . she wasn’t quite sure, but it was definitely hell and not fit for anything but pulling it down or setting fire to it.

      That thought had crossed her mind several times, yeah, she’d loved to have done that, and almost had . . . just before she ran. Then she thought better of her wild idea, after all, it would alert them to her being gone from the camp and she would’ve missed those precious few hours start she managed to wangle. As it was, she was three weeks out, and still running.

      When money ran out she’d stop and take a job for a day or two, earn just enough for essentials that any girl needs: shampoo, toothpaste, damn deodorant. Food she could do without. Human food anyway. If there were forests nearby she could hunt and save the little she had to spend on other things, even spending some nights in a motel when she could. Admittedly prey had been rare lately, or the area had the scent of other Shifters, so it wasn’t worth the risk of trespassing. So she’d gone hungry more often of late. No matter, she was used to that feeling, and she was sure when she escaped this time she’d manage to find food. Another few days would make no difference to her wellbeing. The only thing that mattered was leaving, now.

      But here she was, moving on again, with her father and goodness knew who else, right on her tail. Marissa shivered, her body reacting to the mere thought of what would happen if they got their claws into her again. This time it would be do or die, literally.

      She gave the trucker who’d offered her a lift a strained smile. “Thanks for the lift.”

      He was medium sized, with a bit of paunch, and a ruddy complexion. His eyes roamed over her, from her long dark hair, over her curves, and down to her toes. Shoot, the perv even licked his lips on the way back up. The stench of his lust surrounded him, cloying her sensitive nose, and she barely repressed the growl that she desperately wanted to snarl in warning to stop his eye invasion. She hoped she didn’t have to put him in his place. He would be a walkover to a strong Wolf like her, but he didn’t know that . . . yet.

      “It’s all right, darling. I’m always willing to help a gal in distress.” He waved toward a large rig sitting to the side of the café. “I’m over there. We better get on our way, I’ve a schedule to keep.”

      Marissa nodded, forcing herself to ignore the way he’d undressed her with his eyes. She was tired and cranky, but she needed to get more distance between those hunting her. They were close. Too damn close. She’d felt the tickle in her mind earlier, which alerted her to just how nearby her father was. If she waited any longer he’d be able to establish a link with her and then it was “Game Over”.

      “Sure, let’s go.” She followed him, his eyes sneaking hungry glances at her as they went. Oh boy, he doesn’t know the trouble he’ll be in if he acts on those thoughts, she smirked to herself while wondering if she could handle a truck as large as the one they were walking to. Could she knock this guy on his ass and just take it? Probably not a good idea with a load of eye witnesses so close by, and she wasn’t even sure she could drive the monstrosity.

      “Plan number two it is,” she mumbled as the trucker, jeez she’d forgotten his name already, opened the door and helped her up, having a quick feel of her ass as he did.

      “What was that?” he asked as she settled in her seat and put her pack next to her, at least there was something between the two of them.

      “Oh, nothing, just thinking aloud.”

      He gave her a weird look then closed the door, rushing around the front to climb up into the driver seat. His smile was so wide she could take a guess what he’d had for lunch. Heck, she couldn’t miss it because he still had bits of it stuck in his teeth. Did he know that? Marissa turned away, looking out the front windshield, because truth was, if she didn’t she’d either tell him to go brush his dang teeth. Or, she’d puke. Neither of those would get her the ride she needed, so she clamped her lips tightly shut and prayed he’d just get them on their way.

      It seemed to take forever but finally the disrespectful dude or, in her mind DD, pulled away, his hand reaching over toward her. She jerked but he laughed, pointing to the dash. “Hey, I’m just puttin’ on some music. You like music, dontcha?”

      Marissa barely nodded, striving to stop herself from allowing her fangs to descend and snarl at the smutty toad. Now they were trapped in the cab his lustful scent was so thick around her that she wasn’t sure she could bear a long journey like this. She cracked open her window and his reaction was immediate.

      “You don’t get sick do ya? I don’t have time to clean up puke.”

      “No, I don’t get carsick. I just need some fresh air.” She leaned her head against the cool glass and closed her eyes, hoping he’d get the message and leave her the hell alone. She needed a lift, he offered, but damn she wasn’t going to allow his filthy hands to touch her. No, definitely not happening. If he tried he’d find out just how much of a mess he’d have to clear up. Most of it would be his own blood.

      DD fell silent, Marissa relaxed as her thoughts wandered to the mess she was in and how the heck she was going to get out of it. Her father was a stubborn son-of-a-bitch and it looked like he wasn’t giving up anytime soon. At this rate, she’d be on the run for the rest of her life, or until her father dropped dead, or worse, caught her. She’d had no choice! She couldn’t allow him to basically sell her for sex just to get a leg up in the Pack, for him of course, not her. No. All she’d be was a plaything for the Alpha who’d hopefully impregnate her and she’d produce a son. Yeah, great life. Not.

      The mere thought of her old, stinking, and sexist Alpha touching her had her skin crawling. She couldn’t do it under any circumstances so she guessed she’d just have to up her game and keep on running. Either that or join a Shifter Biker Gang and get them to take out her father and whoever else was with him. Now where would she find one of those and what would she have to do to get them to do what she wanted?

      No idea and far too much she concluded just before slipping into an uneasy sleep.

      Marissa wasn’t even aware of having fallen asleep until a hand on her thigh tore her from her slumber, springing upright she glared at the hand, swiping it away. “What the fuck?”

      She saw they were parked up and it was dark outside, luckily with her enhanced Shifter abilities she could see where they were, and that wasn’t comforting. Nope. They weren’t in a carpark beside a roadside motel, café, or anywhere else she supposed these rigs stopped at. What she saw was trees, trees, and more trees, with no lights visible which meant no humans. Marissa’s lip tugged up at the side. DD probably thought this would scare her, terrify her even, but to her this was good news. It meant she could be herself and it would be the sleazy slime-bag in the cab that would be terrified.

      That DD had brought her here told her all she needed to know, mainly that he’d done this before. With a truck this size no driver would just go off-grid without knowing exactly where they were going, so this sleazy little shit knew where he was. Fucker.

      Marissa inhaled a deep breath to try and calm the anger that simmered just under her skin, ready to unleash in a frenzy of fangs and fur. “What’s going on? Why have we stopped and just where the fuck are we?”

      DD gave her the sleaziest look she’d ever seen, and living in the Pack she had, that said something. His hand reached over again, trying to touch her but she waggled a finger at him, frowning. “Answer my fucking questions before I lose my temper. Trust me, you don’t want me to do that.”

      “What? You Dr. Banner or somat?” he laughed, spittle flying from his mouth.

      “Are you crazy or just nuts? Maybe both? Who the hell is Dr. Banner?” Marissa’s anger rose further at his apparent loss of sanity.

      “Come on, darlin’, you must know Dr. Banner. Ya know, he says stuff like you just said then turns into that big green monster.”

      Marissa shook her head to clear it, certain she must still be sleeping and having a weird dream. “Just tell me where we are so I can get on my way.”

      “No, you don’t want to do that.” He waved his arm around. “We’re surrounded by forest for miles and there’s wild animals out there that’ll hunt you down and rip you apart so quick you won’t know what’s happenin’ ‘til it’s too late. Better to stay here and we can get to know one another and then we’ll carry on.”

      Marissa couldn’t help but laugh. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. There’s nothing out there,” she thumped her fist on the window next to her, “that I’m scared of. I just need a heads up of the approximate area of where we are.”

      What she really needed to know was if she stepped outside if she were encroaching on another Pack’s land. She’d researched for weeks before leaving to locate known Packs and she didn’t want any trouble, or get into the wrong Alpha’s hands, aka one who was friendly with hers.

      “I told ya, it’s not safe,” he sidled over, his hands reaching for her again. “Now’s the time to say thank you for your ride.”

      “Hell no,” she growled, no longer able to hold her beast at bay. The sound reverberated around the enclosed cab, loud enough to send him scuttling back to his side with eyes wide as saucers.

      “What the hell was that?” His head spun to the window, looking outside for the threat he thought was there.

      “How many girls have you brought here to say thank you? One, five, ten, more? I bet they’re terrified with your stories of wild animals ready to attack.”

      “Hey, I’m just getting my due. It’s well known you girls have to pay, one way or the other.”

      “No, it’s not, and I’m not paying.” Marissa grabbed her backpack. “If you know what’s good for you then you’ll stay right there. I’m leaving.”

      She opened the door with the hand behind her back, her eyes never leaving DD’s until she’d jumped down and out of the truck. Marissa lifted her nose to the air, sniffing for any nearby Shifters, relief surged through her when she found none. A hard hand grabbed her shoulder, spinning her around to come face to face with a red-faced and angry DD.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You can’t just leave without . . .”

      Marissa could stand it no longer, her fingers latching onto his and bending his wrist painfully. She used only a fraction of her strength, but it was enough to force his hand from her body and bend at an awkward angle. His shout of pain brought a smile to her face. “Fuck off and if you try this shit again with anyone else, trust me, I’ll find you. I can track you anywhere and you’ll wish you’d never tried this shit.”

      She allowed her fangs to descend, her eyes to shine, and her face to ripple pre-shift. He sprang back, terror masked his face as he ran for the truck.

      “You’re one of them.”

      “I sure am.” She let out a low rumble, growling once more before she turned on her heel and marched into the forest.
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      Royce ran a hand over his face, groaning. “My eyes feel full of grit. You two found anything yet, because I’ve got zilch.”

      “Hey, stop bitchin’, you’ve only been here for a couple of hours,” Ash threw an empty soda can at Royce who was on the floor, his laptop on the coffee table as they trolled through the archives of their Pack, and Shifters in general.

      “Sorry, I’m still tired. Last night was busier than usual and I swear it must’ve been a full moon or somat, ‘cause there were plenty of loonies in the club.”

      “And Shade was just one of them.” Ash chuckled.

      “I might be losing my mind to this hunger shit, but I’m not a looney tune just yet,” Shade quipped back, forcing himself to eat from the pile of chicken next to him and not to transform and go hunting for another deer.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuck,” Ash sat up straighter, pulling his screen closer, his finger running along it as he read something.

      “What?” Shade and Royce shouted at the same time.

      “Wait up,” Ash held up a hand. “Gimme a minute, this is, wait, hold on. Yes! I’ve found it, I’ve found out what’s wrong with you.”

      “You have?” Shade’s body tensed, every muscle tightened so much it was painful as he held his breath.

      “Well, tell us, numbnuts!” Royce yelled. “Or I’ll . . .”

      “Shut up and let me process this into a language that you’ll understand,” Ash ground out around a warning growl, his eyes never leaving his screen.

      Shade’s heart thudded in his chest so fast he was sure he was on the verge of having a coronary, his beast howling in his head with . . . he wasn’t certain but it felt like anticipation. What the heck?

      “Okay, are you ready for this?” Ash sat back, his eyes finally leaving the screen to lock with Shade’s.

      “Tell me. Do I need to start looking for my replacement?” His fear of doing just that coursing through him like scorching hot lava.

      “You need to stay calm and don’t start shouting at me until I’ve finished.” Ash raised an eyebrow.

      “Get on with it,” Shade said in a voice cold and calm, and he wondered how he’d managed that when his insides were in a tumult of emotions he never experienced. Ones like apprehension, indecision, and downright fear.

      “The legends of old, and I’m talking about centuries ago, talk about this great Hunger, and yes, that’s with a capital H. It’s something that can affect a Wolf, usually an Alpha, but any strong leader, even a Beta, but in all cases it takes over them completely. They’re out of control and focus only on the Hunger, trying to stem the increasing need to hunt and feed.”

      Shade smirked. “Yeah, we’ve got that bit, Ash. Tell me something I don’t know. Something fucking useful, like how I get rid of it and get back to normal.”

      Ash shook his head, his face as serious as Shade had ever seen it which sent another round of fear lashing through him.

      “Sorry, Shade, according to this you’ll never be the same again. There’s only one cure and I doubt you’re gonna like it. If it’s true, then your life will definitely be changed forever,” Ash said cryptically which almost tore Shade from his chair to grab his Beta by the throat to get him to tell him what he needed to know.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Royce asked, his voice quiet and filled with worry. “Stop mucking around, Ash, just fucking tell us.”

      Ash’s eyes flicked back to the screen, reading as he spoke, his usual serious tone far more so than normal which amped Shade’s concern to levels he didn’t think he was capable of as he tried to concentrate. “Okay, so it says that this Hunger always, and it reiterates that it is always an indication that the Wolf afflicted by the Hunger, well, that their one true soulmate is nearby and that she may be in trouble. The Wolf has to accept this and once they do the Hunger will disappear and they have to go in search of their mate. It’s the one, and only way to cure the Hunger.”

      Royce whistled through his teeth as Shade’s body collapsed against his chair, shaking his head. “What? Ash, stop playing games. What does it really say?”

      Ash turned to Shade, his face telling him all he needed to know before he uttered one word. “I am, Alpha. I swear that’s what the Archives say. It gets worse. It says if the Wolf affected doesn’t accept this and fights against it, that they’ll go crazy. As in looney tunes nuts. You’ll end up with the Council coming to haul your ass away before you hurt anyone, Shade.”

      Shade slid his laptop to the floor, rising to pace around his home which suddenly seemed much too small. His Wolf whining in his head pitifully as if in great pain. He ran both his hands through his hair. “Holy fucking shit. This can’t be happening. I don’t fucking want a mate. Can you see me with a mate in tow?”

      Royce tilted his head to the side, eyeing Shade then nodded. “Sure I can. You’re Alpha, Shade. Let’s be honest, this playboy lifestyle you’ve been living isn’t viable for a good Alpha. You and the Pack need stability, and we all know that comes with having a mate by your side, and with the pups that comes with that.”

      “Stability?” Shade roared. “I’ve given the Pack that, in fucking spades. I’ve worked my ass off to do that, haven’t I? I’ve got our businesses up and running, made them profitable and provided for the Pack so that everyone benefits. Or am I wrong? Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Ash held his hands up. “Hey, we’re not saying you haven’t done all that, and more. But you also have to admit that the way you’ve been living has to stop at some time. Doesn’t it?”

      “Well, yeah, sometime.” Shade acquiesced grudgingly. “Not now. I’m not ready for this shit. A mate is . . . fucking huge.”

      Ash joined him, clasping his shoulder in one of his huge hands. “I know it is but you have to accept this, Alpha. You can’t ignore this or it will get worse. It says you should ask your Wolf, so why don’t you try that? What’s it doing right now? Is it still fighting to go hunt? Or not?”

      Shade pulled from Ash’s grip, storming away to pace again. He refused to admit, just yet, that his beast had quietened down the moment his Beta had mentioned a soulmate. That it was, at this very minute, urging him to go find their mate. Hell no. He wasn’t disclosing that knowledge right now. Not until he’d processed this shit in his human brain, and it was that side that was having a problem with all of this.

      A mate meant no more partying. No more one night stands. No more spending the nights at The Den with a bevy of girls on his arm. Hell, it meant his life ending as he knew it and he sure as fuck wasn’t ready for that. Was he?

      No.

      “Shade Shawcross!”

      A bellow from outside his cabin had them all turning, Ash and Royce frowning and rushing to the door. The voice did not belong to one of their Pack but Shade knew it. Damn.

      Royce reached the door first, opening it with such force it swung back to slam against the wall. “Who the fuck . . .”

      He stopped when he saw who stood waiting for them, Ash at his side as they strode outside, Shade beside them. Ash scowled as he pointed to his sentries who were with the three Shifters. “What the hell are you doing allowing this trash inside our camp?”

      “They said they had an important appointment with the Alpha.”

      “Yeah, we do,” the taller of the three said, smirking.

      “I’ll deal with you two later. Get back to your posts.” Ash snarled at the guards before turning a growl on the interlopers.

      Shade stepped down the stairs of the porch, stopping on the bottom one and crossing his arms. “Well, well, if it isn’t the Triple D’s, Dale, Derek and Dennis Evans. Shit, you all look so much alike how does anyone tell you apart? Talk about inbreeding?”

      All three snarled viciously, Dale, the oldest stepping forward, his blond hair and blue eyes mirroring those of his brothers. “You upset our little sister, treated her like . . .”

      Shade held up a hand, stopping him. “Are you serious? She told you about that? How fucking degrading that she came to you three dimwits and told you how easy she is. I told her then and I’ll tell you three now, she’s not my mate and never will be. So, guys, on your way before I lose my temper because today is not the day to test my patience.”

      Derek, the middle of the three, jumped forward, barely a foot separating him and Shade, his eyes glinting with temper as he poked Shade’s chest. “You led her on. Told her you’d make her your mate and Alpha and then forced yourself on her. That’s what you did, Shade Shawcross, and we won’t stand for that. No fucking way.”

      Derek prodded Shade’s chest again. Shade moved so quickly none of them saw it, grabbing Derek’s finger and bending it back until he heard it snap. Rapidly followed by his yell of pain and indignation. “First, I did not tell her any such thing, and second I have never forced myself on any woman. I understand that if your sister told you that then you’re obviously feeling outraged, but I’m telling you different. So, here’s the situation, boys, you either turn around and leave or I whoop all your asses right here and now.”

      Derek’s eyes closed to slits, glaring at him as Dale stepped forward, pushing his brother out of the way. “You expect us to believe our baby sister lied to us? No way would she do that.”

      Dennis didn’t look so convinced, his eyes glancing to his brothers’ then Ash and Royce. “What about them?”

      “They’re not involved in this,” Shade replied, shrugging. “This is between you three and me, simple. But, I’ll say again, the information you have is wrong and you have one last chance to turn around and walk away.”

      The three brothers stepped away, looking at each other, and it was obvious they were weighing up their odds. The adrenaline of being amped up with outrage at the perceived slight against their sister possibly dimming. That’s what Shade thought right up to the minute they spun around and flew toward him mid-shift, all at once,

      Shit.

      Shade dropped and rolled to the right, barely managing to miss the tangle of fangs and claws as the trio landed in a heap on his steps. Damn! The trio looked alike even in their Wolf forms. Shade had already instigated his own transformation, quickly changing into his formidable Alpha beast. His wolf was striking, the darkest shade of brown with a silver streak across his chest, his animal growled at his opponents before deciding on his course of attack.

      As the brothers were still entangled he leaped forward, grabbing a free hind leg and tugging it free furiously. His teeth biting deep, using every ounce of strength in his powerful jaws until he heard the satisfying sound of bones crunching as the Wolf howled in pain. Shade shook his opponent furiously to ensure the wound would not heal quickly. He’s the stupid fuck for coming onto his land to challenge him. He’d be mending that crushed leg for some time and he was definitely out of the fight.

      Down to two.

      While he’d incapacitated one, the other two had regrouped, prowling before him with snarls and growls that filled the silence and bringing out a crowd to watch. Shade ignored everything except the threat, determined to get this over and done with quickly so he and his Betas could get back to more important business. Like keeping him sane.

      His beast took that moment to lift its head to the sky and howl as it snarled in his mind. “Mate, now. Needs us.”

      Trixie’s brothers slunk forward, one bolder than the other, his paw reaching out to rake across Shade’s side. He jerked sideways, missing the fearsome claws, while jerk number two tried the same from the other side. These in-breds obviously fought together often enough to have a drill: one distracts, the other attacks.

      Not happening. Shade spun around, his hind legs kicking out to land a massive blow to one head, stunning the beast, while his jaws and claws went to work on the other. He knew he’d have to work fast, before the stunned Wolf rose to attack his rear. If not he’d be in trouble so he used every ounce of his impressive strength, jaws ripping an ear clean off, his claws finding purchase in the soft underbelly and ripping ferociously. The beast collapsed, a high-pitched sound unlike any howl Shade had ever heard tearing from its throat as it lay thrashing on the ground.

      His Wolf turned back to the only opponent left, his face dripping with blood, lips drawn back and fangs on show as he snarled a last warning. His meaning clear: back off now or suffer the consequences.

      The remaining brother’s beast looked at his two fallen siblings, whining, before transforming and rushing to the one Shade had just finished with. The gaping wound in its belly seeping blood onto the ground to disappear into the hard-packed earth. “He’ll die! You need to help him. Please. He’s gonna die. That’s a mortal wound.”

      Shade’s Wolf shook its fur, a roar of triumph filling the air before he morphed, shaking his head at the man kneeling next to his dying brother. “I gave you the option to leave. And what did you do? The three of you attacked me without warning. You deserved to die. All of you. But I’m not the bastard you seem to think of me so I’ll allow our Healer to try and help him. But I’m warning you now. Do not ever come onto my land again and tell that bitch you call a sister to stay clear of me, my land, and any of our establishments. None of your family is welcome.”

      Royce jumped down, picking up Shade’s tattered clothing, and ruined boots as Ash led Lana over to the fallen Wolf.

      “Hell, those were my favorite boots.” Shade shook his head, turning back to Ash. “Ash, get your guards to keep an eye on this lot. Lana, do what you can but be careful, these fuckers are not trustworthy so make sure you have guards with you at all times.”

      “Certainly, Alpha,” Lana replied, not looking up from her task of attempting to save the beast’s life.

      Royce followed Shade back into his cabin, muttering, “Damn stupid fucks. What did they expect going up against an Alpha?”

      “If they ever come back I won’t be so lenient,” Shade growled. “I’m going to get cleaned up then we’ll get back to that business we were working on.”

      “I’ll be here, waiting patiently for you to come to your senses so we can go find . . .”

      “Not another word, Royce, not one more,” Shade snarled, disappearing quickly before he did something he’d regret, like punching his friend in the nose.
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      Marissa traipsed through the edge of the forest, keeping out of sight of the road. She’d been rushing through the area since leaving that idiot trucker the previous night. She was tired and hungry but knew she couldn’t stop.

      She couldn’t risk it. Not when she realized he hadn’t gone nearly far enough. After only an hour of making her way the previous night she’d felt the tingle again in her mind, the next hour it grew stronger and stronger. Finally her father’s voice in her head chilling the blood in her veins. “I can feel you, daughter. I’m coming for you and you’ll pay for your desertion.”

      Shit on a fucking brick. She was in deep trouble and needed to find another way out of the area, fast, or they’d find her and then her life would be over. Or worse, she’d be an ageing Alpha’s sex toy until she’d produced a child for him. If it was a girl, she doubted the child, or her, would live for more than a few minutes.

      What was that saying about a rock and a hard place? Yeah, that’s where she was right now. Terror ran through her as she fought to put one foot in front of the other, not sure how long she’d been going, but it must be almost a day. The sun was already lowering and soon darkness would fall and she was still trying to thumb a damn lift. Not one of the cars had stopped when she’d heard them and rushed to stand, hand out, desperate for them to stop and offer her not just a lift but a lifeline. Her only deliverance from the nightmare she found herself in, and it was one of her own making.

      Then again, the other option had been to stay and be handed over to the Alpha.

      Her choice had been clear. She didn’t have a decision to make, not really, because she just could not let that mangy mutt put his hands on her, even if he was an Alpha. Her life hadn’t been great up until then, but at least her body in that respect, had been hers. No man had touched her, not just because she didn’t want any of the men in her Pack, but her father wouldn’t let anyone near her. He kept her pure so he could bargain her away to the Alpha for his own gain.

      “I wonder if I’m the only twenty-three year old virgin left?” she muttered, a giggle escaping her. One that was devoid of humor, instead it sounded on the verge of madness to her ears. “Finally losing it, Marissa.”

      Marissa heard another engine heading her way. Before rushing to the road, she sent out her enhanced senses but found no sign that the vehicles inhabitants were anything other than human, so she jogged up through the bushes and onto the verge. She plastered a smile on her face and held her hand out, thumb up and hoped this time they’d stop. A dark blue car came around the bend, old with scrapes on the bumper and stickers too many to count. They were so overlapped she couldn’t read any properly, even with her eyesight. They just looked like they’d been plastered on to cover damage, some did, some didn’t. Heck, she didn’t care, all she needed was a ride.

      The car slowed and her heart soared. A young woman was driving, her face pinched, and her bottom lip was being fiercely nibbled between her teeth. Marissa saw the indecision in her eyes and when she saw the baby seat next to the driver, Marissa knew she wouldn’t stop. No mother would and she didn’t blame her. Marissa was on her own, in the middle of goodness knew where, dirty and bedraggled. She probably looked like an escapee from the nearest sanitarium.

      Hell, yeah, drive on, Momma, don’t stop for the crazy lady in the middle of nowhere.

      And that’s exactly what happened. The driver faltered for a moment before speeding up, one hand leaving the steering wheel to land on her baby’s sleeping head.

      Marissa’s heart sank but she forced her feet to move. “One in front of the other, repeat. It’s not rocket science, girl, just do it.”

      She retraced her steps down to the relative safety of the forest, where she felt more at home anyway, but she also was not freely visible either. On and on she walked, hoping that one of the dang cars would stop already. One measly ride, that’s all she needed right now.
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      Ash walked in as Shade joined Royce, newly showered and dressed, he felt surprisingly good. “So, did that idiot live? Or do I have to make a call to his Alpha to break the news?”

      “He’s alive, but Lana says it’s still touch and go. She doesn’t want us moving him for several days.” Ash slumped onto the sofa, shaking his head. “Do you know what the stupid son-of-a-bitch did?”

      Shade raised an eyebrow. “You mean apart from coming here and challenging me over something that didn’t actually happen?”

      “Well, yeah, that too, but no.” Ash sat up, nodding to the Royce. “Better get a phone ‘cause that moron attempted to transform while Lana was working on him. So, he’s mainly human, mostly, but it’s the strangest damn thing I’ve ever seen. Anyway, Lana says he doesn’t have enough strength to do anything else right now, transform fully either way, and because he’s mostly human it’s gonna take longer for him to heal. That’s if he survives the night. Lana was a bit sketchy on that. The other one is on his way back, in Wolf form, to heal with his own Pack, and the third one, is with his brother at Lana’s. He seems genuinely sorry and keeps thanking Lana for helping his brother. I swear, Shade, that little fucking bitch Trixie has a lot to answer for.”

      Royce cursed and Shade did too, a partial shift was never a good condition to be in, for either human or beast. “Did she knock him out with something? And I suppose I should call their Alpha and fill him in on what’s happening. I think I’ll let him know Trixie’s involvement too, she needs to be held accountable for this. She fired them boys up and pointed them in my direction because I told her I had no intention of mating with her. Yeah, I was an ass, and I apologized for that, but this is just wrong. She must’ve known they wouldn’t have stood a chance against me? They’re not even Betas, for fuck sake.”

      Royce fished through Shade’s tattered clothing, found his phone, and threw it to him. “Here you go. After you’ve dealt with that we need to return to our other business.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Shade replied, resigned to discussing what had been found earlier. For now, he had a difficult call to make. “I’ll be back as soon as I’ve dealt with this shitload of trouble.”

      He decided to talk to the brothers’ Alpha from his office, in private. At least that way if things got heated his Betas didn’t need to hear, or get hot under the collar as they were sure to do. They were his friends, but they were also his seconds and that meant when he had a problem they took it to heart. He didn’t need their support for this. Shade could deal with this standing on his head blind drunk, but both Ash and Royce were already hyped up. A private call was the way to go.

      Less than two minutes later it was over and done with and with a better result than Shade had expected. He couldn’t wait to share with his boys. Shade whistled a tune as he joined them in his living room, their heads spinning to stare. “Hey,” he shrugged. “It went better than I’d hoped. Those brothers are in trouble with their own Alpha for taking it upon themselves to come here as they did. Plus, little tricky Trixie is also in hot water for firing them up with lies. He knew I was telling the truth, even though I didn’t even get to that part. His words were along the lines of, ‘That little slut puts it about and then when she doesn’t get what she wants she sends her brothers in after telling them a tall tale. Stupid girl thinks we don’t know, but we do. This is the last straw. She and her brothers are outta here.’ Okay that’s kinda word for word, but he did say he’d allow them to recover first.”

      Royce nodded his head, a grim look on his face. “Harsh, but if she, and in turn, they have done this before then he’s well within his rights to banish them. They’ll have a hard time finding a Pack to take them in now.”

      Ash agreed. “Yeah, but it’s of their own doing so I, for one, have no sympathy for any of them. Especially Trixie. She’s a real troublemaker that one.”

      “She’ll be gone soon enough,” Shade replied. “As far as I’m concerned it’s over and done with.”

      “Right.” Ash crossed his arms, staring hard at Shade. “Have you and your beast had a talk?”

      Shade opened his mouth to answer and his Wolf picked that precise moment to howl in his mind. The same phrase over and over, so loud Shade’s hands flew to either side of his head, pain lancing through him. “Shut up!” he roared, bending forward as his beast continued.

      “Find her. Find her. Find her.”

      His Betas raced over, grabbing hold of him as he fought with his Wolf. Royce’s worried voice whispering. “Alpha, what’s wrong. Ash, what the fuck’s wrong with him?”

      “I don’t fucking know! I didn’t read anything that mentioned anything like this. Maybe we need Lana.”

      Shade managed to raise a hand, gasping. “No, nobody else. Just give me a minute.”

      He focused on his beast, attempting to calm his Wolf. “I can’t do anything if you don’t stop this.”

      One last pitiful word tore through his head, “Please.” Followed by silence. “Thank fuck.”

      “What just happened?” Ash asked as Shade stood, shaking off their hands.

      “My fucking Wolf just happened.” Shade inhaled, filling his lungs to capacity before blowing it out slowly. “I think we’ve got a job on our hands.”

      “Yeah?” Royce bounced away, his face lighting up. “Are we going on a mate hunt? Cool.”

      Ash stayed close to Shade, his eyes searching his face. “Your beast is in agreement? That’s very clear in what I read, that you both have to decide to do this.”

      “I’ve not got a choice, Ash,” Shade admitted. “My Wolf is definitely on board with this insane idea. I’m coming along for the ride to see what happens. Do I believe in old legends and soulmates that need rescuing? No. But I can’t deny what’s going on with me lately, and my beast is pleading with me to do this. So, you two lug-heads, we better get going before I change my mind and decide to just go and get drunk instead.”

      Ash didn’t respond, merely started to undress and leave his clothes on the nearest chair, Royce joining him. “Oh hell,” Shade mumbled as he tore off his own. “How do I do this? Just let this crazy animal take the lead, or what?”

      “Yes,” Ash answered simply before walking outside.

      “Wonderful,” Shade bit out as he followed, wondering why he felt as if he were walking to his doom.
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      Marissa jerked awake to find herself slumped against a thick tree-trunk. She couldn’t remember sitting down, far less falling asleep, but exhaustion must have finally overtaken her. But if the way she was feeling was anything to go by, she hadn’t slept long. Her eyes stung with weariness as she rubbed them with the back of her hands, stretching her legs to ease her aches she wondered what woke her. Her thoughts a jumbled mess of what must’ve been a dream, visions of a huge dark brown Wolf, with a silver streak on its chest, tumbled through her mind leaving her feeling . . . unsettled and dare she admit . . . aroused.

      Her beast yipped an alarm in her head at the same moment terror invaded her body, overtaking the feelings she’d experienced on waking. All thoughts of her dream fled as she sprang to her feet, the threat to her safety all encompassing: her father was near.

      “Damn it!” Marissa started to run then stopped, realizing she may just be running straight toward him in her haste. She tried to calm herself, no mean feat when his presence filled her with dread, and sent out every sense available to her. Even her family link, which caused nausea to roll through her belly and a cold sweat to break out over her entire body, quickly followed by her father’s voice slinking into her brain.

      “I can feel you. Don’t think you can escape.”

      “Fuck!” Marissa cursed when she comprehended just how near he was. But now she knew he was south of her position so she turned and took off in the opposite direction, heading deeper into the woods. Her legs pumping as fast as they could, using every part of her speed to race through the unknown land, looking for a hiding place for her belongings and then she’d transform. Hopefully she’d lose her dad, and anyone with him, then be able to return for her meagre possessions.

      If she survived.

      The odds of that were low. Marissa wasn’t an idiot. She was aware that if her father caught her then her chances of surviving weren’t good. Not when she was going to fight him tooth and nail because she was not going to allow him to return her to the hands of her Alpha to be nothing more than a sex slave. Not happening. Not while she had a breath left inside her and the will to fight.

      At least she’d die a free Wolf. Not a slave to her dad or the Pack that treated women as badly as hers did.

      Marissa saw a large oak tree ahead, her eyes catching sight of a large hollow at the base. The perfect place for her to stash her things, so she veered toward it, already pulling off her jacket. Adrenaline pumped through her system as her blood rushed through her like a tidal wave, the noise almost deafening in her ears as she slid to a stop. She threw her backpack into the hole, struggling with her jacket, almost getting it off but she’d been so focused on escaping her father that she’d failed to search her surroundings for any other Shifters. A large bear of a man appearing from behind the tree and grabbing her around the neck, his arm so tight it cut off her oxygen.

      Her feet left the ground, kicking futilely as she scratched at his hands. His foul breath washing over her as he snarled at her ear. “Caught you, bitch.”

      And he wasn’t alone. Two more men appeared, their eyes lingering on her for too long as they raked up and down her body. Oh shit. No. She couldn’t go back. She just damn well couldn’t. Tears filled her eyes, spilling over to run down her cheeks. Despair, anger and fury rampaging through her. Determined to die before returning to a life of hell she made the decision to transform the moment she could.

      She’d rather go down fighting than go anywhere with these filthy mutts.

      “Don’t let go of her,” one of the men in front snapped. “She’ll change if you do. Who’s got the silver?”

      Marissa snarled, her heart sinking further at the mention of silver. Shit, if they managed to get any on her then it was game over. She’d never be able to transform if they subdued her with that poisonous shit. She started to struggle for real, throwing her head back with every ounce of her strength. The resulting crunch and shout of pain from her restrainer gave her a little consolation, especially when his hold relaxed enough for her to draw in some much needed breaths.

      “I’m gonna kill you.” He shook her around in his massive hands, his voice nasal, thick and full of menace.

      “Good,” she snarled back, kicking his shins over and over, hoping he’d carry out his threat.

      One of the others bent over, laughing. “You can’t even take care of one girl.”

      “She’s a fucking bitch,” he answered, shaking her again.

      “Yeah, you’ve said,” the other replied.

      Marissa realized she should know their names, they were from her Pack, weren’t they? But her mind wasn’t working properly for some reason, and she just couldn’t put a name to any of their faces. Why? Fear? Shock? Adrenaline? She wasn’t sure, all she knew was her brain could only focus on one thing: fight or flight.

      “Stop choking her, you dimwit, you’re going to kill her. She’ll be no use to me, or the Alpha, if she’s dead.”

      The voice slid over her like a snake slithering up her body, snaking inside and coiling in her belly. Marissa’s blood turned to ice and for a split-second she thought she was going to lose control of her bladder. The all-consuming terror of her father’s presence did things to her she was ashamed of, her beast whimpering instead of growling, her fight slowing, ebbing from her as he came into her line of sight. The man who should look after her, take care of her, and be the one she ran to not from stood before her, his smirk evil and cold as he ran a finger down the side of her face. She jerked beneath his touch, cringing away from him, her stomach roiling and ready to puke up her fear.

      Marissa slammed her eyes shut, her mind playing tricks on her. Maybe if she refused to look at him she could pretend he wasn’t there, because if he was, and he managed to subdue her then her life was well and truly over. Another tear broke free and slid down her cheek, her heart tearing apart in her chest.

      No. No. And hell no. Marissa shook her head. Refusing to believe this was happening. She couldn’t have gone through this, managing to escape that hellhole only to be dragged back again. Please, no.
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      Shade’s Wolf flew through the forest like his tail was on fire. Royce and Ash right behind him as they ran at full speed. His beast seemed to know where he was going and ran with an urgency that spoke of life or death.

      “Alpha, do you know . . .”

      Shade cut Ash off before he continued, small talk wasn’t on the agenda. “No, he knows where he’s going so just try and keep up.”

      His friends struggled to keep up as his beast’s speed increased. He sped along as if Demons from Hell itself were chasing them, a frenzy rampaging through him like nothing Shade had ever experienced before. It was unsettling but he also felt more alive, his heart pumping furiously as his claws threw up dirt and leaves, finding purchase before leaping high to clear any obstacles in their path. On and on they ran, the trio ranging to the outer limits of Pack land where his Wolf veered left, heading along the edge of their land but still seemingly on a course to where, or who, Shade had no idea.

      He could feel his beast’s urgency though, loud and damn well clear. His Wolf knew something he didn’t, his paws scrambling for purchase over a muddy embankment, a snarl escaping as he fought to reach their destination. He tried to communicate with the frantic beast. “What’s wrong?”

      “Needs us, danger.”

      Shade couldn’t help but feel the despair running through his Wolf, mixed in with a large dose of fury, but he had one last question. “How do you know all this?”

      “Goddess.”

      Was his answer. Well, if that were the case who was he to disagree? Shade no longer argued internally with his Wolf, feeling his delight at that as he raced through, around, and over anything that stood in their way. A flash of a vision sprang into his mind of a woman, young with long dark hair and eyes like pools of dark chocolate, her beauty taking his breath away a moment before her fear slammed into him.

      She wasn’t just scared. She was filled with absolute terror, and she wasn’t alone. Who was there with her wasn’t clear but whoever it was had this young woman so scared she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and he could feel her pain. It was as if her heart were physically tearing apart inside her chest. The agony of it ripping free a roar from his throat to reverberate around the forest, causing limbs in the trees to tremble and leaves to flutter to the ground. His rage consuming him as he streaked onwards in a desperate bid to reach her before . . . he wasn’t sure. But he knew in his gut she was in deep peril and he was her only redemption.

      His beast darted around several large trees, a sweet and tangy aroma wafting toward them, but it was marred with the scent of fear. Shade knew, without a shadow of doubt, that his was who they sought. This scent was her, the woman he’d caught glimpses of, the beauty who was terrified. The one they had to save. This scent that assaulted his senses, settling inside him as if it had always been there was unmistakably the one the Archives spoke of.

      This was no wild goose chase. This was not nonsense, or drivel, or the thousand other words he’d come up with. Fuck, no. This was real, she was his mate, and she was in trouble. She needed him. Now.

      The feelings coursing through him were . . . outlandishly scary and he couldn’t begin to understand them. He hadn’t even met this girl, didn’t know her fucking name, anything about her. Yet he knew he’d fight to the death for her. How the hell was that even possible?

      Only hours ago he was dead set against the idea of a soulmate. Yet here he was stampeding towards only the Goddess knew what and ready to battle anything that was a threat to the woman he’d barely had a glimpse of. Hell, he’d tear anything, and anyone, limb from limb for harming a hair on her head, and he didn’t even know her name.

      “Alpha,” Royce interrupted him, his voice growing urgent. “Alpha! Slow down. I can hear voices ahead.”

      Damn it. If he’d not been so focused on his internal thinking, he would’ve heard them too. Their voices loud in the silence of the forest, more than one, and the sound of soft whimpering: his mate!

      Despite Royce insisting he slow down, Shade sped up, crashing through bushes and sliding to a stop when he saw a group of men. One holding the woman he’d seen in his head, her feet dangling off the ground. Her face white with fear but her eyes full of defiance as she spat in the face of an older Wolf standing in front of her. They hadn’t yet noticed his arrival, the man raising a hand to strike the young woman as he snarled.

      “You’re a bitch and you’re coming back with me and you’ll do as you’re told.”

      Shade transformed quickly, striding forward, his voice rumbling a threat. “Stop!”

      All eyes turned to him, five men in total. The oldest, the one who was about to slap the girl, scowled at Shade. “Who the fuck are you to tell me what to do?”

      Shade didn’t stop, continuing until he reached his mate. He glared into the eyes of the Shifter holding her. “Release her. Now.”

      “I said . . .”

      Shade spun around, snarling. “I’m the Alpha whose land you fucking dogs are on.” He turned back, grabbing hold of the man’s hair who still had his mate in his arms. “I said, release her. Do it now or I’ll break your damn neck.”

      The man slowly let go, his arms opening to the side and stepping back. “She’s ours. That’s her father and it’s up to him to take her back to our Pack.”

      Shade looked as his mate rubbed her throat, coughing and drawing in gulps of air, before he turned back to her . . . father. Shit. What kind of parent treated their child in such a manner? “This is my land and it’s my decision who stays and who goes. I say you go and she stays. Leave now before I lose my temper and make you pay for trespassing. Which is my fucking right.”

      Every cell in his body thrummed with the need to lash out at these interlopers. Not just for being on his land but for their obvious mistreatment of the young woman now standing next to him. She’d shuffled closer to him the moment she was set free, so close he could feel her body shaking next to his. Her fear hadn’t abated. It still rolled off her in waves, her eyes going around the men and then back to Shade.

      Maybe she doubted his ability to take on five and win, but she didn’t know him. Yet. These idiots were no match for him. Besides, he wasn’t alone, and it was then that Royce and Ash made an appearance, having circled around and coming in on either side of the group. Their Wolves snarling as they prowled back and forth, their warning clear: leave or die.

      Her father eyed his Betas before staring hard at his daughter. “You’ll regret this, daughter. I swear you will.”

      “The only thing I regret is not sticking a knife in your heart before I ran,” she snapped back at him, fire in her eyes before she spat at his feet.

      Her father turned his eyes to Shade. They were cold, dark, and full of hatred. “I think we’ll meet again, Alpha.”

      “I hope so,” Shade growled. “Leave. My patience has, as they say, left the goddamn building. Pack up your mutts and get off my land.”

      If it weren’t for his mate, Shade would not have left it like that. No. He wanted to fight. His Wolf wanted to rip into those that were still an obvious threat to her, but he could sense her weakness. She was barely able to stay upright, for all her grand show of defiance, he knew she was on her last legs. He had to get her home, safe, and get Lana to have a look at her. His mate needed help and he couldn’t waste time feeding his rage for vengeance. Not now.

      Shade stayed alert until they were out of sight. “Royce, follow them and ensure they don’t follow us home.”

      His Beta’s Wolf spun around and shadowed the men. If they didn’t do exactly as expected, then Shade would soon be alerted. Ash stayed with them, his Wolf still vigilant, his eyes and ears attentive for any threat as Shade turned his attention to the most important person in the universe; his soulmate.

      “Hi, I’m Shade Shawcross, Alpha of the Silver Lake Pack, and this is my land.” He held out his hand formally, nerves suddenly making an appearance which was a first for the normally suave man.

      “Thank you for helping, my name’s Marissa Farrar,” she said, leaning down toward the oak they were beside. “Sorry, I hid my stuff here.”

      She picked out a backpack, swinging it up on her shoulder. “I was going to transform and try and escape in Wolf form. Guess that didn’t go down so well.”

      “Guess not.” Shade smiled down into those chocolate brown eyes he’d caught a glimpse of earlier in his head. That short vision didn’t do them justice. They were like dark pools that he was sure he could dive into, they were so . . . wait . . . they were dimming as he stared at her. Marissa’s face turned chalky white, her lips turning a pale blue, and then her legs gave way beneath her.

      Shade caught her before she hit the ground, scooping her up into his arms, as he grabbed her pack. “Shit! We need to get her home, Ash. Stay close and guard us in case those cocksuckers try anything.”

      Ash’s light brown Wolf nodded its massive head, a low rumble in its chest as he began to lead the way back. The journey far slower on the return and causing Shade to curse time and again as Marissa lay limply against his chest.
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      Shade couldn’t believe how long the journey home took. It seemed like hours as they trudged through the forest, Royce joining them part of the way back. Shade jogged, not wishing to run at full speed for fear of harming his precious cargo. He wasn’t certain what ailed Marissa but he wasn’t taking any unnecessary risks.

      He couldn’t help himself glancing down at her every few moments. Taking in the beauty of her features, her small nose, full lips, heart-shaped face, but at the same time he saw the dark circles beneath her eyes and the paleness of her skin. She felt cold and clammy, her dark hair sticking to her face, her heart beating slowly. Too slowly for a Shifter, and that worried him far more than anything else. What had she been through for her body to be in such a state?

      This was long-term neglect. Not a few days of going without food, but something far worse.

      Damn. Now he wished he’d taken the time to rip those men apart because her father would have to be complicit for his daughter to be in this condition. And the way she’d responded to him, well, that spoke fucking volumes. Shade hoped he did see her father again, because next time he would not hold back. Next time her father would feel the full force of his wrath and anyone he brought with him would suffer the same fate.

      Lowering his head, he inhaled, ingraining her scent deep inside him, body and soul, animal and man. Shade ensured he’d be able to find her again if ever they were separated. Never again would she be able to hide from him, whether of her own volition . . . or forced. He’d easily track her from here to the ends of the earth and nothing would stand in his way. Certainly not her father or those dogs he’d brought with him. He’d keep her safe, no matter from what or who. No matter the price, it didn’t matter. Shade would pay it, for this woman in his arms meant everything to him.

      “Holy shit,” Shade muttered aloud, his feet faltering as the enormity of it slammed into him. “She’s my soulmate.”

      Ash’s snout nudged his thigh, whining. Shade chuckled. “Yeah, I know. You told me so. But damn, Ash, this is . . . incredible. It’s, shit, I can’t describe it. It’s out of this fucking world.”

      Royce’s Wolf let out a soft rumble, which sounded suspiciously like laughter. “All right, Royce, no need to rub it in. Remember, I’m still Alpha, and I can give you the crappiest jobs to do if you piss me off. For now, why don’t you go ahead and get Lana to my cabin. Tell her I have a very important person that needs her help.”

      Shade saw Royce’s beast rush away with the knowledge that the Healer would be waiting on him and that settled him, slightly. His concern was still high though. Marissa was still out cold with no sign of her coming around. What worried him most was that her beast hadn’t attempted to take over, if it had been him, then his would have transformed him immediately to heal him. Marissa’s skin hadn’t even rippled, telling Shade her Wolf hadn’t done what most would. Was it also too weak?

      His mate was in bad shape, and it was down to him to ensure not only her safety, but also her wellbeing and that weighed heavily on Shade. More so than his Alpha duties to an entire Pack. He never imagined the enormity of finding a soulmate would have such a profound effect on him. He, Shade Shawcross, the toughest Alpha in the area, and he was being brought to his knees by the pain he felt for the suffering of a woman he’d only just met.

      Was this what it felt like to have a soulmate? Hell, it hurt. Like nothing he’d ever imagined possible and this was only the beginning. How in blazes did people survive this? How did they function with all these damn feelings running rampant through them? Shade wasn’t sure he had it in him to do this. He wasn’t used to dealing with emotions but the alternative was unthinkable, unbearable, and agonizing to even contemplate.

      No. He knew he couldn’t survive without Marissa by his side. Come what may Shade would have to man the hell up and deal with the baggage that was part and parcel of finding his soulmate. Emotions and feelings included. Well, damn.

      He’d have to hide that well. It didn’t fit with his rep he’d worked so hard to build up and he wouldn’t allow anything to take away his Alpha status, or what he’d accomplished for the Pack. Shade didn’t have a clue how he’d do that but he would work it out. He always did.

      When he emerged from the forest and saw his cabin, the relief that flooded through him took his breath away. His feet speeding up to a slow run to reach his home and the Healer he knew would be waiting. Shade wanted nothing more than to hand over the woman in his arms to someone that knew what to do. His own lack of knowledge as to what ailed her stung his pride more than he cared to admit. He was Alpha and it was a rare occurrence that he wasn’t in control of a situation, but this, this was something he couldn’t fix and it was like a knife being twisted in his guts. It was a physical pain, deep inside, growing by the minute and he needed to know Marissa was going to recover and be at his side.

      His Wolf hadn’t stopped whining the entire journey home. Although somewhat assuaged that they’d located their mate, its agony that she was sick affected it just as much as it did the man. Shade had given up trying to talk to his beast. It just wouldn’t listen to him anymore so he’d tried to shut it out, but it had been difficult and added to the stress building inside him.

      Royce waited for him at the door, dressed and looking like the cat that caught the proverbial canary. “Lana’s waiting in your room.”

      “Thanks.” Shade rushed through the living room and up the stairs, his long legs reaching his bedroom quickly. Lana’s eyes opening wide when she saw Marissa in his arms but she said nothing as he placed his mate on the bed. “I don’t know what’s wrong with her. She collapsed and she’s not regained consciousness since.”

      Lana sat beside Marissa, her hands moving Marissa’s dark hair from her face and feeling her forehead before peeling open her eyelids to stare inside. She remained silent as she examined her from top to toe, removing Marissa’s clothing as she went. With each item that fell to the floor, Shade’s heart sped up until it was racing in his chest. Marissa’s skin was pale, with several scars that had his blood boiling and his teeth grinding. Lana glancing over at him several times as he growled in anger.

      “She’s in bad shape, Alpha.” Lana sat back, turning to look up at him. “She’s underfed and it’s not recent. It’s been a long-term situation and, I don’t need to point out that she’s been abused. There’s scarring here that’s not been allowed to heal. If she were permitted to transform, then her Wolf would repair any damage so there wouldn’t be any scars. That’s not what happened, but I don’t need to explain that to you.”

      “No, you don’t.” Shade snapped, fury growing inside him like an inferno. “What’s wrong with her and can you help?”

      “I think she just reached the end of her endurance, Shade. Quite simply, she couldn’t take anymore. She needs rest, food, and plenty of TLC. She . . .”

      “Her name is Marissa and she’s my soulmate.” Shade’s eyes bored into Lana’s, conveying the importance of the woman on his bed.

      “I see.” Lana nodded. “Well, Marissa needs to be taken care of, Alpha. She will heal but I can’t be sure if it will be days or weeks. I can set up a drip, for now, until she regains consciousness. After that she needs plenty of good nutrition and lots of patience and love. She’s going to be scared, Shade. If her body is any indication of the life she’s led, then she’s not had a happy one. You need to be . . . kind.”

      Shade’s eyes lingered on Marissa, his mate lay before him and even though she was skinny as hell, with scars and skin so pale it was almost translucent, she was the most perfect and beautiful being he’d ever seen. “I’ll take care of her myself. With your help, Lana. We need to ensure her recovery. She means . . . everything.”

      Lana rose, her hand patting his crossed arm. “I know, Shade. I know. I’m sure we can sort her out. It might just take some time. I don’t think she’s going to trust easily but the mating bond will surely help with that. Now, why don’t you go and organize plenty of supplies for her while I give her a wash and set up the drip?”

      “Supplies?” Shade asked.

      “Yes,” Lana said, smiling. “I doubt you have items that she’s going to need. Female things like shampoo, conditioner, clothes, underwear, all the things she’s going to want and need to make her stay more comfortable when she wakes. Or, do you want me to do that?”

      Shade frowned. “No, I’ll do it. But I’m not sure on sizes.”

      Lana cocked her head to the side as she looked down at Marissa again. “I’d go with the smallest you can get. She’s pretty tiny, well, for now anyway. Until we can get some meat on her bones.”

      “Okay, I’ll deal with that now and then I’ll be back.”

      Shade reached down, running a hand down Marissa’s cheek before leaving quickly. Everything inside of him screaming to stay but knowing he had to provide for his mate pushing him to go. Ash and Royce anxiously waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs.

      “How is she?” Ash asked as soon as he saw Shade.

      “Still out cold. Lana is putting in a drip for now. I’m going to get some supplies for her. Royce, stay here and guard her. Ash, get at least three more around the cabin. I want ‘round the clock duty until I say different. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Shade didn’t wait for a response, rushing away to get what he required. He wanted to return as quickly as possible, every second he was away from Marissa seemed an eternity and his stomach clenched with anxiety that he wasn’t by her side. He sped through the camp, arriving at their stores warehouse and going inside to bark out a long list of items. The two Shifters on duty moving like lightning to accommodate his rare appearance.

      Shade rarely went to the store in person. He’d ask for what he wanted and it would appear in his home. The perks of being Alpha. So, for him to arrive was a novelty, and had the workers rushing around to get what he wanted, even though he could see their surprise as everything was obviously for a female. He gave them credit though, not once did they make a query on anything he requested. Even when he’d asked the She-Wolf on duty about the fancy item she had in her long hair to hold it up, she didn’t bat an eye, merely told him what it was. He’d nodded and asked if they had them, and she’d said yes, and ran to get him a selection. With Marissa’s long dark locks, Shade thought she might want something like that. If not he could throw them in the bin, no loss.

      Soon he was on his way home, arms laden with packages galore and the ache in his belly eased with each step that brought him nearer to his mate. Shade noticed the extra guards in place, easing his concern for Marissa’s safety. Ash and Royce sitting on his porch steps drinking beer when he arrived.

      “A hand would be good.” Shade interrupted their relaxation.

      “You have two already,” Royce quipped back, before he rose to help. “Jeez, Shade, what’s all this?”

      “For Marissa, she needs stuff. Lana sent me to get her some things.”

      Ash grabbed a few precariously balanced packages. “Looks like you cleaned out the store.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Shade snapped. “I got the basics, that’s all.”

      “Hells fire, if this is the basics I wouldn’t like to see you going overboard.” Royce laughed, following him inside.

      “Just put those on the table and I’ll get them later.” Shade moved to the stairs but Ash stopped him.

      “Alpha, can we talk? You’re obviously going to be otherwise engaged for a while so we need to discuss running the camp.”

      “Ash, you and Royce are more than capable of taking care of things for a couple of days.” Shade looked over his shoulder. “If I’m still otherwise engaged then, you can come by and we can talk again. For now, please, just leave me in peace. I’ve a lot to process and none of it is going to be easy for me. You two, of all people, should know that. I just need a couple of days to get my head around all of this and then I’ll be fine. For now, I need to get back to her and make sure she’s okay.”

      “Sure,” Ash said quietly. “We’ll take care of things but I need to know if it’s all right to let the Pack know about . . . you know?”

      “Lana knows and I doubt she’ll be able to keep it to herself. I guess it would be better coming from you two, as Betas. Just explain Marissa’s been hurt and that’s why I’m not announcing this myself. I’ll introduce my mate to the Pack just as soon as she’s fit enough, and not a moment sooner.”

      “I’ll get right on that,” Ash replied formally. “Everyone will be excited but they’ll also understand, Alpha. I’ll make sure I’m here to field the well-wishers that are sure to arrive.”

      “Thanks.” Shade inclined his head. “Royce, are you all right to take over the full running of The Den for the foreseeable future? I’m not sure when I’ll be able to return. I’ll have my hands full with Marissa for a while, according to Lana anyway.”

      “I’ll be fine, Shade, don’t worry about it.”

      “Great, thanks to both of you, for everything. I know I’ve been a pain in the ass but I appreciate your help. To be honest, I’m still in shock about this, but I know she’s mine. There’s no doubt about it, she’s my soulmate and I have to devote my time to ensuring she recovers, and then I guess we’ll see what happens next.”

      “Pups, lots and lots of pups.” Royce guffawed. “You’ll be knee-deep in them.”

      “Shut it!” Shade snarled half-heartedly before turning his back on his friends and loping up the stairs, desperate to return to Marissa.
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      Shade found Lana sitting next to Marissa, chatting to her as if she were awake, telling his mate about Silver Lake Pack and, more importantly, that she was safe. Lana turned when he walked in, her eyes twinkling when she saw the large number of packages he carried.

      “Did you leave anything in the stores?”

      “Yes, of course.” Shade strode to his walk-in wardrobe, depositing Marissa’s supplies on the large dresser in the middle, before returning to the bedroom.

      “How is she?” he asked, looking down at Marissa, now covered by his comforter.

      “She’s stable. I’ve attached a drip to keep her going for now. It’ll keep her hydrated and it’s got my special something added to it that should help her. I’ve washed her and as I didn’t have anything to dress her in, I hope you don’t mind, but I put her in one of your t-shirts.”

      “That’s fine,” Shade replied quietly, sitting on the end of the bed, taking one of Marissa’s hands in his gently.

      “Alpha, do you want me to unpack her things for you?”

      “Yeah, if you don’t mind. There’s plenty of room in there, on the right,” Shade said absentmindedly, his thoughts focused on the prone body in his bed. Marissa’s pale face and dark circles gave her an ethereal appearance, her beauty unsurpassed in Shade’s eyes. He’d never seen anything as stunning in his entire life and he longed to see her lids open so he could stare into those dark pools of chocolate.

      Shade couldn’t wait to connect with his mate, as a Wolf should have very soon after first meeting. Unfortunately, they didn’t get that opportunity, what with her father and his band of merry men there, and then she’d collapsed. Hell, his beast was desperate to meet hers, hunt together, run wild together, and have her submit to his while he marked her as his. Damn, that was what he craved right this minute. Shade could almost feel his fangs piercing her delicate skin, taste her blood as it swam over his taste buds to flow down his throat, and his cock as it . . . no. Don’t go there. Not now.

      “Fuck!” Shade shook his head, clearing it of the thoughts that clouded his mind.

      “Are you okay?”

      Lana’s question causing him to jerk around. He’d forgotten she was still there. “What? Yeah, I’m concerned about Marissa and I’m still getting used to having found her.”

      “I can understand that.” Lana smiled. “I now know why the discs of the Archives were suddenly so important.”

      Shade refused to look at her, not wishing to lie, but also not confirming anything either.

      “I’m glad you found her, Alpha. If I may add something. I think she’s been running on empty for some time, but when you found her she must have sensed she was safe, even if she didn’t have time to recognize what you were to her. She knew inside she could let go and that’s why she finally collapsed. She instinctually knew that you’d protect her, Shade.”

      Shade tilted his head, looking between his Healer and his mate. “You think?”

      “I do. Hey, I’m your Healer and know ‘bout this shit. Anyway, that’s my thoughts on it and it will be good for the Pack to have you mated, and it will be good for you too. A soulmate is something precious and will change you in so many ways that I can’t begin to list them all. I wish you nothing but happiness, Shade.”

      “Thank you, Lana.” Shade turned his full attention to her now, smiling. “I appreciate that.”

      “I’ll come back tomorrow morning and see how she is. For now, all you need to do  is keep an eye on her. If there’s any change, call me and I’ll be here before you can say lickety split.”

      Shade raised an eyebrow. “And when in hell have you heard me say that?”

      “You know what I mean,” Lana replied grinning. “I’ve got to go check on my other patient, he’s not healing well, I’m afraid.”

      “What? Who?” Shade asked, concerned that he wasn’t aware that a member of the Pack was injured. He hadn’t felt anything through his link to the Pack and was horrified that he’d not picked up on the fact that one of his people was in pain. Had he been so self-obsessed that he’d not felt it?

      “The Evans brother, Alpha, he was gravely wounded and with that partial shift palaver, well, let’s just say it’s not been easy for him. I think he’ll be here for a few more days before I’ll feel comfortable moving him.”

      Relief flooded through him when he realized that he hadn’t neglected one of his Wolves, at the same time as concern at having one of the Evans’ brothers still on his land. “Shit, I’d forgotten about him. Be careful, Lana. I don’t trust any of that lot, especially as their Alpha advised me he’s banishing them because of the trouble they’ve been causing. They’re not going to be overjoyed when they find that snippet of information out. Keep your wits about you and ensure there are guards on him, and any visitors, at all times.”

      “I will, don’t you worry. He gives off a vibe that’s just wrong. I’ll do my duty as a Healer, I can’t help admitting that I’ll be happy to see him leave.” Lana visibly shivered, rubbing her hands over her arms. “He’s not right, Shade, definitely not right.”

      “Tell me ‘bout it,” Shade agreed. “I’m sure there’s been inter-breeding in that family. Apart from the fact they all look like clones, their scent is . . . off. I’ll be happier when they’re gone. Remind Ash on your way out that I’m unhappy that the Evans guy is still here and I want guards doubled on him, around your cabin, and to add another one here too. I’m not taking chances with Marissa’s safety.”

      “As you wish, Alpha, I’ll pass that on.” Lana collected her things and with one last look at Marissa she left him alone with his mate.

      Shade went to work moving the bedside drawers and pulling his comfy armchair next to the bed. He wanted nothing more than to lie next to her, take her into his arms and hold her safely in his embrace. At the same time, he worried that she’d waken and be terrified. In a strange room, in bed and being held by a stranger. Not the way he wanted to introduce himself to the woman that meant the world to him. However, he did want to be as near to her as possible, so the armchair situated next to her was as close as he could get. His arm able to reach over and touch her, soothing his beast, his heart, and his soul.

      His eyes never left Marissa’s body, ingraining every detail that he could. Those details were limited with most of her body covered by his comforter, but he could spend a lifetime studying her face alone. The freckles that sprinkled across her nose, the merest hint of a small mole on the underside of her chin, her dark lashes that were so long and curled upward without any need for mascara. Those were only a few of her beauty points, and he hadn’t even started on her long auburn locks that held a dozen different shades. Her hair started with dark chocolate, with golden tints, with unusual hues of red working their way through her long tresses.

      Shade couldn’t resist running his fingers through her silky mane, longing for the day he’d grasp it in both hands as passion filled her face. He’d ensure to do that often. Shade wanted to give her everything, pleasure in abundance, love in copious amounts to fill her so full she’d never think again of the scumbag father she’d left behind, and of course he would give her anything her heart desired. No matter what it was, he’d do whatever it took to make it happen. Hell, he’d even take her to Disney if that’s what she wanted.

      “Hold up,” he mumbled, chuckling at the obscene lengths his mind was going to. “That’s taking things just a bit too far.”

      “What is?” Ash asked.

      Shade’s head lifted to find his friend leaning on the doorframe, arms and legs crossed. Shade saw Ash’s lips tugging up at the side. “How long have you been there?”

      “Long enough to see a miracle happening before my very eyes. It’s wondrous to see you like this, my friend. How is she? Any change?”

      “No,” Shade admitted sadly. “She’s just the same.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be all right. Lana’s confident she will be and she’s rarely wrong.” Ash stepped inside. “I just wanted to reassure you that I’ve put extra guards at Lana’s cabin, and here, but I’ve also added a couple extra sentries around the camp too. Just in case. We’ve got a precious person here to keep safe and I take that duty seriously.”

      Shade gave him a curt nod, emotion thickening his throat. “Thanks, Ash. I know you do. That’s why you’re my Beta and why I gave you the most important job in the Pack. The one of keeping everyone safe, not just me, or now Marissa, but every single person here.”

      “Hey, don’t go getting all sentimental on me,” Ash blustered, his cheeks flushing with pride at the complements. “I’m just checking to see if you need anything? Royce and I are going to go and get some food from the mess hall and thought you might want something brought back.”

      “Yeah, sure, anything will do so long as it’s hot and a beer would go down well too.”

      “Okay, we’ll be about an hour.” Ash glanced at Marissa. “She’s awfully pale.”

      “I know, but Lana says she’ll be right as rain once she wakes up and we can feed her up.”

      “As soon as she’s awake I’ll get out hunting for some fresh meat for her. There’s nothing like fresh deer meat roasted on the grill to get an appetite going again.”

      Shade chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth.”

      “Sure is, see you in a bit.” Ash nodded then left Shade to his thoughts once again.

      His hand reaching for one of Marissa’s, his fingers linking with hers gently, he stretched his legs, allowing his head to fall back and closed his eyes. A short nap would do him good while he waited on Ash returning. With his mate’s hand in his he remained connected to her and he finally relaxed, lids drooping, until he fell over into a dreamless sleep.

      When he woke, Shade saw it was pitch dark outside, checking his phone he saw it was two in the morning. Damn, Ash had obviously not disturbed him but now he was ravenous but he didn’t want to leave Marissa. He sent a quick text and when his friend replied immediately Shade couldn’t help but smile.

      “I’m downstairs, be up in min.”

      Sure enough, Ash appeared shortly with a tray of food, freshly warmed up. “It’s just out of the microwave but I didn’t want to wake you earlier. You needed to rest.”

      “Thanks,” Shade whispered, taking the tray and devouring the food while Ash sat on the window seat, leaning forward, arms on his knees.

      “Have you tried contacting her?” Ash asked quietly.

      Shade stopped chewing the burger in his mouth, frowning then raising an eyebrow in question.

      Ash shook his head as if Shade should know what he meant. “Your Wolf, you know, in your head via your bond. Have you tried that?”

      Shade quickly rid himself of the food in his mouth, almost choking as he swallowed. “What? No, we’re not mated yet. I don’t think that would work until after we’re actually bonded.”

      “It might,” Ash returned quickly. “We don’t know, that’s the point, Shade. She might respond to your Wolf on a subconscious level or what about actually sealing your bond now? I’ve heard of other Wolves doing that when their mate is injured and they do it to help heal them?”

      Shade shook his head firmly. “No, Ash. I couldn’t do that. It feels wrong to force that on her. I want this, so fucking bad, but I won’t force it on her. She’s not injured in that way. If she were I’m sure I’d think differently about it, but she’s not.”

      Ash sighed. “I suppose you’re right, I’m just trying to help because I can feel your turmoil, Shade. Sorry if I overstepped. You can think about trying to contact her beast though, that can’t do any harm, but you can leave that for tomorrow. Let her rest tonight and try in the morning. See what happens, if it works then great. If not, at least you tried.”

      “I guess it can’t hurt,” Shade conceded. “I agree I should wait though. She needs rest and I won’t disturb her tonight. Thanks for the food, Ash.”

      “I’ll be staying until she wakens,” his friend advised firmly. “I won’t leave until I know she’s going to be all right. Your attention will be on your mate, as it should be, but that leaves you both vulnerable and I can’t have that.”

      Shade’s throat closed, emotion rolling through him as his friend rose. He managed a nod but no words made it past his lips. Ash stopped at the bedroom door, looking at Marissa then back at Shade. “She’s going to keep you on your toes. Don’t ask how I know that. I just do.”

      Shade smirked, his eyes lingering on his prone mate. He’d thought the same thing more than once since he’d found her. Visions of her spunk when she’d faced down her father running like a loop in his head. She was full of fire and strength, that was for sure. When he looked over to answer his friend Ash had already left, leaving Shade alone with his worry once again. Not a condition he was used to and one he wasn’t comfortable with but feelings he’d need to suck up and deal with. At least until Marissa awoke and he knew for certain that she’d be all right.

      Only then would Shade’s intense fear for her abate.
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      The long hours of night dragged by so slowly that Shade wondered if time had slowed somehow. He grew jumpy, anxious, and bad-tempered. The first two were new to him, the last not so much, but all he wanted was for morning to arrive so Lana would come by to look Marissa over and advise him that she wasn’t declining.

      She didn’t look as if she were, not to Shade’s eyes, and he’d spent hours scrutinizing Marissa closely. He was certain her pale skin wasn’t as white, a faint hint of color now staining her cheeks. Or was that just wishful thinking on his part? He’d also felt her fingers twitch once or twice while he held her hand. That definitely wasn’t a figment of his imagination. He’d almost fell out of the chair when it happened the first time, leaning forward eagerly to see if she were about to wake up. Unfortunately, that did not occur, but it did give him some hope in an otherwise bleak and lonely night.

      When the sun’s rays finally broke over the trees Shade breathed out a long sigh of relief, now counting the minutes until Lana arrived. His impatience growing as time passed. Ash appearing with breakfast didn’t improve his mood either, until finally he’d asked his friend to summon the Healer. Shade could wait no longer to test Ash’s theory but didn’t want to proceed until Lana had given him the all-clear. He would never do anything to endanger his mate in his own haste for a connection but he was growing desperate for that first tendril of their bond to connect him to Marissa.

      Shade still held her hand when Lana rushed into the room, her face flushed and concerned as she asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “Pardon?” Shade looked at the state of her clothing, obviously thrown on in haste.

      “Ash said I had to come immediately. Has something happened?” Lana put her satchel on the bed before starting to check Marissa.

      “Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean for that to happen. I just needed you here to check her and so I could ask you something before, well, before I tried something that Ash suggested.” Shade finally released Marissa’s hand, standing to pace back and forth anxiously.

      Lana stopped her inspection of his mate, turning to stare at Shade, hands on hips. “I see. I don’t actually, I assumed something was wrong and almost had a heart attack in my haste to get here. But I’m glad nothing’s amiss, in fact, on my first short look at her, she looks to have some color back but I’ll check her properly in a minute. Tell me what you’re talking about first.”

      Shade continued to stomp around his room, his heart thudding hard in his chest. He inhaled deeply before explaining what Ash had said, waiting on his Healer’s response. Lana cocked her head to the side, tapping her chin for several moments as she thought before answering. “I can understand why Ash said what he did, but I agree that forcing a mating would not be a good idea. You’ve seen her scars, Alpha. They testify to a life that’s been harsh and not one of her choosing. Taking away her choice in this isn’t something I’d advocate. Now, the other part, about your Wolf trying to contact hers, that’s another thing entirely. I can’t say for sure if it will work, or not. An Alpha is stronger than any other Wolf, so possibly your link will be too. I guess it’s worth a try, Shade, but let me check her over first. Okay?”

      Lana returned to her examination of Marissa, checking her closely for long minutes that seemed to last an eternity. Shade’s nerves were strung so tight he wasn’t aware he’d made a sound until Lana’s head spun around, eyes wide and fearful. The growl in his head must not have only been inside his mind. Shade merely shrugged at the Healer who slowly stepped away from his mate.

      “Well?” Shade asked, his tone sharper than he’d intended.

      “She is better than she was yesterday and I think she’s progressing well. If you want to attempt to reach her then you should try that now, while I’m here. If it works and she wakens then I can remove her IV and we can get her some chicken broth to start her off.”

      Shade’s stomach suddenly felt as if he’d taken a leap off the highest cliff imaginable, doing all kinds of weird somersaults as he returned to the chair beside his bed. Glancing at Lana he had to confirm. “Are you sure I won’t harm her?”

      “No, you won’t, of that I’m certain. I just don’t know if it will work, that’s all.”

      Shade took hold of Marissa’s hand, linking their fingers once again. He now knew every part of that hand, every line, every joint, every small bump of her joints as if it were his own. It was soft against his rough skin but he noticed it wasn’t as cold as it had been to begin with. Shade closed his eyes, focusing on his inner Wolf asking for its help. If ever he needed his beast it was at this moment and luckily he answered his plea.

      In his mind, he saw his dark beast lift his head, howling in search of their mate before taking off in a swift run through a forest he was unfamiliar with. Shade didn’t recognize the landscape as his beast darted around rocks and trees, leaping over a stream to land sure-footed on the far bank to drop his snout to the ground in search of her scent. His Wolf searched back and forth for long minutes before her aroma assaulted his senses and nothing could hold his beast back from there on. He sped onward, following the fragrance of their mate as it grew stronger, leaving the forest behind and heading toward a mountain range.

      His beast ran on and on, his large paws eating up the ground until finally it slowed, easing toward a cave opening where the odor of his mate hung in the air. Shade watched as his Wolf walked inside the darkness, his eyes taking in the dark interior of the cave in search of any predators. He sensed nothing, only the presence of his mate further back in the dark cavern. His Wolf carried on fearlessly, intent on reaching his elusive mate, turning a corner to find her lying cowering and backed up in a corner.

      Her lips curled back in a snarl, warning him off, fear permeating the air surrounding her. His beast lowered his stance, attempting to show the scared beast it was no threat, a soft whine emitting from his throat. Marissa’s Wolf faltered, her head cocking to the side, but still snarling fearfully. Shade decided to intervene, talking to his own animal. “She’s terrified. You have to calm her and tell her she’s now somewhere safe and it’s okay to wake up. Tell her that her father is gone and she’s with a Pack that will protect her.”

      His beast slowly approached, his body language conveying more than mere words ever could, before finally lying prone before Marissa’s to expose his belly and throat. Never in a million years did Shade ever expect to see his Wolf do such a thing. The sight causing his heart to tighten in his chest. When his beast slithered forward, licking Marissa’s muzzle, Shade moaned aloud as pure unadulterated emotion flooded through him, body and soul.

      It took him a moment to hear Lana’s voice calling him, and then he felt Marissa’s fingers tightening their hold on his. Shade opened his eyes, sitting forward so fast his head spun as he gazed down at Marissa. Lana sat on the bed opposite him, her hand on Marissa’s wrist as she spoke nineteen to the dozen.

      “Hells fire, I’ve no idea what just happened, but she’s coming out of it, Alpha. Her pulse is stronger and just look at her color!”

      Shade was looking. His mate no longer looked near death, her pale skin no longer white as the sheet she lay on, but now tinged with a slight red hue on her cheeks. His heart soared when her eyelids fluttered, opened, closed, then opened again. A look of fear marring her dark brown orbs as she looked between him and Lana then back to him. Her gaze stayed on his face as he leaned closer, smiling. “Hey there, glad to see you finally awake.”

      “Who are you and where the hell am I?”

      Lana’s hand rested on Marissa’s shoulder when she tried to sit up, pushing her back to the pillow. “Stay where you are. You’re still weak . . .”

      Marissa’s head turned around, her skin puckering as she frowned. “I’m not weak, never have been and never will be. Just answer my questions. Where the heck am I?”

      Lana’s hand shot away, palms outward. “Sorry, didn’t mean to offend you.”

      Shade fought to keep from chuckling as he gazed at Marissa’s outraged face, he tugged on her hand and her eyes whirled to their joined hands then up to his face. He raised an eyebrow, daring her to pull away but she didn’t attempt to, instead she asked again. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in my bed, in my home, and in my camp. I’m . . .”

      “Shade,” she interrupted. “You’re Shade Shawcross, I remember, I think. You saved me from my father. Didn’t you?”

      “Yes.” Shade nodded, relieved that her memory didn’t appear to be affected from her collapse. “You passed out and you’ve been here since we brought you back. Lana has been helping me take care of you.”

      Marissa looked over at Lana. “Sorry, didn’t mean to snap. Well, I sort of did, but that’s ‘cause I didn’t know where I was or who you were. Thank you for looking after me.”

      “That’s okay, sweetie,” Lana laughed. “I’ve heard a lot worse while taking care of a patient. Here, let me get that IV out and then I’ll go get you something to eat and drink. Then we can discuss your recovery with the Alpha.”

      Marissa waited until Lana left them alone before saying anything else, and what she did say surprised Shade. Her face flushing as her free hand covered her face. “Shit! You’re an Alpha and I fainted at your feet! How embarrassing! And please don’t tell me your Wolf is dark brown with a silver streak on its chest, because I just had a very weird dream before I woke up, but it wasn’t really a dream. It was telling me I had to wake and that I was safe but it was . . . damn, it was weird. It was a dream, wasn’t it?”

      Shade couldn’t stop his chuckle this time. She was adorable but wild, just what he needed in a mate. “Sorry but that wasn’t a dream. I used my beast to connect with you. You didn’t look as if you were going to come out of that sleep anytime soon and I was worried. My Wolf used our link to find you.”

      He added the last bit, sat back, and waited.
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      Shade didn’t have long to wait. He observed Marissa intently as his words sank in. Her body reacted first, her muscles stiffening, the hand over her face moving so her fingers opened so she could peek out at him. Her eyes wide as saucers and a blush making its way up her throat and finally covering her cheeks. Marissa’s chest rose and fell quickly as her breathing increased, the palm encased in his suddenly grew moist and she tried to tug it free. Shade refused to relinquish his hold and kept it firmly encased in his as he watched her process everything.

      Her voice was a high-pitched squeak, when she dropped the hand covering her face, and looked up at him. “Our what?”

      Shade tilted his head, losing himself in sheer beauty of her eyes. “Our link. You must feel it, Marissa.”

      He could see that she did but she seemed reluctant to accept it. Why? He was about to ask just that question when Lana arrived back with a tray of chicken broth and fresh baked bread.

      “I sent one of the guards to mine to pick this up,” Lana said as she nodded to Shade. “Could you help Marissa to sit up and use pillows to support her, please, Alpha?”

      Marissa struggled to sit up, her face full of indignation as she argued. “I’m fine. Really, I am. I feel better than I have in ages. That sleep did me the world of good.”

      Shade ignored her, reaching behind her and pulling her up with one of his arms at the same time as stuffing pillows behind her back. Her closeness to him as he held her was intoxicating, her scent billowing around him as she swatted at him to release her. Shade chuckled down at her red-faced indignation, going so far as to place a quick peck on her forehead before laying her against the pillows. “There,” he said, grinning.

      “Here you go.” Lana handed over the tray, Marissa grabbing it before Lana had the chance to place it on her lap.

      “I said I’m fine. Stop fussing.”

      “You weren’t fine yesterday,” Shade pointed out.

      “Indeed,” Lana agreed before addressing Shade. “I need to go and check on that other patient. Make sure she eats plenty and she can have a shower, a short one, then back to bed for rest.”

      “Excuse me,” Marissa broke in. “I’m right here and I’ll decide what I do and when I do it, thank you very much.”

      Lana merely shook her head before reclaiming her satchel. “You know where I am if you need me, Alpha.”

      “Thank you.” Shade nodded as she left, turning his full attention back to his mate who studiously ignored him. He’d never seen anyone focus on a bowl of soup so intensely as Marissa was at that moment.

      She made some appreciative sounds as she gobbled the broth and bread, drinking the fresh juice that Lana had added to the tray in one go. When she’d finished, Marissa continued to play with the spoon, still refusing to look at Shade. He leaned forward, placing a finger under her chin and forcing her to face him. “We should talk.”

      “I could do with a shower.”

      “Later, once we’ve discussed some things. Important things, Marissa.”

      “I . . .” she stopped, uncertainty and a flash of fear crossing her features.

      “Let me start,” Shade kept his finger in place, refusing her the option of looking away. “First, you are safe here. You’re in my home and we have guards in place. You have no need to be scared.”

      “Who says I’m scared? I’m not. I just don’t like being,” she waved her arm around, “like this. Stuck in bed and what in hell am I wearing?”

      Shade smirked, his eyes roaming over her body that was now visible down to her waist, dressed in one of his white tees. “It’s mine.”

      “You, you, you . . . did this?” she asked, blushing scarlet.

      “What? No.” Shade sat back, shaking his head. “Lana did. She washed you and changed you while I went to our warehouse to get you some supplies. She sent me for clothes and other items that you’d need. Although I do admit I was a little upset I missed it.”

      Marissa took a swipe at him, barely missing his face. “Not funny. We don’t even know each other.”

      “But we do. Our Wolves know each other. Don’t they? And you know what we are to each other. You can’t deny it, Marissa. No Wolf can.”

      He saw a gamut of emotion roll over her, so many he couldn’t grasp one before another took over. Her heart speeding up and thundering in her chest so loud he could clearly hear it. “I’m a nobody. How can we be mates? You’re a damn Alpha and I’m a runaway from the Pack from hell. I’m no Alpha, Shade. I can’t be.”

      Fuck! Her voice rose and fell with fear and longing. His name on her lips tearing him up inside. Shade craved her, needed her, wanted her in his arms. Reaching over he removed the tray, placing it on the floor, then gently picking Marissa up to cradle her in his lap. She struggled for a few moments, before settling into his embrace, her fingers grasping tightly to his shirt. He remained silent as he waited on her calming, the turmoil raging inside her was as loud as if she were shouting from the rooftops. Her self-doubt rolling off her in waves as she snuggled her head into the crook of his neck, inhaling his scent.

      That was exactly what he wished her to do. She needed to recognize him as her mate and there was no quicker way than smell for their kind to do that.

      “Oh hell,” she mumbled. “Shade, the Goddess has made a mistake. I’m not an Alpha, really, I’m not.”

      Shade gave her a squeeze and started to rub a hand up and down her back. “I’m assured the Goddess doesn’t make mistakes, but before we go there, I want you to tell me about yourself. Tell me everything, Marissa. I want to know why you ran, why you have scars, why your father is such an asshole that I wanted to rip his heart out. I don’t want you to leave anything out. After I know everything, then we can return to what the Goddess has done. Okay?”

      “You won’t like it, any of it,” she whispered against him, sounding like a scared child.

      “I don’t suppose I will, but I need to hear it.”

      And he didn’t like it. Not one word. Marissa didn’t hold back when she explained what type of Pack she’d ran from. The horrendous treatment meted out to females causing Shade’s inner Alpha to howl with anger and grief. In his world, women were revered, cherished, but also allowed to hold positions of power and strength. Hell, some of their fiercest sentries were She-Wolves, but not all women wanted that and that was fine too. Nobody was made to feel they needed to fit into any kind of slot, whether that be the homemaker, or the wild and dangerous fighter. Each and every one was valuable to the Pack and each and every one was cherished and loved. But it was when Marissa spoke of her father and the way he treated her that he nearly lost it.

      He had to use every ounce of his Alpha power to hide his anger and revulsion from her as she told her story, her tears soaking his clothes and dampen his skin. For every tear shed, he swore he’d make her father pay dearly. Just when he thought it could get no worse, no more depraved or cruel, Marissa revealed the final straw that sent her fleeing the Pack: her father’s plan to hand her to the Alpha for the sole purpose of sex to produce a son.

      A growl rumbled in his chest, unable to hold it inside any longer, Shade released it, tightening his arms around his mate. “I’ll tear his fucking heart out.”

      Marissa shook her head furiously. “No, he’s dangerous, they’re all dangerous. I don’t want you going anywhere near that place.”

      “He deserves to suffer for what he’s put you through, Mari,” Shade ran a finger down her face. “He’s a monster, a fucking monster.”

      “I know he is but I don’t want you going anywhere, Shade, please. I won’t feel safe if you’re not here, and I hate to admit this,” she lowered her eyes briefly, taking in a gulp of air, “but I do feel safe with you. For the first time in my entire life, but if you leave then I won’t, and it won’t make a difference how many guards there are. If you aren’t here, then I’ll be afraid he’ll come for me.”

      Shade lowered his lips, gently kissing the tip of her nose. “So we’re back to what the Goddess has done.”

      Marissa shrugged. “I guess we are. I still think she’s made a mistake.”

      “Damn, Mari, after everything you’ve gone through, what you fought to survive, and you don’t think you’re strong? Don’t think you’re fit to be Alpha? Hell, I’d argue you’re the perfect choice for me and you’re more than capable of being Alpha. All this Alpha stuff is going to be a breeze compared to what you’ve gone through, trust me, you’re gonna handle all this just fine.”

      “You really believe that, or are you just trying to get in my pants?” Marissa asked with a tone that told him she wasn’t joking, but there was something else there. Something she hinted at but didn’t come right out and say.

      Shade was taken aback when a thought struck him. “Marissa, why was your Alpha so eager to bed you? Is it because nobody else has?”

      As crimson covered her face Shade got his answer. Well, shit.

      “Hell, you’re a virgin?” Shade asked, already knowing the answer, but she nodded anyway. Although her cheeks were pink, her eyes were defiant as she stared up at him. “I see. I guess I’ll have to rethink the wild and crazy sex that was going on in my head.”

      “Wild and crazy huh?” she asked as she prodded his chest. “I think we can work up to that, but I hope you won’t be disappointed and I don’t just mean in the sex department. I’m not exactly what most would call a ‘good catch’ in the mate department.”

      Shade’s temper rose each time she put herself down. In his eyes, she was perfect. “You are for me. I’ve already told you, the Goddess doesn’t make mistakes. Are you going to argue with a Goddess? And a word of warning, little Mari, if you don’t stop putting yourself down at every turn, I’m going to get angry. You’re gorgeous, you’re brave, and you’ve got more strength inside you than you’ll ever know. And hey, with me by your side you just can’t fail. I’m a kickass Alpha and nobody messes with me, or mine.”

      “Gorgeous?” she breathed out, her pupils dilating as the vein in her neck throbbed with her heart rate rocketing.

      “That’s the one word you took out of that little speech?” he joked, lowering his lips to hers in a chaste kiss, savoring the first taste of his mate as her flavor exploded in his mouth as she opened to him. His tongue gently probed inside, tangling with hers, as she moaned into him.

      Shade forced himself to pull back, his hand cradling her face. “You’re mine, Mari, forever, and I promise I’ll always keep you safe. Do not ever doubt that, not for a second.”

      Her glassy eyes stared back, a flicker of doubt still remained. “I’m finding all this hard to take in, Shade. Yesterday I was on the run and today I’m here, with you, and it’s all a bit much. Ya know?”

      “Sort of,” Shade replied, smirking. “I wasn’t looking for a mate. Hell, when we found what was wrong with me in our Archives, I can tell you I was more than a little shocked and in denial . . .”

      “Wait, back up there, big guy.” Marissa frowned. “What’re you talking about? What was wrong with you and what were you in denial about?”

      “I’ve been a little strange lately. I thought I was ill or something, just couldn’t seem to eat enough to fill me up.” Shade paused, not sure how to describe the all-consuming appetite that had taken over him.

      Marissa sat up on his lap, her eyes sparkling bright. “Are you trying to tell me you had the Hunger? The damn Hunger, Shade?”

      He cocked his head to the side, seeing the wonder in her face. “You’ve heard about that?”

      “Sure I have. The women in my Pack spoke about it like it was some kind of fairy-tale, like a Prince Charming sort of thing. But you didn’t answer my question . . . did you have that?”

      Shade nodded. “Yeah, but I had no idea what was wrong with me. Royce and Ash, my Betas, they helped me. Our Archives were recently transferred to digital, so we pored through them and Ash found a reference to this Hunger and what it meant. It took some convincing, but finally we took off, and my Wolf led me straight to you.”

      “Holy crap.” Marissa’s hand flew to her throat. “I can’t believe this, it’s . . . sorry, I don’t have anything but . . . holy crap.”

      Shade chuckled at her awe-struck expression as she stared at him. “I assume that’s a good holy crap?”

      She nodded vigorously. “Yeah, I take it back ‘bout the Goddess.”

      “Good to know,” Shade grinned. “I think it’s time we got you showered and then back to bed for you.”

      “No.” Marissa disagreed. “Shower, yes, back to bed, no. I feel much better so I’m not spending my first day here lying around like an invalid. I promise not to overdo things but I’m not going back to bed. We have a lot to discuss, about, well, this whole mating thing and I don’t want to put that off. We both know the normal way things work with this and my skin is itching like crazy for your touch.”

      Her face flushed as she finished, looking adorably embarrassed to Shade. “I’m well aware of how things go between mates, Mari. However, just yesterday you were unconscious and I’m not sealing our bond until I’m certain you’re all right. Why? Because when I do, I want to make love to you for hours on end. I want to adore your body from top to toe, and force so many orgasms from you that you’ll not know what damn day it is. I want you to scream my name so fucking loud that the entire Pack knows you’re mine, baby, and that’s not happening until you’re fit enough to take what I’m going to dole out.”

      Marissa’s body quivered in his arms, moaning softly, her tongue darted out to lick her lips as the scent of her arousal surrounded them. “Wow, I’m not sure what to say, but wow.”

      “I’ll show you so much pleasure that you’ll not know what way is up, sweet Mari.” Shade tangled his fingers in her hair, holding her head in place as he pressed his lips to hers in a long, lingering kiss that left them both breathless. When he pulled away, her hands clung to him, her eyes popping open with a cheeky twinkle.

      “You’re a hell of a kisser. Then again, I’ve not got any experience in that department, so you could be really bad and I just don’t know it.”

      Shade’s head fell back, laughing. “You cheeky minx. I’m a fine kisser and you know it.”

      “Hey, just saying.”

      “There’s one thing I do need to do if you’re determined not to stay in bed.” Shade allowed his fangs to descend. “I need to mark you, Mari. Nobody can be in any doubt that you’re mine and are under my protection. Is that all right with you?”

      Shade waited for her answer, knowing he couldn’t allow her to roam free without doing this. No way in hell could Marissa wander around without his mark. No fucking way. Any Shifter would feel the same. For an Alpha it was doubly so and Shade’s need to mark her was so intense it was a physical ache deep inside his soul. His beast howling with yearning to ensure no other Wolf would mistake their mate for anything other than what she was. Theirs.

      Marissa nibbled her bottom lip nervously as she finally nodded. “Yes, I think that would be best. We don’t want any . . . misunderstandings. Do we?”

      Shade’s relief was instant, his grin splitting his face as he chuckled. “Indeed. I’m glad you see it that way too. I’ve already had my share of fights for the week. I don’t relish having too many more and hopefully, we can bond soon and that will stop any further problems.”

      “Are you really sure I’m the one?” She looked up at him, doubt still clouding her eyes.

      Shade could see deep inside her, the damage done to her from years of abuse and degradation. Her self-worth all but gone. Damn, he’d fix that. “I’m sure. More than anything else in my life, Marissa. You’re my soulmate and you know it, deep inside you, you know it as much as I do. You just have to believe it, baby. We’re two halves that when together we’ll be unstoppable. I worked my ass off to build this Pack up, make it profitable and strong, but I know that together we can make it even better. With you by my side, we’ll make this Pack the biggest and best damn Pack in history. Believe, that’s all you have to do, take my hand, my heart, my soul, and believe.”

      Marissa’s breath hitched, tears filling her eyes, her hand reaching for the one he held out to hers as she whispered, “Shade, I believe.”
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      Shade lowered his head, tilting Marissa’s to the side to gain access to the spot where he’d mark her, not a full mating bite, just enough to alert everyone and let them know she was his. As his fangs scraped her soft skin, he was mindful not to hurt her, careful not to sink his teeth too deep, barely piercing the top layer and allowing a small dribble of her blood to caress his tongue.

      The sweet taste was intoxicating, heady, and arousing. His throbbing manhood twitched in response to her blood dripping down his throat, her hands tugging on his hair, holding him tightly against her. Marissa’s groans as he marked her were full of passion and longing, her ass grinding against his groin, but he forced himself to pull back, licking across the punctures to seal them before kissing her once more. It took all his resolve not to take things further but he’d meant what he’d said and no matter how hard it was, he would stick to it.

      Shade broke the kiss, staring at his mark marring her skin. The sight bringing forth a host of emotions he wasn’t familiar with. First and foremost was a sense of peace, but he also felt concern for his mate. “I hope I didn’t hurt you too much.”

      Marissa shook her head, her lips tugging up. “No, it wasn’t sore. Is it weird I found it hot?”

      He laughed, again. “Not at all. I did too, hell, everything about you is hot. If we don’t move soon I think I’m going to explode in my jeans and that would be plain embarrassing. Let’s get you showered before you distract me again.”

      “Where’s my stuff? I’ll need clothes and my toothbrush and . . .”

      Shade stood with her in his arms. “All taken care of. I got you new things. Everything from a toothbrush to underwear, and a host of other items. You can check them out after you’ve had your shower and if there’s anything that’s not to your liking we can return them and you can pick whatever you want.”

      “Really? You shopped for me?” She looked at him as if he had two heads or something.

      “I didn’t exactly go to a store,” he told her. “We have a large warehouse here that has stock of just about anything we need, from food to clothes, and everything in between. I’ll show you it later if you’re up to it.”

      “Jeez, yeah, I’d like to see that.” Marissa’s eyes sparkled when she saw his bathroom as he sat her down on the space between his double sinks. “This is just for you? It’s huge.”

      “What? The bathroom? Of course, it’s just for me. I like my space and I enjoy a nice soak to soothe my muscles, especially if I’ve had a tussle. The shower is for quickness but I relax in the bath whenever I get the chance.”

      Shade looked around at the room with fresh eyes. The space was large, the sunken bath big enough for two and with jets to help ease his aching body if he’d been sparring, or had to put a Wolf in their place. His walk-in shower took up the entire back wall, completely enclosed, with a bench seat and doubled as a sauna. He’d spent a fortune on the room, right down to the mosaic tiles on the floor. But for the first time he saw himself in the bath, and the shower, with another person: Marissa. The possibilities endless as his thoughts tumbled around with ways they could enjoy the room for other purposes other than getting clean or easing painful muscles.

      He left her to turn on the shower, steam quickly filling the room, he showed her the selection of toiletries he’d brought back. “There’s fresh towels in that closet next to the shower. Just shout if you need me.”

      Shade turned to leave, her hand shooting out to stop him. “Wait.”

      “What is it? Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, just don’t go too far, okay?”

      He saw her shiver, a sliver of fear sliding over her face as her eyes lowered. “I’ll be right outside the door. I won’t go anywhere, promise. I’ll get cleaned up once you’re finished and then we’ll go downstairs and take things from there.”

      “Okay,” she replied, giving him a shy smile.

      Goddess, she was so damn beautiful and she didn’t know it. He reached over, running a finger down her face. “I won’t be far.”

      She nodded, moving her head into his touch before he forced himself to leave as visions of her naked body lathered with soap sprang into his mind. Shoot, he hoped she’d be fighting fit soon or else he’d have blue balls in no time at all. Never before had Shade been forced to wait for pleasure from a She-Wolf. This was a first, and although it pained him physically, he knew he’d do whatever it took to make Marissa happy. If that constituted him having blue balls then so be it, he might just be spending a long time in the shower dealing with his arousal himself for the time being. Another situation he was unfamiliar with but one he was sure he could handle, he was a man after all.

      As he set about getting his clothes ready, Marissa started to sing a tune in the shower, her soft voice muffled by the water, but his enhanced ears picking up her song. It was catchy, and she sounded happy which pleased him far more than anything else, a huge smile splitting his face as he moved the tray off the bed and remade it. He’d never had a woman singing in his shower before, he’d had one have a very quick wash before leaving “the morning after”, but that was about it. He’d never felt comfortable having anyone in his space before, with Marissa it just felt different, it felt . . . right. As if she belonged there as much as he did. Hell, she did. That was the point.

      His words from earlier smacked him in the face. She was indeed his other half. Marissa completed him and he hadn’t even known he was only half a person until now. Shade shook his head, amazed at how his life had changed in such a short time, and he couldn’t wait to see what he and his mate could accomplish together. Because hell, he’d done a lot on his own, now they’d be unstoppable.

      “Are you all right? You look dazed.” Marissa asked, bringing him back from his daydreams.

      “Yes, I’m more than all right.” Shade turned around to the vision of his mate. A fluffy towel wrapped around her body and another on her head. “I was just thinking how lucky I was to have found you. It’s still sinking in, that’s all.”

      “Tell me about it,” she quipped. “Yesterday, I was on the run and today I’m living in luxury.”

      Shade took in the warmth to her color, no longer did she look near death, and his worry for her lessened. “Not exactly luxury but if there’s anything that you’d like just let me know and I’ll make sure you get it. Anything at all, baby, just ask.”

      Marissa sat on the edge of the bed, looking thoughtful. “I’ve always wanted a pony. Every little girl wants a pony don’t they? Well, actually, what I really wanted was a unicorn, but I don’t think those are real.”

      “A pony?” Shade lifted an eyebrow, remembering anytime he’d been anywhere near horses they’d shied away from him.

      “I’m joking!” Marissa laughed. “Not about the unicorn. When I was a kid, I dreamed of a unicorn coming and flying me away from, well, from my shitty father.”

      Shade’s face grew hard at the implications of her words, forcing himself not to go there he quipped back. “I’m sure unicorns don’t fly, wasn’t that Pegasus?”

      “Hell if I know, I was a kid, remember? Anyway, where are those clothes you told me about?”

      Shade showed her his walk-in wardrobe. “In here. Lana unpacked yesterday so just root around. Anything that’s not suitable just put to the side and we can return them.”

      Marissa followed him inside, walking up and down, her head going from side to side. “Jeez, Shade, how much space does one person need for clothes?” She fingered the copious amounts of his jeans hanging up. “For goodness sakes, how many of these do you have?”

      “I’ve no idea. Why? What difference does it make how many pairs I have?” Shade asked, bemused at her reaction to his wardrobe.

      She walked back and forth, shaking her head. “I’ve just never seen this many clothes in one place before. I was lucky to have three pairs at one time, and even then, it was only through being sneaky that I managed that. I can’t imagine having this many to choose from. I’d end up spending hours deciding what to put on.”

      “Nope,” Shade shook his head. “I walk in, pick something up, put it on, and hey presto, I’m dressed.”

      Marissa giggled, then stopped abruptly when she saw her own things, her fingers running over the clothes he’d brought home for her. Her face flushed, eyes wide, and damn it to hell, a tear ran down her cheek. Shade strode forward, wiping the errant liquid from her face and pulled her into his embrace. “What’s wrong? Did I get the wrong kind of stuff? Sorry, I’ve never shopped for a woman before. We can take it all back and you can choose your own.”

      Her hands clung to him, tangling in his shirt, her face hidden against his chest as she quivered against him. Shade couldn’t figure out what was wrong, her emotions so mixed he couldn’t latch onto one, so he merely held her and gave her time to compose herself. It was several long minutes before she lifted her head, her eyes still glinting with unshed tears, but a smile on her face.

      “I can’t believe you got me all this stuff. I’ve never had this much before, and you got me just the right things, jeans are my favorite things to be in, and you got me underwear. I mean, brand new underwear that’s pretty and lacy, and, shoot, I’ve never had such nice panties before. I’ll feel special, extra special knowing you got them for me.”

      Shade smirked cheekily. “I can’t wait to take them off you.”

      Marissa stepped back, punching his arm. “Away you go. I’m going to spend forever deciding what to wear.”

      “No, you’re not,” Shade replied, reaching over and picking a pair of jeans with sparkles on the back pockets, a plain sleeveless t-shirt with a checked overshirt, then rummaged in the open drawer for underwear. He settled on a pair of lacy black panties and matching bra, then handed the outfit to Marissa. “Here you go, that’s you sorted for today. There’s also brushes and other hair things around here somewhere. I won’t be long.”

      Marissa fingered the underwear, her face blushing. “These are beautiful, thank you.”

      “I may, or may not, have been thinking of my pleasure while picking those out.” Shade held his hands out, shrugging. “Hey, shoot me, I’m a red-blooded Shifter.”

      Marissa merely laughed as he retreated, the tinkling sound was one he wished to hear every single day from now until he drew his last breath.
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      Shade watched over Marissa protectively as they sat on his porch, members of the Pack dropping by to welcome her. She’d been doing great so far, no signs of nervousness, her bright smile winning everyone over, including several Wolves he’d thought might cause a problem. The only person unhappy to see her was Lana.

      The Healer scowling as she’d approached and basically giving them both a good talking to for disregarding her “orders”. Shade watched in amazement as Marissa stood up, facing Lana with hands on hips.

      “Excuse me, Lana, but I think you know my life hasn’t exactly been an easy one.”

      Marissa paused as Lana’s eyes lowered, her head nodding but the Healer didn’t say a word as his mate continued. “Right, so don’t you think I know what hardship is? Don’t you think I know what my body can and can’t take? I’m fine, honestly, I am. I thank you for looking out for me, but don’t presume to know how I feel, or what I can, or can’t do. If, and I say if I feel tired, then I’ve already told Shade I’ll let him know and he’ll take me inside for a nap. For now, I’m fine and I want to meet my new Pack and get settled in my new surroundings. I hope you can understand that.”

      Lana looked chagrined as she nodded. “Of course, sorry, Alpha.”

      Shade beamed like an idiot when she used Marissa’s proper title, but Marissa merely inclined her head, sitting back down and asking. “Oh, I meant to ask, do you have any of that chicken broth left? I enjoyed it so much and I think it really helped me earlier.”

      Boy! Shade could barely keep from chuckling. This girl was good.

      Lana smiled. “Of course I have, I’ll get one of the boys to bring you some right away.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate that.”

      As soon as Lana was out of earshot, he’d pulled Marissa onto his lap, nibbling her ear. “Well played, Alpha.”

      Marissa squirmed, trying to escape. “Shade! People will see.”

      “So? What’s your point?”

      “My point is . . . people will see!”

      Her obvious discomfort causing him to pull back. “And what’s wrong with people seeing? You’re my mate and there’s nothing wrong with them seeing us together, Mari.”

      “Really?” She looked around, her face flushed scarlet. “I . . . really?”

      “Really,” he reiterated. “Your Pack is obviously very flawed, in so many fucking ways, but love between mates is never something to be ashamed of. It’s to be celebrated. I’m not saying we have sex where everyone can just stop on by and watch, but this, this is more than okay.”

      She settled, somewhat, onto his lap, just as Melony arrived, her long blonde hair bouncing around her head as she jogged up the steps, bowing her head in greeting.

      “Marissa, this is Melony Paradise, she works with Royce in The Den, truth is that Royce couldn’t run the place without her. Melony runs the bar with an iron-fist and takes no nonsense from the customers, Shifters or humans. Isn’t that so, Mel?”

      Melony’s bright blue eyes twinkled as she grinned. “Yeah, that’s right, Alpha. Royce would be cracking heads all night long if it weren’t for me and my charm.”

      Marissa seemed awed by Melony but recovered quickly, holding out her hand. “Hi, nice to meet you, Melony. That’s a beautiful name, unusual too.”

      Melony laughed, showing off her sparkling white teeth. “Melony is my given name, Paradise is of my own making. I changed it when I joined Silver Lake. I wanted a completely new start and I decided a new start deserved a nice new name to go with it. When I first saw Silver Lake I thought it was like a paradise, so, I took that as my name.”

      “That’s beautiful,” Marissa replied honestly.

      “Is this just a social visit, or can I help you with something?” Shade asked.

      “Bit of both,” Melony said as she settled back to lean on the railing. “I’m needing some more help in the club, now it’s crazy busy, and I’ve got a few people interested. I just need your go ahead to start interviews.”

      “Shifters?” Shade asked quickly. His rule for his businesses was always to employ Wolves wherever possible.

      “Of course,” Melony nodded. “Silver Lake Pack first, but there is one from further afield that’s looking to relocate here. If they’re more suitable then I’ll get them to visit with you first to see if you think they’ll fit in here. If not, then I’ll go back to the drawing board.”

      “That’s fine, just keep me informed.”

      “Great, I’ll get started on that. Nice to meet you, Alpha. Welcome to the Pack.” Melony bowed her head to Marissa before bounding away again.

      “Wow, she’s gorgeous.” Marissa watched as Melony rushed away.

      “She’s a good asset to the Pack, very good business head on her shoulder’s, and her looks help to pull the guys into the club.” Shade saw the sideways glance Marissa gave him, adding quickly. “But she and I have never hooked up if that’s what you were thinking.”

      “None of my business if you had,” Marissa replied, although she didn’t meet his eyes.

      “Hey, what happened before I met you is in the past. Everyone else pales into insignificance against you, Mari, you’re my mate, and nobody will ever come close to that.”

      He hated the way she’d been browbeaten to have such a low opinion of herself, especially when it was such a wrong one. She was freaking gorgeous. Every single thing about her was stunning and he’d make sure that soon she’d know that.

      They remained outside for another couple of hours, but when he saw her stifle a yawn, Shade picked her up, cradling her against him and carried her inside. Despite her protests. He warmed up the chicken broth that Lana had delivered earlier, then she joined him when he made steak with mushrooms and baked potato. Her constant comments of amazement of his cooking himself a meal making him laugh aloud.

      “What? You think I have a bevy of women doing everything for me?”

      “Well, yeah, it’s what happens in my old Pack. The men don’t lift a finger in the kitchen. They don’t wash a dish, or clean up, or anything like that. They hunt, drink beer, and generally act like assholes. This place is like night and day, but so nice and refreshing. I particularly liked Melony and hope she and I can become friends. Do you think she’d help me with girly stuff?”

      Shade was about to laugh again until he saw her serious face, instead he nodded. “I’m sure she would, but it will have to wait.”

      Marissa tilted her head, looking delectable as she asked. “Why? Oh, is she too busy with work? I get that, of course. I’ll wait until she has time.”

      “No,” Shade replied, his voice husky and low, thick with desire. “Because she’ll not get near you again until after we’re mated. Another day, or two tops, I think that’s all my beast will be able to wait, gorgeous.”

      Marissa’s mouth opened, closed, then opened to form a perfect O, her gaze locked with his as he stalked toward her. His mate’s scent hung in the air, alerting him to her aroused state, which had been slowly simmering all day, right now it was scorching hot. As was his. Yet again he reminded himself, she wasn’t ready, and he reined in his ardor, but couldn’t resist pulling her into his arms to kiss her senseless. He’d never, not in a thousand lifetimes, get enough of seeing that look in her eyes when his lips left hers. Her eyes hooded with desire, pupils dark and so wide they almost encompassed her entire irises, her lips plump and moist, and that dang aroma of her arousal . . . fuck! He’d never get enough of that.

      This time when he tugged away, her hand sneaked up, pulling his head back down to nip at his bottom lip with her teeth. Damn! She smirked up at him as she pulled on it, biting softly before releasing it. “Tomorrow night, Shade, because I don’t think I can wait any longer either.”

      “Tomorrow night.” Shade groaned. “Why does that sound such a long time?”

      “Because you’re as turned on as I am,” she replied thickly. “Can I have something to drink? Something with a high alcohol content please. I’m gonna need it to get to sleep, otherwise I’m going to have naughty dreams all night long.”

      “Well, hell! Thanks for that.” Shade scowled. “Now I will, I’ll join you, but just one then we can go to bed and rest.”

      As he went to get them a drink there was a knock at the door, Marissa shouting through to the kitchen she’d get it. Shade rushing back to find her laughing at one of Royce’s lame jokes which had Shade growling involuntarily. Royce’s hands flying up in front of him and backing up a few steps as Marissa’s eyes flew to Shade’s.

      “It’s all right, we were just talking.”

      “Too damn close, Royce. You were too damn close and you should know better.”

      Shade’s blood boiled in his veins, anger rolling through him even though he knew his Beta was no threat to his mate. His head told him one thing while his beast howled another. Royce took another step away from Marissa, eyes lowering in submission as Shade fought to control the unbridled fury rampaging through him. Marissa rushed toward him, her hand reaching up to stroke his cheek, her touch wielding magical powers to calm both man and beast. Shade covered her hand with his, staring down into her dark and worried eyes.

      “It’s all right, baby, I’m okay now.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, obviously worried.

      “Yeah, I won’t knock him on his ass . . . this time.” Shade smirked at her before glowering at Royce. “What were you thinking?”

      “Looks like I wasn’t?” Royce muttered. “Sorry.”

      “For the love of all things holy, don’t do anything so stupid again, Royce.” Shade shook his head. “I’m strung tighter than a drum right now. It won’t take much for me to attack and I won’t have much say in the matter. My beast was about to rip your throat out.”

      Royce nodded before quipping back, “Hey, you don’t want to mess up this new rug. Do you? I’m sure blood red doesn’t match your color scheme, boss.”

      Marissa giggled, her hand flying to cover her mouth as her cheeks turned scarlet. Shade’s arm circling her shoulder to keep her tight against his side as he scowled at Royce. “Ever the joker.”

      “My sincere apologies, Alpha. I deeply regret upsetting you,” Royce replied in his most respectful tone.

      “Accepted, now tell me why you’re here so late.”

      “I just wanted to let you know that all three Evans’ brothers are here. Their Alpha has thrown them out and they arrived earlier saying they’re waiting until they can take their injured one and get on their way.”

      “What?” Shade released Marissa, striding toward Royce. “No fucking way. One of them on my land is more than enough. Tell them they’re not welcome and they have to leave, immediately. Wait, why are you here instead of Ash?”

      “First, that’s what we thought you’d say. Second, I’m here because Ash and his men are standing guard at Lana’s. He refused to leave those Evans’ guys alone. He doesn’t trust them and sent me to speak to you.”

      “Right, good thinking.” Shade should’ve known Ash had a reason for not coming himself. His brain was addled with his upcoming mating. Damn. He wasn’t thinking clearly. “I want them gone, Royce. Now. Advise them that they’ll be called when their brother is fit to travel and they can meet our men at the entrance to pick him up. They are not allowed back on our land, under no circumstances. Got it? If they argue then Ash has my permission to use whatever force is necessary.”

      “Got it,” Royce replied, giving Shade a two-finger salute before bowing to Marissa. “Sorry for interrupting your evening.”

      When his Beta left, Shade turned to find Marissa’s face white with worry, her hands wringing in front of her, and her voice shaky. “Are you sure everything’s okay?”

      Shade closed the distance between them in three long strides, gripping her shoulders and staring into her fearful eyes. “Of course it is. Those Evans boys are just a pain in the ass and not too bright. Ash and his men will take care of them easily so don’t worry about them.”

      “But why are they here? What’s their brother even doing here?”

      Oh hell. Shade huffed out a long breath. “That’s a short story really. It’s something that happened just before I came looking for you.”

      “Tell me,” she implored, her eyes full of concern as her head tilted back to look up at him. He could feel her turmoil rolling around inside of her and that hurt him more than he thought possible.

      Shade sighed, nodding. “Let’s sit down.”

      He took her hand as they sat on the sofa, her body tense, and her lips a tight line. Shade paused, wondering if he should skim over the facts, but that didn’t sit well with him. He thought the truth was best, even if it was already leaving a sour taste in his mouth. “This isn’t going to sound good, the beginning anyway, and I know I was a complete ass, but I was almost out of my mind with that damn Hunger. I didn’t know what was going on and my head was all over the place. Marissa, please try and understand that for me that was very . . . fuck, I can’t describe what it was doing to my head.”

      Marissa’s fingers squeezed his. “I’ve heard it can be pretty intense.”

      Shade exhaled, running a hand through his hair. “That’s one word for it. I thought I was going insane. Anyway, after a few days of this Hunger, and trying to feed it, with no luck by the way. I went to The Den and decided to try and feed it another way . . . with a woman.”

      He stopped as her eyes dropped her voice soft as she mumbled, “I see.”

      “No, you don’t, because I sure as hell didn’t. I wasn’t thinking, not clearly anyway, and there’s this She-Wolf that’s been after me for months, and I knew she’d be there. Hell, she’s always at the club, and I was right. There she was and we, well, we went to my office and had sex.”

      Marissa inhaled sharply, her eyes lifting to his with a cocked eyebrow. “In your office?”

      “Yes, cheap and tacky, I know.” Shade shook his head, miserable he was having to tell her this. “But I knew it was wrong straight away, and it didn’t help the Hunger one damn bit. So I told her to leave and that’s when things got ugly. She scratched my face, called me names that I deserved, and threatened me.”

      “Wait up, what’s her name?”

      Shade saw her mind working, connecting the dots. Clever girl. “Her name is Trixie Evans.”

      “Hell, those are her brothers?”

      “Yes, they are. She told them a cock-and-bull story of me leading her on, saying I was going to mate her just so I could have sex with her, and then throwing her to the curb. All of which is untrue, of course, but her brothers are more brawn than brain. It’s not the first time she’s done this, and I suspect it won’t be the last. Anyway, Royce, Ash, and I had just found out what the Archives said about the cure for the Hunger, and were leaving here to go look for my mate when all three brothers arrived. They wanted my blood, and attacked en-masse without warning. I had to defend myself and one of them was badly hurt, one ended up with a shattered leg, and the other had no injuries whatsoever. He was the one that seemed to understand the position and backed off. Anyway, Lana had to keep one of them here, or he would’ve died. Hence the problem we have now.”

      “Shoot, I can understand why you don’t want them here.” Marissa dug her nails into his skin. “But yeah, you were an ass. I guess you get a pass because of the Hunger though. Plus, it’s nothing to do with me, it happened before we met. Can’t say I’m overjoyed at your actions, but again, what’s in the past isn’t my business. I just hope they don’t cause us any more problems.”

      “They won’t, Ash will make sure of that.”

      “Good,” Marissa replied, stifling a yawn. “I’m tired, can we go to bed?”

      Shade groaned. “Hell yeah, but please don’t be offended if my feelings for you are evident.”

      Her eyes twinkled as she glanced away, a rosy blush on her cheeks. “I’m sure I’ll feel much better tomorrow.”

      “We’ll see,” Shade replied, praying to the Goddess she was right. His restraint was wearing thin with the need to claim his mate burning like lava deep inside. It was almost as painful as the Hunger, not quite, but it was damn close.
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      Shade slipped out of bed before dawn after a restless night. Holding Marissa close was a sweet torture that he could endure no longer, so he decided to go for a quick run, then prepare her breakfast. Hoping a hearty meal to start her day would aid her recovery. That was his plan anyway. What he didn’t expect to find on his return from his run was Trixie fucking Evans screaming like a banshee and banging on his door.

      Shade sped up, anger simmering as he sprang up his steps to grab her, just as his door flew open and Marissa appeared, looking furious. Shade spun Trixie around roughly. “What the fuck are you doing here and how did you get here? You and the rest of your family are banned from my land.”

      Before she could answer, Marissa stepped outside, arms crossed and scowling. “Who are you and why are you acting like a common fishwife?”

      “Me? Who am I?” Trixie swung back to Marissa, throwing her blonde hair over her shoulders. “More like who the fuck are you? You look like you’re a damn . . .”

      Shade stepped around Trixie to join his mate. “Shut up. I’m warning you, don’t say another word.”

      “Answer me.” Marissa snarled. “Who are you and what do you want?”

      “I’m here to challenge you.” Trixie snarled right back. “Oh, and I’m Trixie, the woman he was fucking right before you arrived. So I have the right to see who my competition is, and I have to say, Shade, she’s no competition at all. Look at her? She’s so . . . dull!”

      “Trixie?” Marissa glanced at Shade, her eyes glinting angrily. “This is Trixie?”

      Trixie looked at Shade then Marissa as his mate carried on, smirking. “Oh, hell, Shade. I know what you told me, but for fuck sake. You scraped the bottom of the barrel with this ho. Hey, Trixie, can I ask you something? Just between us girls, do you even bother putting underwear on in the morning? ‘Cause what I’ve heard is that it’s more often than not, down around your ankles. I just wondered why you’d bother.”

      Trixie’s face grew crimson as anger filled her, rage boiling over. “What did you fucking say? Did you call me a ho? I’ll rip your throat out, you skanky bitch.”

      “Aww shut your mouth, ho.” Marissa stepped closer, nose to nose with Trixie. “You’re a cheap lay that every Shifter knows about. I’ve heard them talk about you, hell, they trade stories about you like kids trade baseball cards. You have no dignity, no class, and no fucking chance of ever getting your claws anywhere near Shade again. In fact, if you don’t get your cheap ass off my porch right now, I’m going to take you down right here and now. I’ll show you what a real She-Wolf can do.”

      Trixie’s eyes bulged, a growl erupting from her as her fangs descended. Marissa didn’t seem to blink, or think twice as her hand flew back, fist clenched and punched Trixie hard in the face. The blow was fierce, hurling Trixie up and heaving her off the porch to land on the ground several feet away. Marissa followed, Shade desperate to stop her but knowing he couldn’t interfere, this was the moment his mate showed her worth to his Pack, which was now assembling outside to watch the spectacle.

      Fuck. Every cell in his body battled to go to her aid. It was the hardest struggle he’d ever fought but he forced his feet to stay planted where they were, watching the scene unfold before him. His arms crossed, eyes cold, face inscrutable, but his insides churned like a stormy sea as he watched his mate stalk toward a sure-fire fight.

      Marissa arrived at Trixie as she rose, blood pouring from her nose and mouth. “I told you to leave. Or do you want to carry on? If so then let’s do this properly, in Wolf form.”

      Trixie’s hand shot forward, grabbing hold of Marissa’s hair and tugging her forward. Marissa’s reflexes were lightning fast, snatching hold of Trixie’s thumb and bending it back hard and fast. The sound of it snapping a loud crack in the silence of the morning as the sun crept over the trees, quickly followed by Trixie’s scream.

      Marissa shook her head. “Really? Hair pulling? What the hell are you? A Wolf or a fucking kid in the school yard? This is your last chance. You turn on that cheap heel of yours and get the hell off my land or I’m giving you fair warning, I’m transforming and I’ll rip your fucking throat out.”

      Trixie didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t move. Shade held his breath, his blood pumping so fast he felt light-headed, but his mate merely nodded and shit-on-a-fucking-brick, she transformed right then and there. Her pajamas ripped from her body, which Shade was extremely grateful for, if she’d stopped to undress he was sure he would’ve lost it completely, but she didn’t. Marissa simply morphed into her Wolf and tatters of her nightwear clung to her as she stalked toward Trixie, her fangs bared, tail swishing, growling viciously.

      Trixie didn’t seem to know what to do, her head swinging around and only now realizing they had an audience. Her eyes sought Shade but he didn’t even blink, ignoring her as Marissa’s brown beast grew closer. As soon as his mate’s beast was within striking distance, her huge paw swung out, claws raking across Trixie’s thigh, drawing blood and a high-pitched scream that was quickly followed by Trixie backing up.

      “Okay, I’m going, I’m going. Stop it. Leave me alone!”

      Marissa’s Wolf snarled, growled again, and swiped at Trixie once more, although it was more for show this time, her claws a hairs-breadth from their mark as Trixie stumbled backward, crying. His mate’s beast stayed in place, keeping watch on the retreating Trixie for several more moments before her head rose, an ear-splitting howl renting the air.

      Shade exhaled, his heart slowly returning to normal as Marissa’s Wolf turned around and padded toward him, a distinct swagger in her gait. He managed to hide his grin as she leaped up the steps and wandered inside. Again, he was thankful she didn’t transform in full view of his Pack. As she disappeared, he swiveled around to follow and that’s when his Pack started to whoop, holler, and whistle.

      They well and truly accepted Marissa as their Alpha She-Wolf.

      When he closed the door and turned around, she stood naked, her entire body flushed, eyes bright and excited. “Wow, that was . . . exhilarating.”

      Shade couldn’t stop his eyes travelling up and down her exquisite body, her delectable beauty calling to his beast as the scent of her Wolf still clung to her and hung in the air between them. His Wolf whining piteously with want as she clapped her hands, dancing from foot to foot, which didn’t help Shade whatsoever. Not when it caused her perky breasts to jiggle around, drawing his eyes to her dark nipples which he dreamed of licking.

      “Shade, are you listening to me?”

      Shaking his head, he tried to focus. “Of course I am. You were spectacular. My feisty mate taking on that . . . well, I better not say what I think of her. But boy, you were magnificent, darling.”

      “I know! It was strange because I’m not normally like that, but something just came over me and . . . wham! I saw red and I was ready to claw her eyes out.” Marissa paused, looking thoughtful for a moment. “Actually no, if I’m honest, I wanted to rip her throat out, like really rip it out. My Wolf felt powerful and strong, and, shit, it was great!”

      Shade kept his feet where they were, knowing if he moved, even an inch that he’d snatch her up and carry her to his bed. “Yes, you were strong, Marissa. You’ve always been strong, baby, you’ve just never been free to be a proper Wolf.”

      “Well, it freaking rocks!” Marissa whooped, running toward him and jumping up into his arms.

      Oh damn, he was a goner the moment her naked body wrapped itself around him, her lips latching onto his in a searing hot kiss. Shade’s hands gripped her firmly to him, one on her tight ass, one wrapping around her body so his fingers caressed the side of her breast. Her soft moans as their tongues lashed together lost as they ran down his throat to join his rumbled growl of lust. Marissa’s legs climbing to drape around his waist, her core grinding against his throbbing manhood as Shade fought to pull back.

      He was at the edge of his control as he tore his lips from hers, his forehead resting on hers as he caught his breath. “Fuck, Mari, you’re driving me insane. If we don’t stop, I’ll . . .”

      Marissa shushed him by catching his bottom lip between her teeth, nibbling it playfully before looking up into his eyes. “I don’t want to stop, Shade. What I want is for us to seal our bond. Now, right now, because I feel as if I’m about to crawl right out of my skin with . . . shit, I’m not sure what to call it, but damn, whatever it is it needs attention. Your attention.”

      Shade didn’t respond. The time for wasteful words was over. Right now was the time for action. He nodded, holding her firmly as he rushed upstairs, striding quickly to his room and kicking the door closed behind him. Goddess help anyone who dared interrupt them now, because he’d tear their head from their shoulders without a moment’s thought. No more thinking, no more stalling, no more putting off what he craved more than his next damn breath. He was going to claim his mate and make her his forever.

      Marissa’s body quivered at his touch, responding to him in ways that had him desperate to sink deep inside her. Shade placed her gently on the bed, her groan of protest making him chuckle. “Soon,” he told her as he undressed, her eyes raking over his chest when he threw his t-shirt to the floor hastily.

      He kicked his running shoes off and they landed on the other side of the room with a dull thud as he pulled down his joggers, her eyes widening when his erection popped free. That’s when his desired fogged mind cleared to remind him . . . she was a virgin. Shoot. It had been too many years to count since he’d bedded a virgin. Shade wasn’t used to being gentle or mindful of harming his sexual partners. He inhaled sharply, conscious of Marissa’s status and the fact that he couldn’t, wouldn’t hurt her in any way. He had to slow this down. Somehow.

      Goddess knew he had to for Marissa. The scent of her aroused state clogged his nostrils, inflaming his desire and making it difficult for him to concentrate. Shade dug deep, harnessing his inner Alpha strength, calming himself as he joined her on the bed, kneeling between her legs. She reached for him, pleading. “Shade.”

      “Shush, baby, let me take care of you,” Shade whispered, his hands rough against the soft skin of her inner thighs as he gently pushed them apart. Caressing slowly upward, her head falling back as she moaned, inhaling sharply when his thumb found her nerve center and started to circle it.

      Shade watched her face, enraptured for a moment before lowering his head to flick his tongue out. Marissa’s body jerked, her back arching off the bed. “Oh god!”

      He couldn’t stop chuckling briefly before carrying on, dipping one finger inside her wet sheath. Damn, it was tight. So fucking tight he wondered how the hell he’d ever fit inside without tearing her apart. Shade pushed that thought away, focusing on providing his mate with pleasure, exquisite and insurmountable carnal gratification. A night she’d never forget, that was his sole purpose, and he’d make damn sure he delivered.

      Marissa’s body squirmed beneath his ministrations, her fingers tangled in his hair, hips bucking beneath his mouth as he licked, sucked, and nibbled on her clit. He pushed his finger in deeper, working it in and out slowly before adding another, pleased when two slid in easily. Her juices allowing his thick digits to slip inside easily without causing her any discomfort. In fact, she thrust her hips toward him, complaining. “More, Shade, more!”

      Who was he to deny his delectable mate? Shade slung her legs over his shoulders, moving up onto his knees to gain better access to both her core and the rest of her body. His mouth on her sweet nub, one hand tweaking a breast, while the other thrust fingers deep inside her virgin sheath. Marissa squealed, a high-pitched little yelp as her walls tightened around his fingers, her orgasm starting deep inside her.

      “Oh hell,” she got out before words failed her as she panted, before yelling Shade’s name loudly over and over. He was certain he’d never heard anything so sweet in his entire life.

      Shade glided up his mate’s body, gently probing her entrance, his muscles taut and straining as he fought to breach her for the first time as gently as possible. When the tip of his cock entered, her eyes popped open, full of love and unbridled desire. Shade tenderly shifted his hips, his throbbing manhood slipping inside until barely half was now encased in her scorching hot warmth where he stilled, allowing her body to stretch around him.

      “Shade,” Marissa said his name with such reverence that it tore at his heart. A flame of love igniting deep inside him to burn so bright he was certain the entire camp must see it.

      “Am I hurting you? Do you want me to stop?” He asked, worry filling him.

      “No, I need you to fill me, Shade. I need this and I need to mark you. My beast is going nuts.”

      Every single word was a plea, full of longing, yearning, and love. Shade thought his heart would burst with his own love, so full was it with his own for the beauty lying beneath him. “I don’t want to hurt you, baby. It’s your first time and I’d never forgive myself if it wasn’t perfect.”

      Marissa’s eyes twinkled mischievously, taking the decision out of his hands as she thrust her hips upwards and forcing him all the way inside. “Shoot!” she groaned but he wasn’t certain whether it was with pain or pleasure.

      His own craving for her taking over with his cock buried deep inside his mate, Shade pulled out slowly before plunging fully inside again, Marissa’s legs wrapping around his waist and urging him on. Shade’s fangs descended, as did hers, the moment of their claiming imminent, taking them to the brink of ecstasy.

      “Marissa,” he mumbled, her name coming out garbled around his extended jaw and canines. “I take you as my soulmate, for now and forever. I’ll protect you, love you, cherish you, and die for you. You are bound to me from this moment on and nobody can take you from me. If anyone tries, I’ll tear them apart. I promise you that, my beauty.”

      Marissa’s eyes filled with tears, her head nodding. “I’ve no words, Shade, just . . . hell, it’s from my favorite movie. Ditto.”

      Shade cradled her head, lowering his to her neck and bringing hers to his as their movements grew more frenzied. His fangs penetrating her soft skin, sinking deep to seal their bond, her blood filling his mouth to flow down his throat. The first tendrils of their mating already taking root as his orgasm built to a crescendo so exquisite it was nothing short of magical, both of them falling over the precipice at the same moment. Their fangs ripping free as Marissa screamed his name, Shade’s head rearing back as he released a roar so magnificent that the windows shook in their frames, his Pack alerted their Alpha now had his mate.

      He knew this moment in time was the most perfect in his history. Nothing, absolutely nothing, compared to having his mate in his arms.

      Her soft sobs tearing him from his thoughts, concern filling his soul as he gazed down at her, caressing her face. “Mari, baby, what’s wrong? Did I hurt you? Was my bite too sore? Was I too rough?”

      Marissa hiccupped, swiping at the tears running down the side of her face to land on the pillow. “No, no, and no. I’m so happy right now I could burst. But for just a second there, I was terrified it was just all a dream, and I’d wake up back with the Alpha.”

      “Aww, that’s never gonna happen. You’re safe here.”

      “But my friends aren’t, Shade.” Marissa swiped at another errant tear. “I managed to get away, but they’re still there. I feel guilty as hell about that.”

      Shade continued to soothe her, moving to her side and holding her tightly against him. “I might be able to help. I have a contact in the Council that I could call in a favor with. With everything you’ve told me, I’m sure he’d be more than willing to go in and deal with things.”

      “Really? That’s allowed? I thought an Alpha could do what he wanted.”

      “Yes, and no. An Alpha can run their Pack however they want, so long as there’s not any outlandish abuse being carried out. Let’s be honest, Mari, your old Alpha is fucking nuts and definitely abusive. My contact is the type of Enforcer who revels in taking down these kind of assholes, but I need to ask you first, are you sure? Because once I make the call your old Pack will never be the same. The Alpha will most probably be arrested, and an interim will be put in place by the Council. The Council will run the Pack until it’s being run properly, but that means that other wrongdoers will also be arrested. Are you sure that’s going to sit well with your friends?”

      Marissa nodded furiously. “Hell yeah. Not one woman there will argue with that. Trust me, Shade, we were all treated like slaves, or worse. The only ones who will be upset are the kids who happen to be boys, but they need to be taught the right way to be a Shifter. Not the warped way they’ve been brought up so far.”

      “All right, I’ll make the call.” Shade leaned over, kissing her. “But I’m sure it can wait for a day or two. I need you, my mate.”

      “I need you too, my mate, but . . .”

      Shade sighed, reaching for his phone. “You want me to make the call now, don’t you?”

      “Yes, please. Hold on and I’ll write down the details.”

      Shade held up his hand. “I don’t need those, Mari. I’m calling the Council’s top Enforcer. All I need is your Alpha’s name and Pack, he’ll get any other details from their records.”

      “Oh, right,” Marissa gave him a smile before giving him the information he needed.

      “I’ll do this in private,” Shade rose, going into the bathroom. “He’s not exactly the friendly sort and he hates returning any favors.”

      “Okay,” Marissa nibbled her bottom lip nervously.

      Shade dialed the number, noting it took several rings before it was answered. “Hi, Zohar, it’s Shade and I’m calling in that favor you owe me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The next few days seemed like a blur filled with amazing loving, interspersed with Shade cooking for Marissa, some long sensual baths, and several hot and steamy showers. Marissa settling down once Shade confirmed his contact was going to deal with her Pack, although it would be a week or two before he could attend to it as he was out on another mission. She was just happy that something was going to happen to change the lives of the women in the Pack, and showed her gratitude in very inventive ways that Shade enjoyed immensely.

      Royce and Ash texted several times to update him on Pack news. One of which settling his inner beast when the Evans brother was strong enough to leave and Ash handed him over to the two others and watched as they drove away. His Beta wasn’t satisfied with that though, he’d sent two of his men to follow them all the way out of the damn state. Go Ash.

      Shade had just finished serving Marissa breakfast in bed when his phone rang, not chirped with a message, but rang. Snatching it up, Shade answered angrily. “Whoever this is, it better be fucking life or death.”

      “It’s Ash, I’m sorry, Alpha, but I need you to come downstairs now. We have a situation here.”

      Shade knew his Beta would not have called unless it was important. “I assume I require clothes for this situation?”

      “That would be best, yes,” Ash replied calmly. “And, Alpha, just so you know this is about Marissa.”

      Shade’s skin rippled, his beast rising at the implied threat to their mate. “I’ll be right down.”

      Marissa pushed the tray off her lap, obviously hearing Ash’s side of the conversation. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve no idea but I’ll deal with it. You stay here.”

      Shade pulled on jeans and boots, foregoing anything further, and stormed downstairs, his anger barely contained. When he reached his front door it was boiling hot and he tore open the door so hard that the top hinge lost several screws. Shade found Ash standing with four men, one of whom he knew and hated with every fiber of his being . . . Marissa’s father.

      He stood with a smug look on his face, arms crossed, and the three other men looked suspiciously like Pack Enforcers. Hell no. Did this cocksucker come onto his land with Enforcers? Was he fucking insane?

      Shade stepped outside, growling, his Wolf barely contained. “What the fuck is this about? I warned you once not to come back. Do you have a fucking death-wish, old man?”

      Ash held out a piece of paper. “He brought this with him. It’s a letter from his Alpha laying claim to Marissa, saying she was promised to him and that she’s to be returned to him immediately.”

      Shade snatched the piece of paper from Ash, ignoring what was written, and slowly ripped it to shreds, then threw the paper in the interloper’s faces. “That’s what I think of that piece of shit. Marissa is going nowhere.”

      A soft whimper behind Shade spun him around, Marissa stood quivering with fear rolling off her. “Shade?” she asked, her eyes pleaded with him.

      “Don’t worry, you’re safe here, Mari. Do not ever doubt that. Not for a fucking second.” Shade slowly turned back around, allowing his beast to show. “I won’t repeat this again. Marissa is not going anywhere with you. She is staying here, with me, and if you don’t get the fuck off my land I promise this will be the place you will last draw breath.”

      One of the large Shifter’s stepped forward, chest puffed out. “We’ve been instructed not to return without her.”

      Shade didn’t bother looking in his direction, barely even moved his feet, his arm shooting out to grab the man’s neck in a vice-like grip, crushing viciously briefly before throwing him backward. “I’m beginning to lose my temper. I can’t say this clearly enough . . . oh wait, I can. Marissa is my mate. We bonded several days ago, so, you stupid fucks, my claim beats any that you, or your fuckwit of an alpha, has. Got it? Have you? Because if you haven’t I’m more than happy to show you with my fangs and claws just how far I’ll go to protect my mate. In fact, I’m fucking eager to show you. Especially you,” Shade stepped forward, teeth bared and snarling into her father’s face. “you cocksucking asshole. Come on, say something. Anything. Just give me an excuse to rip your throat out.”

      When the other two large Shifters moved forward, Ash stepped up, shaking his head once and they retreated. Shade’s anger was now beyond anything he’d encountered before. He’d worshiped every inch of Marissa’s body and that meant he’d seen, up close and personal, the scars that this man before him had caused. Hell’s fire, he couldn’t hold back, he just fucking couldn’t.

      “Shit, you don’t need to give me an excuse,” Shade ground out. “You hurt her, you inflicted pain on my mate, and that gives me the right to exact vengeance.”

      His fist connected with the man’s jaw, the crunch of it breaking was like music in his blood pounding ears. Blood spurted freely as the sorry excuse for a father reeled backward, Shade stepping forward, fist raised again when a soft hand and softer voice, halted him in his tracks.

      “Shade, he’s not worth it. He’ll get what’s coming soon enough.”

      Shade’s anger flowed out of him at the sound of her voice, turning to embrace her, he held her tightly and kissed the top of her head. “Ash, can you take the trash out for me?”

      “Sure,” Ash replied, waving his own men over to herd the intruders away.

      Shade looked over his shoulder, snarling one last time. “You’ve had your last warning. If I see you again there will be no more words . . . I’ll kill you.”
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      Shade swung his son, Mikey, high in the air, his grin wide as his child giggled, shouting, “More, dada, more.”

      His thoughts going back to the Alpha that had caused his mate so much pain and how he’d reveled in hunting him down and exacting his revenge, secretly, with only Ash and Royce beside him. Marissa never found out, and he’d never tell her his secret. It was his burden to bear and one he carried easily. His only regret was he’d been unable to do the same to her father, but that pleasure had been taken from him by the dark Enforcer, Zohar. That fact was one his beautiful mate was aware of, but he’d been sorry that Zohar had taken away his chance to deal with the man who’d scarred Marissa in so many ways. Shade grinned as Mikey pounded on his chest shouting for him to throw him again, pulling him from his thoughts.

      “Sure,” Shade laughed, swinging Mikey around before tossing him above his head again.

      Marissa watched from the porch, her hands resting on her engorged belly where the twins appeared to be playing football. Her stomach moving around alarmingly as she tried to get comfortable. “You all right, baby?” he asked, seeing her shuffle around in the large comfy chair he’d insisted she used.

      “Yeah,” she replied far too quickly.

      Shade lowered Mikey to the ground, patting his backside and pointing to Lana who was heading their way. “Lana, can you watch him for a moment?”

      Mikey took off running, like he always did when he saw the Healer, who usually produced a cookie for the child. Shade shouted, “No cookies!” before rushing over to his mate.

      Shade knelt down in front of her, holding out his hands to take hers. “Tell me?”

      “What? You’re not just going to go inside my head?” she snarked.

      “No, we agreed I’d stop that. Didn’t we? So, here’s me stopping that. Tell me what’s wrong?”

      Her eyes sparkled as tears filled them, her bottom lip trembling as she fought to stop herself crying. Shade had his own battle going on. The one where he didn’t just go right on in and see what was going on in her head. But, he’d agreed not to, so he sat there, scared witless and waited.

      “It’s too soon. It’s just too soon,” Marissa wailed.

      “What is?” Shade asked, scared he knew exactly what she meant.

      “Get Lana, please, these little stinkers aren’t going to wait any longer.”

      “I knew it! Why didn’t you say sooner, Mari? How long have you been in labor?” Before she could answer he turned, roaring. “Lana! We need you, now!”

      “For a while, I kept hoping it would stop, but it didn’t, and well, now it’s just so sore and I need you, Shade.”

      “You’ve got me, baby. Let me in and I’ll take your pain, just like we did with Mikey. I’ll get you through this.”

      “You know I love you, don’t you?” Marissa reached for his face, running a finger across his lips. “But if you get me pregnant again I’m gonna cut your balls off.”

      Shade threw his head back, laughing. “Deal, baby, deal. Three is more than enough.” He looked back at her, raising an eyebrow. “Unless you decide differently.”

      “Shade!” she wailed, hitting his chest.

      Lana came running, as did Ash and Royce who was laughing his head off. Shade looked at his friend. “What’s so fucking funny?”

      “You, my friend. I just remembered something I said to you a few years ago . . . do you remember? Something along the lines of you being knee-deep in pups?”

      Shade chuckled. “Three is hardly knee-deep.”

      “Three in less than three years. Just think where you’ll be in five, or ten, or . . .”

      “Royce! Will you shut up!” Marissa yelled. “I’m in pain here and I need Shade so just shut the hell up or I’ll knock you on your ass.”

      Lana slapped Royce’s head on her way past, rushing to Marissa’s side, issuing orders. “Right, Shade, let’s get her inside and we can get these two delivered. Ash, alert the Pack, we’re going to have a huge celebration to organize. The Alphas’ are having their twins early.”

      “Ash, can you look after Mikey for us?” Shade asked as he lifted Marissa gently, clasping her gently to his chest, and opening their link to start the process of using his Alpha power to aid her with her pain.

      “No problem,” Ash said quickly. “Good luck, Marissa.”

      Marissa was in the midst of a contraction so she didn’t reply, her fingers grasping onto Shade in a death grip. “I’m here, my mate, I’ll help you now. Just relax and let me take it from you.”

      This time Marissa’s labor was far quicker, with both children born mere moments apart, one boy, one girl, and both as perfect as their mother in Shade’s eyes. Marissa was crying as Lana finished up, Shade sitting beside her, with both their babies in his arms.

      “They’re perfect, Shade, just perfect.”

      “I know, darling, just like their mom.” He looked down at his daughter. A mirror image of her mother, a mop of dark hair already covering her head, and the same button nose. Damn, he could see him locking her up for several years in the future. Or, better still, he could assign several Enforcers as her own personal guards. Yes, that would work at keeping any boys away from her.

      Then his eyes were drawn to his son, who looked so much like Shade it was uncanny, the same dark look in his eyes. Unlike humans, Shifter babies were not all born with blue eyes, and his son’s eyes held the same gold specks deep inside them that Shade’s own did. He vowed to ensure that all his children would be loved, protected, and grow up to know right from wrong. And he’d make damn sure that they’d make good Alphas when the time came, each one of them, including his daughter.

      Marissa’s hand landed on his knee as she sighed. “So, about what I said earlier.”

      “Yes.” Shade raised an eyebrow.

      “Three seems such an . . . uneven number. Don’t you think?”

      Shade’s eyes widened for the briefest of moments before his head fell back and laughter erupted, taking several minutes to regain control. “Whatever you say, my darling, whatever you say.”

      “That’s settled then,” Marissa replied firmly. “Just one more. In a couple of years, of course, Not right away. Just one more. Or maybe two. We’ll see.”

      Shade laughed again. Hell, she could have as many as she wanted. He’d do anything for Marissa. Anything at all. She was his mate, his love, his everything.
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      A Vampire’s Thirst: Dark, Dangerous, and Undeniable!

      Victor Strong, ancient Vampire and hard-as-nails businessman is strong in name and nature with a steely control over everything…then it comes, like a thief in the night and everything changes. A ‘Thirst’ he has no control over and cravings for blood and other darker, more enticing desires, rapidly growing out of control…and he fears for his sanity and his life.

      If a solution isn’t found he knows The Directive will soon be knocking on his door…and then, on the very brink of madness a sweet, tantalizing scent casts a spell over him causing him to leap from his balcony and go in search of its owner. Hypnotized by that which were thought to be mere myths, the most precious of all things: a Vampire’s Bloodmate.

      Can he find her in time or will Victor be lost to the dark side forever. The hunt is on. The battle fierce. Only the strong survive a Vampire’s Thirst.

      Find out what’s sought in A VAMPIRE’S THIRST by reading VICTOR the latest paranormal romance by A K Michaels’ hit readers are calling suspenseful, thrilling, hot and not to be missed.
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      A Vampire’s Thirst: Dark, Dangerous and Undeniable!

      Flint is an ancient Vampire. He used to work as a bodyguard for his friend, Victor, but when Victor finds his Bloodmate and heads off on a round-the-world honeymoon, Flint goes on his own adventure, setting off to the Highlands of Scotland. Only trouble is…Flint doesn’t want to go. That is, until a strange, mysterious, and magical feeling takes over him as he flies over Edinburgh Castle…at the same time as he wants to tear into the throat of the mortal confined within the cabin with him.

      Never before has he lost control to his dark side…well not against an innocent. Flint is hard, tough, and more than capable of inflicting pain when he deems it necessary, but losing control: never.

      He has the fight of his life on his hands. One he is determined to win. When he goes in search of the secretive nightclub Mystique, he is shocked to his very core by a chance encounter. Kenzie McBride, a damsel in distress needs his help, but the rescue mission ends up with a horde on their tails. Not only is Kenzie beautiful and injured…she’s the most elusive and precious of things in the whole damn universe: a Vampire’s Bloodmate. His Bloodmate. And he’ll fight to the death to keep her safe from anyone who comes after her. Anyone.

      The hunt is on, the battle fierce. Only the strong survive a Vampire’s Thirst!
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      A Vampire’s Thirst: Dark, Dangerous and Undeniable!

      Quinn Alexander is rich, handsome…and an ancient Vampire. He doesn’t want to be in Hong Kong for the launch of his next multi-billion dollar gaming sensation, but needs must.

      Then the Thirst strikes. Like a bolt of lightning, quick as a snake’s bite…power surging through him at the same time as his craving for human blood rockets out of control…and if there’s one thing that Quinn abhors it’s losing control. Of anything.

      Lost in the backstreets of a foreign land, a scent assaults him, overpowers his senses, stuns him completely until he’s rushing headlong toward it with no thought other than to reach it and make it his. A shout, a scream, a cry for help…and Quinn knows it’s his Bloodmate.

      Can he reach her in the meandering maze? And when he does will it be in time?

      The hunt is on, the battle fierce…only the strong survive a Vampire’s Thirst!

      
        
        Her Highlander’s Desire

      

      

      Have a moping, lovesick friend? No clue how to help her? Why contact Geri Wilder from the Paranormal Dating Agency, of course! Just remember to keep the details hush-hush because not everyone is onboard with the whole supernatural matchmaking thing. As for convincing her mate to let Alinka go halfway around the world…that’s all on Tasha's shoulders. Tasha has her hands full, but never underestimate the power of an Alpha female.

      The PDA promised results and that is EXACTLY what they delivered.

      Fiery, white hot attraction, like fireworks exploding in the night sky, consume both Alinka and Dara. Unable to control their passion, the couple immediately succumbs to the pull of their Soulmate. Shock and fear over the intensity of their feelings forces both to make rash decisions with devastating effects.

      Will Fate and Destiny seal their union? Or will one wolf run leaving the other to lick his wounds and pick up the pieces of a broken heart?

      A Wolf’s Hunger Cannot Be Stopped…Or Can It?

      Grab this hot paranormal shifter story from New York Times Bestselling Author, A K Michaels.

      Not only is it part of Milly Taiden’s Paranormal Dating Agency Kindle World but it’s also linked to A K’s A Wolf’s Hunger series and filled enough hot shifter romance to keep you turning the pages into the wee small hours of the night.

      
        
        From Scotland, With Sass

      

      

      Belle is just too sassy for her own good. It’s gotten her into hot water one time too many and she knows she’s treading a thin line with her Alpha. So what does she do when she’s forced to pick up a sexy-as-sin Scotsman and return him to the Pack? Heck, as soon as the Alpha’s mate goes near him, she growls at her! She’s lucky to make it out of there in one piece, and she’s sure it’s the hot Highlander who saved her.

      What was supposed to be a pick him up, drop him off, and make her getaway kinda day, turns into a scorching hot encounter that takes her breath away, at the same time as her sanity. Mr. Sex-on-Legs Scotsman has her heart racing every time he glances her way, her Wolf acting like a love-sick pup, his beast calling to hers as only a soul-mate can.

      With rogue Wolves in the area, willing to take what they want, and what they want is Belle, can the lovers find each other and seal their bond before it’s too late?

      
        
        Her Purr-Fect Surprise

      

      

      What’s Connie to do when she knows her friend Cyndi needs love? There’s only one solution: Gerri Wilder at the Paranormal Dating Agency!

      Her only problem is how to pay for her services. So she offers everything she has: including herself as a slave. Connie has a nerve-wracking wait to find out if the world-renowned dating guru will help her friend, and at what cost!

      When Mitch Mackay arrives at the Silver Streak Pack, he’s not happy. He should be at his Alpha’s side hunting rogues, not on some obviously made up visit to the Pack Healer. That is until he scents her…his one, his only: his soul-mate. The only trouble is…she’s as skittish as a wild horse and as innocent as a new-born lamb, and the first thing she does is ups and faints on him. Shoot. Can he convince her that he’s the Cougar for her Wolf? Or will her fear take over and make her run from their one chance at happiness?

      And that’s if they survive when rogues attack the camp at the worst possible moment: when the Alpha and his men are away hunting to clear the land of the very scourge that threatens their future and their lives.

      Book 1 in A K Michaels’ Silver Streak Pack full of excitement, paranormal romance, and Shifter hotness! Another addition to the steamy hot Paranormal Dating Agency. Grab your copy now and curl up with Mitch Mackay, a scorching hot Cougar who’s sure to set your kindle aflame.

      
        
        Heavenly Scents

      

      

      Take one cheeky Wolf willing to do anything, even give herself as payment to help her best friend find a mate, and never expected the bill owed to be collected. Until it is.
      Add in the most infamous Matchmaker in the Universe, Gerri Wilder.
      Stir in said Love Guru’s nephew to help in her devious plan, a hot-as-Hades Lion, who needs a mate more than he needs a chocolate chip cookie.
      Let the above bake until hot and steamy and add a dash of evil bad guy. 
      Now, that’s a recipe for love everyone can get behind.
      Part of Milly Taiden’s Paranormal Dating Agency World and Book 2 in A K Michaels’ Silver Streak Pack, a steamy Shifter series filled with thrills and passion and sure to keep you turning the pages into the wee hours of the night.

      
        
        Guild of Dragon Warriors

      

      

      Master of the Guild of Dragon Warriors, Jaxon is heading back to their sanctuary, exhausted and injured, after a battle that the human realm has never before encountered. Supernatural beings fighting against the Demon King for survival of not only them, but all of humanity.

      It was horrendous, tortuous, and downright brutal. He and his fellow Dragons were lucky to escape with their lives and all he wants now is to reach home and recover, knowing it will take days for him to reach full fitness again.

      When an urgent call for help reaches them, he has no option but to head out again and give the aid that he is sworn to deliver.

      What he finds is a unique being that is under threat and he vows to ensure her safety. No matter the cost. 

      His Dragon Warriors rally round and they must fight to protect the female in dire need of their defense. But Jaxon is not quite prepared for the consequences of his mercy mission and must make a decision that he never thought possible. 

      Come and follow Jaxon and his Guild of Dragon Warriors in Book one of New York Times Bestselling Author, A K Michaels’ brand new series.

      
        
        The Black Rose Chronicles

      

      

      An assassin with a secret. A dangerous Vampire…and a Demon from Hell. What could go wrong?

       In this ravaged new world there is only one rule: survive. With a deadly reputation that precedes her, master assassin, The Black Rose, is feared by any that hear her name. In a world devastated by an inter-species war, she has to keep her true identity a closely guarded secret…one where she must hide her heritage from all or face the same fate as the rest of her kind; death. Her next assignment the most dangerous of all and could be the end of her…and all humanity.

      New Leader of the Vampires, Cassius Allarde, has a bounty on his head. Though being the most formidable of his race…will it be enough to fend off The Black Rose once she’s on a mission to kill him? Can he defeat her and carry out his goal to unite the species together? Or will he fall beneath her might and the world descend further into the chaos that reigns all around?

      With a fanatical Demon paying the tab, Rose is up to her chin in trouble…with no way out of her assignment. It’s the most dangerous of all and could be the end of her…and all humanity. But, when a prophecy is revealed and knowledge of Allarde unfolds, Rose has a choice: ignore the details that don’t add up or complete the mission.

      Buy Deceit and Lies today to start this thrilling dystopian set series packed full of Vampires, Shifters, Witches and paranormal romance in A K Michaels’ The Black Rose Chronicles. You’ll be glued to the pages to see what happens to Rose and the rest of the characters as she battles her way through this amazing story.

      
        
        Highland Wolf Clan Series

      

      

      Read the book that has over 200 five star reviews! Reviewers are calling it “gripping,”  “suspenseful”, with “lots of love and action” and a series “I couldn’t put down”!

      A man born to be Alpha that walks away from his birthright and Pack. Cameron Sinclair wants nothing to do with either.

      When summoned he reluctantly goes to the aid of his Uncle’s Pack. What he finds is danger, intrigue, heartache, and the chance of a different life.

      His instinct screams at him to walk away but his heart has other ideas. Come and join the Highland Wolf Clan and find out what’s in store for Cameron and his Highlanders.

      
        
        The Witch, The Wolf and The Vampire Series

      

      

      A witch on the run, hunted by her father…and pursued by two men who desperately want to make her theirs. You know what they say…what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.

      Peri is haunted by memories of her father’s dark, magical cult, who tortured and imprisoned her throughout her childhood.  Even six years after her escape, Peri is still a wanted woman, and is only able to stay alive by tracking criminals as a bounty hunter, constantly on the move and always alone.

      Her travels lead her to Las Vegas, where a job turns bad. Wounded, she collapses at the feet of a stunning, ancient vampire named Josef, and gorgeous wolf shifter Gabe. Josef and Gabe tend to Peri’s injuries, both of them falling in love with her. Claimed by both the vampire and the werewolf, Peri is caught in the middle.

      As the romance unravels, Peri discovers her magic is far more powerful than she realized. Yet her father is searching for her, and Peri doesn’t know if she’s strong enough to stop him from taking her back. Trapped in a complex love triangle, who will Peri choose? Josef? Gabe? Or perhaps…both?

      A thrilling urban fantasy full of adventure and suspense, The Witch, The Wolf and the Vampire is an erotic paranormal romance with a throuple taking center stage. This magical dark fantasy will have readers swooning for the next book in A.K. Michaels’ supernatural science fiction series.

      
        
        The Witch, The Wolf and The Vampire:

        Next Generation, A Son’s Fate

      

      

      A gripping addition to The Witch, The Wolf and The Vampire series by New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author, A K Michaels.

      Follow Joey’s journey as he says goodbye to his life of luxury, with doting parents, and a sister he loves in ‘Sin City’. With each passing day he is more unsettled as his Wolf strives to live as its DNA is programmed: within a Pack. After all, it’s not just any Pack he wants. He is determined to join the very Pack that almost killed his father. He has no idea of the hardships ahead, but he faces everything with a deep resolve to gain his dream: Alpha status. Nothing less will suffice, even if he dies trying. Joey will give up everything to win his rightful place and seal his fate.

      Joey is certain he won’t settle for that alone. No. He craves to be Alpha and he’ll do whatever it takes to achieve his goal. Including deceiving his parents as he uses underground fighting clubs to toughen up.

      He’ll need every ounce of strength to survive the fight to come…can he endure or will the past take its toll on the son as it did the father?

      
        
        Supernatural Enforcement Bureau Series

      

      

      As Director of the Supernatural Enforcement Bureau, powerful Vampire Ronan, thought he had seen it all...until he discovers that Dragons actually exist. Can he help the Dragon being hunted on his patch? He certainly has the means at his disposal...if they can find it first...before the dark magic-wielding Witches and their Vampire cohorts.

      After seeing the magnificent beast with his own eyes he can't turn from the task, even if he wanted to. Especially as his Sire, Josef, gives him a direct command to find the Dragon and keep it safe. No matter the cost.

      With rogue Vampires and Witches on its trail, it's only a matter of time before they capture it. That's not something Ronan will allow...not on his watch! He will do whatever it takes to find and save the Dragon, using every powerful being at his disposal, including the dark and dangerous Creed.

      
        
        Sabrina’s Vampire Series

      

      

      Sabrina's life was a mess, suspended from her police job, she ran to Vegas for a break, to escape the torment and embarrassment. She followed this up by getting blind drunk and down an alleyway with two thugs who wanted more than a goodnight kiss.

      Kyle, a Vampire, hears her scream and against his better judgement enters the alley and saves her. As she collapses into his arms he had a deep need to take her home? He never takes anyone to his home. Soon Sabrina is ingrained in him - he can't get enough - can't let her go and just why are his bites not healing on her neck? When he finds out he is shocked - he must keep her - make her stay.

      Will she? Will this woman stay in the arms of a Vampire? 

      
        
        Defender’s Blood Series

      

      

      Alex has no idea her life is about to change beyond her wildest imaginings. She is the last in a long line of very special females born for a dangerous task, and she isn't sure she is up to it. Zach, her vampire protector, is just as sure she is. 

      Demon attacks, angels and even the ultimate, divine intervention, shake Alex to her very core. Can she do this? Can Zach keep her safe? The alternative is unthinkable: demons once more ruling the earth. 

      Zach has to ensure that Alex puts a stop to this - and quickly. 

      Read Defender's Blood, Alex's Destiny – Book 1 in the Defender's series.

      
        
        Lori’s Wolf Pack

      

      

      Lori’s lost in the forest, regretting her idea to go for a hike. Hurt and getting more terrified by the minute, especially when she hears the howls of a large animal nearby. In her haste to get away she falls and knocks herself out.

      The animal finds her, having heard her screams.

      The Wolf changes and the Alpha looks down at the female. As soon as he picks her up, his body reacts and he, at first, has no idea why. All he knows is his Wolf wants out, wants to mark this human as his.

      Lori is oblivious to what’s in store over the next few days as the powerful Alpha carries her to his cabin.

      Adult content in this novella, no cliffhanger, and a happy ever after.
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