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Chapter 1 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not from here, are you?” I winced as the words left my mouth, but what else was I supposed to say?

      The diner was dingy and old, just like the forgotten highway outside. The parking lot was losing its battle to nature. Weeds broke through crevices of the parking lot, which was turning to gravel with each passing week. A root had shot up through one of the limited parking spaces, so only cars with high ground clearance could park there. More tangible evidence that this small town in rural Colorado was also slowly being reclaimed by Mother Nature.

      I knew everyone who came into my diner. Everyone. Not only because the handful of regulars and their tips were my only income, but because I had to be vigilant. I had to watch for others like me.

      But while this rumpled, stale-smelling man certainly wasn’t what, or who, I was worried about, I hadn’t been able to think of anything else to say.

      His tired gaze lifted from his coffee as he shook his head and mumbled something about a road trip and California.

      I sighed, missing the Golden State myself. The woods and the coasts specifically, and not the people I left behind. I wouldn’t think about him. Not here.

      At least that’s what I told myself nearly a hundred times a day. Possibly more.

      “Bailey, order up!” The cook, Louie, slammed a plate of greasy breakfast food onto the metal window separating the kitchen from the main dining area. If you can even call this hole-in-the-wall that.

      Shooting the dull traveler an apologetic look, I hustled back to the kitchen, balancing the heavy tray of platters like I’d been doing it my whole life instead of months.

      Louie wiped his hands on his apron. “I’ll never understand how a tiny thing like you can heft all of that so easily.”

      I shot him a wry grin. I wasn’t about to tell him my secret either. “I’ll never understand how you can cook all day and be as skinny as a rail!”

      Louie howled with laughter, even though I made the same joke at least once a week. The banter was safe though. It was familiar. Personally, I loved the laid back atmosphere and his willingness to pay me under the table.

      Not having a bank account made hiding and moving a lot easier.

      “Two eggs, extra bacon, and a Jimmy Dean omelet.” I handed the ticket with the customer’s order over before picking up the hot plate to distribute to table 2.

      “Anything else?” I gave Mr. Foster—one of my regulars—my award-winning smile. His tips were shit, but he was the nicest old man.

      “No, thank you.” He picked up his fork to dive into the four sausage patties, buttered toast, five pieces of bacon, and extra cheesy eggs.

      If he wasn’t careful, his daily meal was going to take him to an early grave. But it wasn’t my business, and I wouldn't be here much longer anyway. I had to keep moving or my past was bound to catch up to me.

      The phone rang, and a pad of paper and pen were already in my hands by the time I picked up.

      “Otto’s Place, what can I do for ya?” I said. Otto was long gone, having left the restaurant to his son, Louie.

      “Oh! Bailey! Is there any way you can cover my shift for me tonight?” Molly, one of the two other waitresses, begged me from the other line. Her nasally voice grated against my ear, and I pulled the receiver away slightly due to my sensitive hearing.

      “Uh,” I hesitated.

      It was nearly the full moon and my body vibrated with the need for release. I knew I wasn’t getting a certain form of release because of the lack of eligible men, so my desperation for a run was at an all-time high.

      “Carter has a fever, and Chad isn’t picking up, the piece of shit. I’ll owe you one!” She pulled at all my sympathy cards: sick kid and shitty boyfriend.

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, sighing into the phone.

      “You’re the absolute best! Thank you so much!”

      The line went dead before I got a chance to respond.

      Circling around the counter, I stopped by different tables to see if the customers needed anything. The restaurant wasn’t huge, so only two servers worked here in a single shift. There were six booths, four tables, and a long countertop with eight built-in chairs.

      The place cleared as breakfast winded down before the lunch rush. In between, I refilled sugars and ketchups, wrapped cutlery, swept the floors and mopped underneath where an over enthusiastic toddler had had his breakfast. By the time dinner rolled around, my skin itched from the inside out.

      I stared at the rising moon longingly, counting down the minutes until my wolf could run. The moonlight bled between the expanse of trees lining the highway. The restaurant was a pit stop on the outskirts of a tiny town and surrounded by state land, which is exactly why I chose it. Running in the woods was always at the tip of my fingers. No, it wasn’t living free, which is what I truly dreamed of, but it was close enough.

      “It’s okay, girl. Soon,” I whispered to myself. My focus shifted back to rolling silverware. It was a slow night, with only two customers total, which made this last-minute double shift that much more excruciating.

      “What’d you say, darling?” Louie leaned his arms on the metal window with no plates in the way.

      “Nothing.” I gave him a small smile, placing a fork on top of a knife.

      “Go ahead and get outta here,” Louie grumbled. “It’s a quiet night. I can handle any customers who come in.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise. This wasn’t an usual offer from him. “Misery loves company” is what he always said while laughing his way back into the kitchen.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, trying not to let my hopes rise like the moon outside.

      “You look so wound up, so I’m pretty sure any customers we do get you’ll scare away,” he said.

      I laughed at the comment, but the tension built in my shoulders. I hated when my need to run was apparent to humans, like my true nature would be blown at any minute.

      Louie shook his head with a snort. “Get outta here already. I’ll see ya tomorrow.”

      “Thanks!” I fiddled with my apron, and it landed with a clunk on the counter.

      Louie raised an eyebrow at me.

      I laughed sheepishly, pulling my tips from the pockets. Oh yeah, I kind of needed those.

      With a wave, I was out the door. I didn’t have a car, but luckily I found someone willing to rent a small room over their garage to me a mile away. The journey was quick, probably because I ran for most of it.

      Once inside, I threw my tips into a shoebox I kept stashed under my bed. Not the best hiding place, but this tiny town wasn’t known for theft. And it was a hell of a lot safer than where I had spent most of my life.

      I peeled off my work clothes, leaving them rumpled in the corner. I didn’t bother to shower, knowing by morning I’d be covered in dirt and leaves anyway, and threw on a summer dress with no underwear. It was simple, easy, and would cover me up long enough to get to the woods. That was all I needed.

      A short quarter mile jog brought me to the edge of the forest. The woods sprawled across three peaks and hid a series of valleys. Reds and ambers tumbled around me as the earthy scent of the wild filled my nose. With each step my body relaxed. My bare feet sank into the leaf-littered ground, and my eyes closed with a sigh.

      Home, my wolf whispered inside of me.

      My pace quickened until I found my usual boulder pile to stash my clothing in. It didn’t take long for my wolf to burst forward the moment the fabric slipped from my grasp.

      I’m happy there were no breaking bones or immense pain like you see on TV shows. Being part wolf was nothing less than magical. The shift was a realignment of every atom of my being. It felt like briefly losing myself to combine with the world around me before solidifying into another form. It’s hard to explain to anyone who hasn’t taken a psychedelic before. Not that I have, but from what I’ve heard, the connection to the world seems similar. A shimmer, a vibration through my body, and then it’s over and I’m in a different form. Although, it’s different if you fight it.

      I shook out my fur, the color tawny brown like my hair, and just as unruly. My hazel eyes were definitely my best feature, and despite Louie making fun of my small stature, I could kill a man with my thick thighs.

      My wolf whined until I let go of my thoughts, giving into my base nature to live in the moment.

      A howl ripped through my muzzle and I took off, tongue lolling to the side in a dopey smile. A fallen tree blocked my path, but instead of skirting around it, I bunched my haunches and leapt ten feet into the air, clearing the top by several feet with an excited yip.

      Up ahead in a clearing a small herd of deer grazed leisurely.

      I didn’t slow down for a second, bursting through the tree line until the glow of the moon radiated across my body. The deers’ heads shot up in alarm, and they fled from my beast.

      I am predator. Hear me roar!

      Another long howl pierced the night sky as I chased after them. All in good fun, of course. There was no reason to kill a deer for a meal when I didn’t have a pack to share it with.

      A pang of loss jolted through my body. Wolves weren’t meant to be alone, yet here I was. I knew it was for the best. But I missed being a part of something larger than myself, living and working together, raising pups.

      Yet, here I was.

      Padding through the undergrowth, I enjoyed the stretch in my limbs while I listened to the night music—chirping crickets, hooting owls, and other tangible sounds that reminded me that, here in nature, I wasn’t completely alone.

      Hours passed before my wolf was satisfied and my human worries took over once more. The sun would rise soon, and I had another shift at the diner today. I needed to get at least a few hours of sleep.

      Taking my time getting back to my clothes, I nosed along the ground, catching the scent of a rabbit that had crossed this path about four hours ago.

      My right ear twitched as it caught the flutter of a bird’s wings fifty feet away.

      Pack, my wolf breathed, when an earthy aroma crossed my senses.

      I stilled.

      With a tentative step, I lifted my head into the air and sniffed deeply.

      Pack.

      Two shifters had crossed here earlier, their scent oddly familiar.

      My hackles raised, a small growl rumbling in my chest when it hit me. It wasn’t just any two wolves, but ones from the rival pack. The Yellowstone pack.

      Shit. Did their territory extend this far south?

      If they caught the scent of me, they’d still recognize me as part of my old pack, the Yosemite Pack. And if that happened . . .

      I shook out the shudder running through my body. What if they already knew I was here? What if they were hunting me? Or worse, told my old pack about me?

      I was dead either way.

      I raced back to the rocks where my clothes were hidden. I needed to leave now.

      Stay. Fight, my wolf growled in my head.

      I returned the rumble with a verbal one of my own. That need of hers, of mine, was exactly why I needed to flee.

      If not for my sake, then for my mother’s.

      A howl emerged in the night.

      I swore and ran for it.
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Chapter 2 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      The music was loud, and the beer flowed freely. I wasn’t the biggest fan of parties, but tonight I had to suck it up. It was my party, after all.

      The hanging white lights from the trees were a nice touch, filling the small clearing with a soft glow. Trucks parked around the edges, tailgates facing front to hold food and people. We had blankets and fold up chairs, plastic cups, and blue jeans. It was noisy—loud and exuberant, with children running around as adults laughed and danced. It was more of a tailgate than an engagement party, but I kept a smile on my face, trying to enjoy it.

      I supposed I was simply still struggling with my new role as Alpha. I cared immensely for everyone in this pack, but socializing had never been my strength. Now that I was Alpha, their eyes followed me constantly. It would take some time to adjust.

      Our pack lived loosely together deep in the forest, in small serviceable cabins we’d built with our own hands. We were deep enough in the wilderness that hikers couldn’t make it out here, and we worked with the natural cover of the trees, which shielded us from aerial photography. It didn’t seem like the best plan on paper, but hiding in plain sight had worked for hundreds of years for this pack. Or so I’d been told.

      I was waiting for the inevitable moment when someone flew over with an infrared camera, looking for a lost hiker and instead finding what looked like some sort of commune. Then what?

      This cookout was supposed to be a celebration of my betrothal to the previous Alpha’s daughter, but it was mostly a drunken party in the woods. It was 1 a.m., and everyone was still raging. I was happy my pack seemed to be enjoying themselves, at any rate.

      “You could at least pretend to be pleasant.”

      My mother shot me ‘the look,’ and I struggled not to cower under her gaze, despite being twenty-seven and six foot five. I would hesitate to call her petite at 5’7”, but most people seemed small compared to me. Her brown, curly hair was much lighter than mine, as well as her complexion. People usually said we looked nothing alike.

      Until we got angry.

      “Mother. Don’t.”

      She sniffed, her eyes flashing yellow before she put her nose in the air. “If you can’t be bothered to enjoy your own engagement party, then at least allow me my contentment. Should I remind you that you’re the one who agreed to the match?”

      I bit back the urge to growl, despite knowing she wasn’t completely correct. Mating with Rebecca hadn’t been my idea, but it had seemed like the best solution for everyone. Plus we were childhood friends. Rebecca was the only child of the old Alpha, and our betrothal had soothed over tensions after he had yielded the pack to me, however reluctantly.

      Though yielded was a polite term for having one’s throat laid out millimeters from my teeth.

      I snorted, pushing down the euphoric rush that typically came with any reminder of my victory. Instead, I scanned the crowd for my intended, frowning when I didn’t immediately see her.

      Rebecca was beautiful, in a preppy, Seventeen Magazine, sort of way. Her blonde hair went nearly to her waist, and small freckles coated her light skin, which she was showing plenty of tonight with her short white dress. Her blue eyes had a way of pleading with you for the smallest things. Not that anyone would dream of refusing her. Seeing those red lips pout was the worst.

      Rebecca was well-liked, beautiful, and we’d grown up alongside each other. Together, we would have strong pups with the bloodlines of both Alphas. The mateship had been her idea technically—a show of good faith in exchange for her father’s life. Tradition usually dictated the losing Alpha died. A dead Alpha couldn’t stage a coup after all.

      I granted her request with the promise she would be my mate. I’d been proud of myself at the time. I was a new Alpha and had saved myself a tiresome search for a mate all in one fell swoop.

      So why wasn’t I happier?

      “Derrick. Are you even listening?” My mother’s curt voice pierced my thoughts.

      My anger left me in a rush. I never could be truly cross with my mother. In the end, everything I’d done had been for her. She was one of the few people who got to see me as anything other than the Alpha.

      I sighed, but brought my attention back to my mother. “Sorry, mama.”

      Her eyes sparkled with mischief, appeased for now.

      “Where is Rebecca?” I asked.

      My mother’s hands flicked haphazardly toward the crowd, and I finally found her, holding court with the other female wolves. Her preening prickled me almost as much as my mother’s, but I took a deep breath and let it go. Rebecca was entitled to how she acted. It would be her duty to keep up relations within the pack, just as it was my duty to protect it.

      I grabbed another beer out of a cooler and downed it, crushing the can in my fist and tossing it to the ground. My mother huffed in irritation but said nothing. Not even the pack Matron could chastise the Alpha in public. Her eyes softened when my gaze caught hers, and she turned back to the other mothers.

      I shook my head, happy at least that she had found purpose in being pack Matron. Her mate was dead, and I couldn’t kill the wolf responsible. Speaking of the devil . . .

      Rebecca’s father skulked on the edges of the crowd which was mostly concentrated around the large bonfire in the center of the clearing. Victor snarled when he caught me looking, but I only leveled my own glare at him.

      Victor had the look of a once-proud Alpha gone to seed—his dark hair was flecked with bits of grey and white, his body long and lanky. His pale skin glowed from the fire. I struggled not to physically react to his scent. It smelled like something bitter, yet spoiled. Like a good plant left to rot. He lowered his head to the ground and slunk away.

      Right. That was why I was Alpha; because Victor was a slimy piece of—

      “There you are! Dance with me?”

      Rebecca’s small hand wound around my bicep. She flashed a vivid smile at me, and the red haze cleared a little from my vision.

      My hand snaked around her waist, and I pulled her close. She smelled nice, if nothing else.

      She gave a loud giggle in return, and I tried not to wince at the sound.

      How could such a noise come from something other than a squealing rabbit?

      The next sound she made was a soft whisper in my ear, and that was much more pleasing. Until the words registered. “I see you glaring at my dad. Stop it.”

      I growled, a deep rumble that shook my chest. I loosened my grip on her waist.

      She blinked, a quick moment of fear radiating from her eyes.

      I hated how they were all afraid of me, but it wouldn’t stop me. Someone had to take control of the situation and protect my mother and the rest of the pack. “Tell your father to stop being such a useless bag of shit—”

      “Stop it,” she said, and my wolf flared at the mild challenge.

      The urge to make her submit to me was strong, but I pushed it away. “You stop it, Bex. How can you defend him after what he did?”

      Rebecca’s pale skin flushed, and her gaze dropped to the ground in embarrassment. “You promised not to bring it up again,” she hissed, claws bursting through her nail beds to grip the small of my back.

      Arousal prickled into my awareness as her small claws bit into my skin, and almost as quickly she released me, her face flushing. Technically, she could be punished for drawing my blood. Which was unfortunate, because nothing turned me on more than a woman who wasn’t afraid of me.

      If such a woman even existed.

      Rebecca whimpered, convinced she was in trouble.

      Sighing and releasing my anger, I ran a hand gently through her blonde hair. “I’m angry at your father. Not you.”

      She nuzzled her face into my neck, and a surge of protectiveness rose in me. I might not have been stupidly in love with Rebecca like I’d seen with other mates, but I was content to protect her. It was what was right, and what duty called for. It was expected.

      It was the only thing in my life that was apparently going as planned.

      My plan certainly hadn’t been to become Alpha, but after Victor lost his mate, he came after my mother. That didn’t even come close to the fact that he’d killed my father a year ago to become Alpha in the first place. Stepfather. Fuck, what did it matter? He’d been the one who’d raised me, and Victor had easily beaten him in a challenge. Too easily. I’d always suspected foul play, because my father had always been the strongest Alpha in the pack. There was no way Victor could have fairly beaten him. I didn’t believe it then, and I still don't believe it now.

      It was bad enough Victor had stolen my birthright and my father in one fell swoop. But to sniff after my mother, who had still been grieving at the time?

      Alphas were supposed to lead and to protect the pack, not murder their way into the position because they wanted someone else’s mate. It took me only minutes to pound him to a bloody pulp, at which point Rebecca had begged for his life, offering herself up as my mate in return.

      And now here we were, eating cake and hotdogs and pretending life wasn’t just one giant series of fuckups.

      Rebecca huffed, exasperated. “You can’t be angry at him forever, Derrick. It’s over and you won.”

      My grip on Rebecca tightened as I tried to control the rage. “How about someone in the pack murders me to get at you? Then see how you feel about the situation.”

      She cringed at the nasty tone in my voice, but I wouldn’t budge on this. Rebecca would learn not to bring it up, or she’d get the nasty Alpha wolf. I hated that side of me, but accepted it was now a necessary evil. Other packs respected nasty.

      I just wished I didn’t hate it so much.

      My mother hadn’t been too thrilled when I became the new Alpha, even though he’d murdered her mate. I wasn’t sure what hurt more; that I’d lost the man who’s raised me, or that my mother didn’t believe in me.

      “I should go. See you tonight?” Rebecca shimmied out of my arms, giving me a suggestive twitch of her hips. Our contract specified that we couldn’t consummate the bond until the ceremony, but I also knew it was mostly for show. Rebecca would do whatever she needed in order to keep me from her father’s throat. Screw the contract.

      “Perhaps tomorrow,” I muttered, ignoring the disappointment in her eyes. I wasn’t in the mood for her company, even if it was likely to cheer me up. Despite everything, Rebecca always tried to please me. Yet it didn’t feel right. It had never come close to the way my mother had described her own mate bond.

      I supposed it was because Rebecca and I weren’t actually mated yet. Regardless, I made a mental note to discuss it with my mother. She’d had two mates already, so if anyone was likely to have insight, it would be her.

      Her stature was poised, confident as she spoke with the other females, putting a hand on another’s shoulder to offer help or a bit of advice. Gods above, that woman’s strength left me breathless. I couldn’t imagine fleeing your pack with your child and leaving your mate behind, then being forced to take a new one for your own safety. I shook my head, not able to comprehend it. I barely remembered our flight from the islands and the ensuing whirlwind that ended up with us landing with the Yellowstone pack. We weren’t exactly accepted as easily being foreigners. It wasn’t our brown skin and hair, the pack was diverse enough, but English wasn’t our first language. At least my mother had had protection as our new Alpha’s mate. That protection hadn’t extended to me when it came to the other cubs in the pack, so I quickly learned to become better than all of them—smarter, faster, stronger.

      I sighed, trying to breathe out my stress. I missed my father, even if he had been my stepdad. Semantics be damned.

      Looking around at everyone talking, laughing, and playing, I was flooded with a sense that everything would eventually come together. Rebecca would be my mate. I’d protect the pack and keep one eye on her murdering father. If my mother could make a mateship work that hadn’t been her fated mate, then so could I.

      After all, Victor clearly couldn’t be trusted. The only reason I knew he wouldn’t kill me was because he wouldn’t jeopardize his daughter’s position. She couldn’t rise any higher in the pack hierarchy than being my mate, after all. He may be a murdering piece of shit, but all signs pointed to him truly loving his daughter.

      I threw Victor one last snarl before I stormed off into the woods, seeking nothing other than my own company to be alone with my racing thoughts. Those closest to me followed me with their eyes but didn’t say anything. They were mostly used to my moods, and knew I needed more time to run and settle my thoughts than the others did. Besides, Rebecca and my Beta would soothe everything over. They always did.

      I let the darkness embrace me.
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Chapter 3 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyelids were slow to pry open, like I was being woken from a coma.

      What the hell happened?

      My wolf was calm in my chest, but my heart was not as I remembered what had happened the night before.

      “Shit, how long did I run for?” I whispered to myself, staring at my muddied bare feet, but my wolf gave no inkling as to what happened.

      My fear of being caught drove her forward. I only had flashes of greens and browns as we raced through the night. I trusted my wolf. She wouldn’t put us in danger.

      Wind ripped through my hair, causing goosebumps along my bare skin as I pushed myself off the ground. I used the moment to take a whiff of the area, trying to gauge where my wolf had taken us, but I got nothing.

      We weren’t in an area I had been in before.

      I tilted my head back to peer into the fir treetops, which was all I could see. We were high in elevation based on the trees and rock slabs, but too deep in the woods to see any discernible features like a mountain peak.

      “Great,” I mumbled.

      My muscles ached from running all night, and hunger pulled at my stomach, making both myself and my wolf more irritable than usual.

      The wind shifted, bringing with it the scent of water.

      My inner wolf’s head perked up at the thought of taking a dip.

      “We don’t have time for that,” I murmured. But we did need water. My tongue was like sandpaper. “No swimming, just resting.”

      Content enough, my wolf settled back down inside me, and I turned to march deeper into the woods.

      When I first bolted, before my wolf pushed me deeper inside, I had been sure to give a wide berth to where I had smelled the wolves, while staying away from the roads and any cars that would see me. This could now pose a problem since it’d be harder to figure out where I was. Usually I could rely on my senses, never truly becoming lost, but I would most likely need to find a town to catch my bearings.

      Damn wolf.

      She let out a low snarl in return.

      “You’re right. You saved our ass, thanks.” I chuckled, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      I had liked my little town, the diner I found a job at. It’s the most settled I had been in a long while. I hated that I left Louie high and dry. I didn’t have a cell phone, so there was no way to call him to let him know I quit. It was shitty, but in the end there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      A small lake glinted between the trees. I slowed my steps. Water sources were the best place to come across . . . well, anything. An animal that needed water, a shifter that needed water, or even a human out camping or fishing.

      I snuck through the trees, careful to place my toes only where there was no leaf litter or twigs. Every once in a while I stopped to smell the air, but there was nothing but the smell of dirt and pine.

      I found a smooth rock on the edge of the water beside a large boulder. It was a nice place to sit—difficult to leave my scent, and an easy place to take cover in case anyone showed up.

      Settling down, a knot in my chest unwound with a deep breath. I always felt calmer near water, which was weird for a shifter. Don’t get me wrong. I loved the mountains, but even in Yosemite, I found excuses to drive out west to the ocean when I could. Which hadn’t been often.

      I rolled my shoulders before putting my hands on my hips to admire the small grove. Tall trees circled the area, leaving little room between the forest and the water. A hawk sat on a branch to monitor its personal domain.

      I nodded towards it, wanting to pay my respects to nature like my mother had taught me. Even if they couldn’t shift and communicate the way we could, that didn't mean they didn’t deserve appreciation.

      A lump formed in my throat at the thought of her. I hope she is okay. I pushed it from my mind before guilt consumed me and made me do something stupid, like go racing back to her.

      The water was clear enough that I saw shadows of fish under the surface. My stomach rumbled at the reminder of food. This was something I’d normally take advantage of, but I didn’t want any splashing to alert the attention of unwanted companions. Slinking to the edge of the rock, I cupped some crisp water in my hand.

      With a slurp, the melted snow water fortified my belief I was in the upper Rockies. My eyes narrowed as I focused on what my senses told me about my location.

      It no longer smelled like Colorado, at least not a part I had ever been to. My wolf would’ve stayed mostly within National Forest territory, keeping me away from the Yellowstone pack. So, I doubt we went west or south, and I was too high up to have gone east. But north . . .

      I shook my head. North was stupid too. I must be south, even if the scent of the area didn’t match, but it would’ve been the safest and smartest. The only way to truly know was to find a town, or even a city.

      Normally I stayed away from larger cities, but maybe it’d be easier to get lost in the crowd or mask my smell in a larger place. Although the chances of coming across shifters there would be greater.

      I chewed on my lip in contemplation. Gulping down another handful of water, I sighed with resignation. Either way, I needed supplies and clothes. Big or small, a town was my best bet. Afterward, I could catch a Greyhound bus and get as far away as possible. I should be able to scrounge up enough money for that—after all, it was a lot faster than walking.

      I scooped another handful of water.

      “I want to go home,” a small voice cried out, distant but clear as a cold breeze.

      I froze.

      “I know. I’m trying,” a slightly older, but still young, voice responded.

      I ducked behind the boulder as two children stepped up to the water’s edge across the small lake.

      The older one couldn’t have been more than twelve. He stopped at the water’s edge with a frown. Beside him, a younger boy, perhaps eight, slumped onto the ground.

      “My feet hurt.” Tears pricked the little boy's eyes, and his bottom lip trembled.

      The older boy crouched next to him, throwing his arm over the other’s shoulders. “All we need to do is find a trail, and we’ll be home soon.”

      Together, they both sniffed the air.

      I grabbed the rock until my fingertips turned white, slowly scenting the air myself. I was downwind of them, which was good, and this allowed for their smell to travel to me.

      My eyes widened. Shifters.

      But they were so young. What were they doing out here by themselves? Unless they weren’t.

      I crept backwards, ensuring no sound reached their ears. I kept my eyes on them as I inched, carefully placing my feet on the ground. Once out of eyesight, I turned and hurried away between the trees, swift and quiet. The further away I got, the less constricted my chest was.

      Then the small one screamed.

      Protect. My wolf emerged on full alert, forcing a shift on me.

      I gritted my teeth against the change. Pain sliced through me as I fought against it, reminding me of my first shift. Giving into it, accepting it, allowing it is what makes it not painful. But if any part of you tried to stop it, it felt like every bit of you was being torn apart by a grenade in slow motion, and you felt everything.

      I dropped to my knees with a grunt, and a muffled cry wrenched from my throat with another push from my wolf.

      Another scream in the distance.

      My bones snapped as my body transformed, something I had rarely experienced because I never fought my wolf. My screams turned into a howl as my wolf finished the shift.

      With a turn, I bounded back towards the lake, my instincts on override to save the children.

      I ground to a halt at the water’s edge, scanning the forest until—there! Movement. I dashed around the lake, the pounding of the little boys’ feet and fearful gulps of breath driving me faster.

      When I caught up to them, they crouched together against a fallen log. The younger one shook in the older’s arms. Blood drenched the right arm of the older boy, and the tang of it hit my nose.

      I growled, leaping through the air and over the log, landing in front of them with a turn.

      That’s when I saw the vampire.

      His blood-red eyes roved over me. A tilt of his blue lips showed a red fang, a startling contrast against the milky white of his skin.

      Red, white, and blue—God bless America.

      He swiped at me and I growled back, every inch of me as threatening as I could get. What the hell was a vampire doing out here? And even though he was hidden within the shadows of the trees, it should be impossible for him to be out during the day. Confusion and rage warred within me.

      Blood coated his mouth, matching the wound on the older boy. Their bites weren’t fatal to us, but shifters were a favorite snack of theirs. Apparently we were a delicacy, so it wasn’t unheard of for them to attack us. But their Queen usually kept them in check, decapitating any vampire who took an unwilling victim.

      Not this one.

      He pulled at the lapel of his suit. Yes, his fucking suit in the middle of the wilderness. Seriously, who was this guy?

      His eyes lit up like I was a piece of candy. In a blur of movement, faster than I’ve ever seen any vampire move, he raced behind me.

      A wail rang out, and I spun.

      In his clutches, the youngest boy hung by his throat. His tiny hands scrabbled at the hold while his feet kicked uselessly in the air.

      The older boy was frozen staring at them in abject horror, completely frozen in place, tear tracks on his dirty cheeks.

      I gave a warning growl, bunching my haunches.

      The vampire side-eyed me. “I’ll deal with you in a second. I like to savor my dessert.” His voice, usually melodic to humans, were forks scraping against a plate for me. He opened his mouth, and I pounced.

      I knew better than to go for his upper body. He could’ve easily turned and used the little boy as a shield before I could stop my bite. Instead, my jaws snapped around his thigh, and the satisfying crack of bone reverberated through my body.

      The vampire hollered, dropping the boy to the ground.

      The youngest was smart enough to backpedal away from us towards his brother, and both of them quickly hid behind the trunk.

      The vampire lashed out and grabbed the nape of my neck, his claws lengthening until they pierced through my pelt. I tightened my teeth into his flesh, but when he ripped away at my neck, I gave an involuntary yip, which released my hold.

      His muscles bulged in his arms as he flung me by the scrap of my neck.

      I flew through the air, twisting in time to avoid smashing my head against a tree trunk, but my spine made brutal contact. I collapsed onto the ground with a huff, but I did not stay down for long. I sprung onto all fours, ignoring the painful twinge in my back.

      He stood there, sole focus on me like the pups were no longer there, waiting for my move.

      We both sprang at the same time. His speed was insurmountable, but my instincts drove me. The moment I realized his direction, I propelled myself a few feet in front of his blurred form.

      We smashed together, which twisted my paw at an odd angle, but I took him to the ground. Successfully standing on his chest, I didn’t hesitate. I couldn’t with this freak of nature.

      My jaws clamped around his throat, and I pulled.

      His neck tore away, gushing blood all over my fur. He bared his fangs, and lunged for a bite of his own.

      I dipped my head, so he missed his mark; but I did not. Pulling away, another chunk hung from my mouth and I spit it to the side.

      The vampire’s sharp fingers whipped out at lightning speed into my shoulder.

      I yelped, burrowing my muzzle one last time into his neck. With a twist and a snap, I took his head clean off with a bellow of victory.

      His hands dropped to his side, one red with my blood and the other dropping a golden flower. Creep. His body was ash before it even finished tumbling to the ground.

      I shifted back in my human form and fell onto my hands and knees. Adrenaline raced through my veins as I took a moment to recover my breath. The metallic taste of the vampire’s blood in my mouth twisted my stomach.

      Soft whimpers from the boys were the only thing that gave me enough energy to move. With shaking arms, I pushed off the ground into a sitting position.

      The little boys didn’t even bat an eye at my nudity—something too common among shifters—and they ran right toward me.

      My arms wrapped around them. “It’s okay, it’s all over now,” I cooed. Now, I just needed to figure out where they were from, and how to get them home without being spotted myself.

      “Step away from the boys,” a deep voice growled from behind me, and I stopped breathing.

      “Derrick!” the eldest cried out, and both of them wiggled out of my hold to race to the man.

      To not expose myself completely, I only turned my head toward the newcomer. The man standing there was nothing short of a Polynesian god. Even fully clothed, his sculpted musculature was easy to see with the naked eye. His longer, wavy brown hair was pulled back, emphasizing a square jaw and sharp eyes.

      His enormous hands landed on the little boys’ shoulders. “You’re safe now,” he said to them, his voice softening.

      I scoffed. Yeah, thanks to me!

      His head whipped up, and when those deep brown, almost black eyes hit mine, I nearly choked from the power that wafted over me.

      Alpha.

      But I didn’t look away. No. I straightened my back and narrowed my eyes at him.

      Something like surprise flashed in his eyes, but it was gone before I could make anything of it.

      “Who are you?” he demanded. When his eyes roved over my body with barely concealed curiosity, I flushed. It took everything in me not to shiver. The males in my pack had only been interested in one thing, and I would not give this one any similar chances.

      My nostrils flared as I inhaled, and his scent rushed towards me. Pine, firewood, and . . . ocean? But the part that instantly raised my hackles and sent fear slithering into my heart was the indistinguishable smell of the Yellowstone pack, same as the cubs.

      Shit.
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Chapter 4 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      The boundaries of my pack were vast and mostly undisturbed by humans or curious hikers. If my mother and I had to give up the islands, this was a damn good second place as far as territories went.

      Yellowstone National Park.

      The air was different from the island, but it was nearly as clean. It was crisper here, carrying the scents of trees and rivers, whereas the scents from the island were saltier. I frowned, realizing I could barely remember the smell of the ocean.

      Perhaps one day I could visit.

      There was something calming about the forest, along with the thrill of losing myself deep within its woods. The rivers that coursed through the valleys were just as forceful as the ocean, and the wildlife as varied and breath-taking.

      And snow.

      I hated it at first, but I grew to love the silence it brought. Heading up to the higher elevations during winter quickly became my favorite way to clear my head if the forest didn’t quite do the trick. My father had spent many days with me out here, teaching me the different animals and plants and how to live with the land.

      Fuck, I missed him. He would have thought the party was great. He would have teased me about Rebecca relentlessly, then made her feel like she’d always been the daughter he’d never had. I would have laughed and felt better about my decision to marry her.

      Then again, maybe I wouldn’t be marrying her because he’d still be Alpha.

      That wasn’t a helpful thought.

      “Derrick!”

      I didn’t startle, because I’d heard him coming from a hundred yards away. Other than a rare talent of showing up when I least expected it, Xavier was one of my few friends in the pack. I could count on him to keep me apprised of anything that needed my attention. His complexion was darker than mine, and his buzzed hair juxtaposed the longer length of mine. Xavier was the only person who came close to me physically. His large, wide frame was enough to keep me on my toes, especially when we trained, which was often. As kids, he was the first to befriend the tongue-tied foreigner trying to better their English. His patience and acceptance made the friendship between us thicker.

      The tone of his voice immediately had me on edge and had my wolf howling to be released. I could practically taste the tang of his fear and anxiety.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Two of the cubs are missing!”

      My stomach twisted.

      “What?” As Alpha, I needed to be able to track all of my pack members. I concentrated on the party last night, mentally ticking off each wolf under thirteen. I frowned, realizing I couldn’t place two particular faces—Kolby and his younger brother, whose name escaped me. The last time I could place them was around midnight, and not 3 a.m. when the party had finally ended.

      Goddamnit.

      “We’ve searched the party site, but the trail leads past our boundaries.”

      I snarled in anger. “They’ve been missing since the goddamn party?” I shouted.

      Xavier flinched. “We thought they were out playing. They’ve stayed away this long before—”

      “They’ve been gone all night?”

      Xavier fell to his knees, his palms spread on the dirt and neck bared to me in complete submission.

      My hands clenched and unclenched. Getting angry wouldn’t help, and it was clear why he’d sought me out. No one was allowed outside of the pack’s boundaries without my permission.

      “Show me where the trail ended.”

      Xavier nodded, and we both shifted into our wolf forms, taking off across the woods as fast as we could. Normally, the run would be enjoyable. But with every boulder we jumped to and every tree we dodged, all I could do was worry about the two cubs. Cubs were a blessing and gift. They didn’t come easily or frequently to shifters. Everyone in the pack was a parent to them, and they were protected fiercely.

      We couldn’t let anything happen to them.

      Xavier came to a screeching halt, desperate not to put a single paw over the boundary line.

      I sniffed the trail, recognizing the two scents immediately. I was going to throttle them when I found them. Assuming they weren’t hurt.

      I panicked all over again, then shifted back in my human form to take a break. I glanced back at Xavier.

      “Thank you. I’ll take care of it from here.”

      Xavier’s head bobbed, and then he fled in the other direction. I stood at the boundary, staring out in the vastness of the narrow swatch of neutral territory between us and the Yosemite pack. The scents of the children were old, but I expected that. The good news was I should be able to gain ground easily as they took smaller steps and were probably tired. I shifted back into wolf form and without hesitation took off across the woods.

      
        
        ☾

      

      

      

      Running at full tilt, it took me only a few hours to catch up to them. I knew I was close, but I was also nervous. My fur stood on end. There was something more in the woods than my two cubs and the other animals. I couldn’t smell anything out of place, so I tried to focus on my task: find the cubs and bring them home.

      I growled in frustration as I gained on them.

      Cubs knew they weren’t to go roaming the forest alone. Especially with the current rumors flying around the other packs, even if outside our boundaries was nothing more than a neutral zone. It wasn’t like it used to be, when wolves could freely travel between packs and come and go as they pleased. There were vampire attacks and rumors that they weren’t random. Rumors that they were organized, and ordered to attack us.

      I shook it off, not wanting to think about it now.

      Their path weaved through the woods with no particular destination in mind. They were definitely going to be on dish duty after this . . .

      A scream sliced through the air, and I flew through the forest on four legs. I was glad I’d had enough sense to at least grab my clothes in my mouth before I’d taken off. Nothing was worse than facing a baddie while completely naked.

      When I finally reached my cubs, I halted behind a tree and shifted, stuffing my legs through my shorts. A female wolf dropped a dead vampire, his head tumbling a few feet away before it scattered into ashes. I leaned forward for a better look as her chest heaved with exhaustion, her skin covered in blood. Her head tilted up, eyes shining with her victory. It could have been her confidence or her nudity, but my mouth went dry. I mentally slapped myself.

      My eyes focused on a flower stamped into the ground; yellow with five leaflets. I dismissed it.

      The whimpering of my cubs snapped my priorities back in order, and I shoved myself into my clothes. I growled and stepped out from behind the tree.

      “Step away from the boys.”

      “Derrick!” Kolby cried, and a moment later, both boys slammed into me, a mess of tears and snot. I caught them with one arm, shielding them from the strange female who continued to stare at me.

      “You’re safe now,” I muttered to the boys, more as something to do since I had no context for what had happened here. My inner wolf was screaming at me to attack, but my human brain could clearly see she’d likely rescued them from the vampire. Why was there a vampire out here? The attacks always happened with large groups, and never one out on its own. Too bad it was dead and couldn’t be interrogated.

      I sniffed, catching a whiff of her scent.

      Yosemite Pack.

      I tilted my head to the side, and she glared back at me in challenge. Well, that was unusual. I didn’t meet new wolves often, but it was usually the same script. They would defer to me immediately, even if they were from another pack. Yet this female . . . didn’t. I was intrigued, but the cubs were my priority. An unknown wolf near a single vampire was an oddity, and oddities were dangerous. I wouldn’t let her out of my sight until I could figure it all out with the support of my pack.

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      I couldn’t help but look at her while addressing her. It was unavoidable. The smooth, lithe muscles of her thighs and arms, slick from combat and tearing out that vampire’s throat, the way she glared at me.

      I was suddenly glad I’d put the shorts on.

      Her nostrils flared as she inhaled my scent in return, and the first flicker of fear flitted across her eyes.

      I blinked, and it was gone. Her hazel eyes continued to meet my gaze, and still she hadn’t answered the question.

      Unnerved, my inner wolf clamoring, I snapped at her. “Answer me!”

      The female had the audacity to snarl at me. Rival pack or not, I wasn’t going to let that stand. I pushed the boys behind me and drew myself up to my full height to let every aspect of the Alpha takeover except for shifting.

      I didn’t enjoy pulling the Alpha card to solve all my problems, and I especially didn’t like to abuse my power on naked females who had just saved my cubs. However, I expected answers. I expected her to feel my Alpha power and fall to the ground a cowering mess, shaking and quivering like any wolf would as she spilled everything she knew.

      I didn’t expect her to give me the bird and take off running.

      I whipped around to the cubs, using the full weight of my Alpha order. “Hide, but stay here.”

      They nodded in fear, the Alpha order ensuring they wouldn’t be able to put a single toe out of line.

      I raced after her, indignation mixing with amusement that she thought she could run from me. I hopped over a fallen log, and stretched my legs out to take as long as a stride as I could. Three steps later I was next to her, offering a cheeky grin. I side tackled her to the ground, and she fought me like a possessed animal. Despite my annoyance and the rough edges of her technique, I was mildly impressed. Most wolves would be pissing themselves by now.

      I wished she would act like most wolves. I couldn’t handle her and my cubs at the same time, so we would have to do this the hard way.

      She twisted under me like a snake and tried to tear at my face with her bare hands and nails. It was clear she’d lost her mind, since she should have shifted if she actually had wanted to win the fight. Her nails scratched an angry line of pain down my cheek.

      I was done. “Stop it. I’ve had enough.” Grabbing her by the back of the neck, I picked her up, and her instincts had her hang for just a moment. It was a weakness few knew to exploit—a brief second of remembered helplessness in our mother’s mouths before her brain caught up with the situation. I used my split second to tap the back of her neck, right at the base of the cerebellum. It was a common pressure point, knowledge I had shared when I started training my pack in fighting and self-defense. It was easy to fight off, but only if you weren’t expecting it.

      She slumped unconscious.

      With reluctance, I threw her over my shoulder and trudged back to retrieve my cubs, not looking forward to a several days journey with a crazy female from a rival pack.

      “Let’s move,” I barked at them.

      The cubs were the picture of obedience, and I fought the urge to pinch my brow. I would deal with them later. We couldn’t just run home in wolf form with her, otherwise we’d be back in hours. We would have to spend the night in the woods, then walk back tomorrow.

      The naked woman across my back was the more immediate concern.

      The naked woman who wasn’t afraid of me.

      Fuck, this was going to be a long night.
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Chapter 5 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I felt when I came to was a kink in my neck. Then the tight puffiness of my hands which were bound tightly behind my back.

      I didn’t dare open my eyes. The instincts from childhood were too strong—always assess the situation first. Waiting to learn more had saved me from plenty of beatings in the past.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat and concentrated on keeping my breaths even while I listened.

      I expected to be sore or bruised, but I wasn’t. I seemed . . . fine. Two quick heartbeats were ten feet from my feet, and they were young. Likely the boys from the woods. A thundering heartbeat surrounded by immense Alpha power sat seven feet away, and it was an exercise in control to keep my body relaxed. I’d rip that fucker’s face off when I could.

      Based on the smells, I wasn’t in any territory I’d traversed before but definitely still in the woods somewhere. Maybe I could still run for it.

      Cracking one eye open, I peeked through my lashes. They were exactly where I had placed them in my mind. The man was smart, and had put himself between me and the boys, but he was clearly overconfident with his back turned towards me.

      I took some time to watch him. The muscles in his broad back flexed as he stoked the fire. The night breeze brought his scent over to me, and I took a moment to let it sink beneath my skin. I squeezed my thighs together, irritated at my body’s natural reaction. Wolves had crazy libidos, but with my ‘social issues’ I had yet to scratch that itch outside of self pleasure. My wolf was very, very interested in the male sitting only a few feet away. Stupid wolf.

      My fingers silently prodded at my bindings, but there was no give at all—not that I’d expected any. I understood he was protecting his pack, but all of this seemed highly unnecessary. After all, I would’ve happily carried on my way if he would have just talked to me instead of assaulting me.

      But this was a man we were talking about, and when did they ever act rationally? You’d think he would leave me alone, simply as a thank you for saving the pups.

      Fucking Alphas.

      It was kind of hot to be at his mercy, but it mostly pissed me off. I chalked that up to my hormonally-suppressed wolf and focused on the anger. No one told me what to do.

      Not after Travis.

      My instincts flared uncomfortably in my blood, but it was a confusing message of fight or flight. Fight was usually much easier to deal with in the moment and had helped to stave off my fear of encountering someone from a rival pack. Though, to be fair, I wasn’t really a member of the Yosemite pack anymore.

      Semantics.

      Thinking back over our fight, it probably hadn’t been the sanest reaction to flip off the Alpha of another pack regardless of affiliation. It had taken my brain a moment to catch up to my arm, and I panicked and ran.

      Now here I was, caught and tied up by the enemy. Fucking perfect. Rival packs don’t let you off with a warning.

      I had a few choices.

      One, play nice and see if he’ll let me go. Doubtful.

      Two, get the hell out of there.

      Of course, option two felt a bit overly optimistic and short-sighted, because it could lead to option three—get the absolute shit beaten out of me, and possibly killed. That, in turn, could lead to option four, where my old pack found out about me and came to claim me. Assuming the whole dying thing didn’t actually happen.

      Stop. Breathe. None of that was happening. After all, I’d spent my whole life around Alpha-holes. They were dominant, cruel, and weren’t afraid to use their fists to keep women in line. Playing nice wasn’t in their playbook, so I couldn’t afford for it to be in mine.

      I mentally scratched off option one.

      Without warning, I jumped to my feet. The jacket that covered my naked form fell. I took off running with my hands tied behind my back, my body bent forward to help me balance.

      “Shit!” The Alpha cursed. “Stay here!” he barked at the pups as he took off after me.

      Damn, I’d really thought his worry over them would’ve given me more time. Obviously, I hadn’t factored in how obedient they would be after nearly being eaten by a vampire.

      It was dark, but my eyes made out enough details. Up ahead laid a fallen tree. I didn’t skirt around it, but pumped my legs faster and pressed the ball of my foot into the ground before launching onto it. With another kick of my foot, I jumped off, gaining as much air as possible, and allowed my wolf to take over.

      The bindings held longer than I anticipated, and a howl tore from my muzzle from the pain in my shoulders. I slammed into the ground and the rope finally broke, freeing my paws so my transition could finish.

      Damn, that had hurt, and I’d lost valuable time.

      My ears perked at the paws pounding the ground behind me, the pursuit spurring me to run faster.

      I weaved between the trees, and despite my fear, an odd sense of calm settled around me. My mind cleared, and my wolf’s tongue lolled with the chase. To her, this was a fun game, but for us, it was life and death.

      Fear ratcheted my heart rate, and my wolf took notice. Her instincts skyrocketed, and I ran faster than even when I fled my pack.

      Yet it wasn’t enough.

      I swerved around a tree, but the air was knocked from my lungs when a russet brown wolf slammed against my side.

      How did he come from my side?

      My back legs dug into his fur and kicked at him over and over again. He was one huge son of a bitch, but he wasn’t expecting such a fight from a female—one who was motivated too. I would not bend to his will, even if he was two to three times my size. Submitting was for quitters, and I would never submit.

      Not to him, not to any wolf. Doing so would get me killed, and was why I’d had to run from my pack to begin with.

      Twisting, I got a claw under his belly, and he jumped off me with a yelp. I swirled around on him with my hackles raised, letting loose a guttural growl.

      His dark eyes traced over my wolf, pausing at the missing fur on my hind leg.

      I growled again, turning it away from his view, and pawed at the ground in warning. His ears pressed against his head, but he straightened to prove his lack of fear for me.

      I’d show him.

      I leapt at him, mouth open and fangs bared. I hit him hard and took him to the ground. I was ready to snap at his neck, but he wasn’t the size of a freight train for nothing. He rolled me over, pinning me so my stomach was bare to him. Stuck underneath him like a frog in anatomy class, he just watched me.

      I couldn’t move now, and he knew it. His chest rumbled with warning. It was probably all he’d give.

      Death or yield. Those were my choices.

      I would never bear my wolf's neck for anyone, so I shifted back into a human. To my disgust, satisfaction stretched over his face and I couldn’t let that stand. He shifted back as well, and I was reminded that his human form was just as massive as his wolf one.

      “Stop,” he warned.

      “Screw you!” I spat.

      He squeezed my neck as he crouched over me, his lips grazing the tip of my ear.

      “I will make you if I must,” he growled.

      Fear and heat rushed through my body, a very confusing mixture. The fear was mine, but the heat was my wolf. She wanted to bite him, but not for the same reasons I did. Then again, I wasn’t afraid of the hand around my neck. If anything, it felt—

      Nope. Not going down that road right now.

      “Let me go,” I demanded.

      “Not until you tell me everything I want to know.” His eyes traced my face, as if he could place who I was simply by staring at me long enough. I felt itchy under such heavy scrutiny, and still a bit turned on, if I was honest.

      “You don’t own me.” I writhed underneath him.

      A smirk curled the corner of his lip. “Not yet. Where’s your pack?”

      Before I could spit in his cocky face, his free hand snaked around the base of the neck and hit the same spot from before.

      Idiot, I chastised myself as darkness overtook me once more.
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      Pain and a loud pounding sound pulled me from my nightmares, only a slightly better choice than remaining within them. It was immediately clear I was now in a different kind of prison.

      I rose into a sitting position on an uncomfortable cot in a tiny room. There were no windows, which triggered my wolf to snarl. Claustrophobia was always a struggle for us.

      Aside from the cot, there was a bucket in the corner. I frowned at it, and when I saw the roll of toilet paper on the ground beside it, I scoffed. I may be a wolf, but I wasn’t some pet dog.

      I rolled my stiff shoulders. Not that it did much. Thankfully, this time, no limbs were tied. Though perhaps it would have been preferable to my raging headache. A loose-fitted, blue dress clung to my body. At least he had the audacity to clothe me this time. The fabric was soft, but it smelled of the Yellowstone pack. My nose wrinkled.

      I jumped when the knock came again.

      Ah, right. I had been woken up for a reason.

      “Who is it?” I sing-songed in a haughty voice. “You’d better have gotten extra cheese this time!”

      The door swung open, and a large framed, dark-skinned man dressed in all black took up the doorway. “Alpha wants to see you.”

      I fluttered my eyelashes at him. “I slept well. Thanks for asking.” I gave him my best shit-eating grin. “My name’s Bailey, what’s yours?” I was sure to draw out the last word, stretching the vowels out as long as I could.

      Pure annoyance flashed across his face, and I returned it with a smug look of my own.

      Sniffing him, I confirmed my suspicions—the Yellowstone Pack. Taking my time to smell the air more thoroughly, I realized the whole place smelled like the Yellowstone Pack. Well, wasn’t that just great.

      “Follow me.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, so I’m not going anywhere with you. If your Alpha wants to talk to me so bad, he can come to me.” My wolf whined in my head to be let out of this cage, but they needed to know I wasn’t some helpless omega; someone at the bottom of the pack. It didn’t even matter which pack I was with. If I was going to die at their hands, I would do so fighting tooth and claw.

      “Come,” he demanded, like I was a Pomeranian.

      “Fuck off,” I seethed.

      His arms folded over his chest, making his muscles pop through his shirt. Was everyone here ripped?

      I cocked my head, barely suppressing the urge to giggle. “Did the store run out of sizes?”

      His eyes narrowed before an annoyed growl rumbled through him. He turned and slammed the door shut behind him.

      Well, he hadn’t lasted long.

      Perhaps this could be fun, in an ‘I’m a captive of a rival pack’ kind of way.

      I sighed and sat back down on the cot. While no one was bothering me, I used my senses to pick apart the room, searching for any weak point in the locked door or other means of escape. To my dismay, there was nothing.

      Then the door crashed open with no warning and in stepped the Alpha-hole himself. The man from before was right at his shoulder, obviously a-hole’s Beta.

      Great.

      There was no way I was escaping now, especially without knowing the lay of the land.

      Time to play nice. I can do that. I’d been a waitress, after all.

      His jaw ticked, mulling over his thoughts before speaking. “I wanted to thank you for saving the pups.”

      I blinked. Whatever I thought he’d lead with, it hadn’t been that.

      His gaze seared into me, burning me from the inside out, and I gave it back just as hard. My eyes wandered, tracing the intricate, thick lines of the tattoo that escaped beneath the sleeve of his grey shirt. Jeans hugged his hips and when he crossed his arms, his shirt raised a little, giving a free preview of the taut muscles beneath.

      My face flushed when I realized I was staring, and I turned my gaze back to his. “You can thank me by letting me go.”

      “I don’t think I can do that.” He stepped forward and raised his hand.

      I flinched.

      His hand paused for a moment before finishing the movement of running his fingers through his wavy brown hair. I cursed at my stupidity, wondering what he thought of that. His next movement was done more slowly, giving me plenty of time to watch his hand fall harmlessly to his side.

      Great, now he thought I was jumpy.

      “What’re you going to do to me?” I swallowed down the lump forming in my throat. I didn’t like it when the flashbacks from Travis made me seem weak.

      “I simply want some answers,” he said. “For the safety of my pack, I need to know exactly what happened.”

      Alright. That was easy enough. “I was minding my business, heard the cubs scream, and saved them from a vamp,” I recapped.

      The silence was deafening and his Beta shifted on his feet awkwardly. The Alpha growled, but I didn’t back down. Surprise flickered in the Alpha’s eyes.

      “Who are you?” He breathed, almost inaudibly.

      I forced myself to look away, even though my wolf fought against me. We weren’t weak, and she wanted him to know. Hell, I wanted him to know, but it was too risky.

      “I’ve told you the gist of it, so I’ll be on my way.” I sauntered toward the door, intent on squeezing between them.

      His giant form blocked the way, and I halted, not wanting to be touched.

      “I want the full story, including why you were so far from your pack,” he demanded.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I needed to leave now.

      He must’ve noticed my shift in demeanor and smelled my spiking fear. “Xavier,” he commanded.

      The Beta stepped forward and the Alpha accepted a gold chain from his hand.

      “I’m sorry,” the Alpha said. “My pack comes first.”

      I didn’t have time to fully register his movement or have the sense to move. Why should I? It was a fucking necklace, not a knife. The next thing I knew though, the Alpha’s massive frame towered over me, arms circling around my neck.

      When my brain caught up enough to tell me to move, I ducked away, but not before I heard a click. My hands flew to my neck to find the gold chain sitting inconspicuously on my chest. I frowned, not understanding. I tugged on it, ready to snap it off since it was so thin.

      It didn’t budge. With a grunt, I pulled harder until my neck and fingers were scratched raw.

      “What the fuck?” I looked at him in horror.

      His face held no emotion. “You are a flight risk, proven multiple times. While you are a risk to my people, you will remain in this room. While you are at risk of fleeing before I receive all the answers I want, you will remain on this land.”

      Realization dropped my jaw to the floor. He’d collared me like a fucking pet.

      My wolf snapped at him, raged at him. Wanted to yank out his intestines and make my own necklace. I shuffled forward, curled my fist, and punched him in his face.

      I bit my tongue to keep from crying out, schooling my face. Were his bones made of metal?

      Xavier stepped forward, but the Alpha stopped him. His fists clenched at his sides, chest heaving.

      I squared my shoulders, ready for whatever blow was about to come my way. I snarled, baring my teeth.

      “Derrick,” Xavier whispered the same name the pups had used.

      The Alpha cut him a withering glare, and his second in command bowed his head. Derrick’s simmering gaze landed on me, lips pressed into a hard line. He bent his head down until his breath grazed along my ear. “You get one hit in for saving my pups. You just used it. Hit me again and you’ll regret it.”

      His heady scent with a hint of ocean overtook my senses. My eyes fluttered with the smell and his heat.

      I stepped back and he allowed me, straightening up himself.

      I cocked my hip and crossed my arms. “Since I saved two pups, shouldn’t I get two hits?”

      Xavier’s eyes widened as his breath hitched.

      “Don’t push it,” Derrick snarled. He turned on his heel to address Xavier. “Keep her fed but don’t let her out.” Then the two of them left.

      The room was emptier without him, without the power that emanated from him. I took a deep breath, but it wasn’t enough.

      He’d regret caging me.
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Chapter 6 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      She’d flinched.

      The same female who’d ripped a vampire’s head off, shook off my Alpha voice like it was an annoying insect, and flipped me the bird fucking flinched when I went to run my hand through my hair.

      It didn’t add up.

      Her aggression didn’t make sense for a female wolf. She should have been on the ground, begging for mercy. She should have had some sense of self-preservation, even if she didn’t want to show it.

      Yet if something traumatic had happened in her past, it would make sense for her inner wolf to be aggressive if it thought it was protecting her.

      Yes, that had to be it.

      Which meant the only remaining mystery was to find out what her pack had done to her. The scars on her wolf’s hind legs were telling, but I didn’t want to think about the possible implications. It only brought more questions.

      She’s unmated, my inner wolf prodded. I viciously pushed him down. He was constantly sizing up any female we came across, looking for our mate. I prayed he’d finally settle down once I mated with Rebecca.

      “She can’t be unmated,” I argued to no one.

      All females carried mating scars like Bailey’s on their hind legs once they’d been bonded. It was the easiest way to tell if a female was available in addition to her scent, which wasn’t always the most reliable indicator. After all, a mated female could be just as attracted to someone as an unmated one.

      She’s unmated!

      “Chill the hell out,” I muttered out loud, on edge from the past few days. My wolf was horny, but unfortunately there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Rebecca and I weren’t to do that until we were mated, so no luck there. It would be easy to blame the situation in my pants on Bailey, but it wasn’t. Not really.

      She couldn’t help how intrigued I was when she could refuse me as easily as breathing. The fire in her eyes had nothing to do with my sexual frustration, nor did the gentle slope of her neck, or the way her snarl had me caught between wanting to put her in her place or offer my belly to her.

      Where the fuck had that thought come from?

      I turned over my emotions in my head, trying to rationalize how she could smell unmated, but have scars on her hind legs.

      “You noticed it too?” Xavier came around the corner of the door, leaning against the frame. His eerie ability to read my body language was just one of the many reasons I’d chosen him as my Beta.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grunted.

      That’s it—deny, deny, deny.

      Xavier snorted. “Remember, the Yosemite pack doesn’t exactly have a . . . progressive reputation. That’s one of the better things you and your mother brought with you from the islands.”

      I frowned. He was right.

      My memories of the island were few, but I had immediately noticed how differently my new pack treated women when we’d arrived. Through being mated to the Alpha, my mother had subtly helped to change that, and the results were clear. Happy, strong females led to a stronger pack overall. It was sometimes easy to forget how contained we were in our own little bubble. How backwards it still was elsewhere.

      I sucked in a deep breath. “You think she was mistreated, then.”

      Xavier laughed. “Bro, I know she was mistreated. All the females in the Yosemite pack are. It’s just how it is.”

      I sat down at the cheap, flimsy table that served as my desk, digging in the bookshelves behind me for the notebook we kept on the other packs. It was as good a place to start as any.

      “You noticed as well. That won’t go over well if the other males pick up on it,” Xavier noted.

      Urgh, I hadn’t thought that through entirely. I’d just brought a new, unmated female into the pack. I would have to keep her isolated from the others until I knew she was safe. The last thing I needed to do was to fight her and a bunch of hormonal males. Seeing a hurt, unmated female might throw them all over the edge, each of them fighting to try and protect her first.

      Xavier twitched, realizing the dangers just as I did. It made me feel slightly more justified using the collar on her. If she wore it, it would ensure no one else fucked with her. It would serve as protection just as much as it imprisoned her within my territory. If she tried to leave, supposedly she’d feel sick and be unable to.

      I didn’t know much else about the ancient necklace. Most of the secrets of the pack stayed with the Alpha, and then were passed on to the new one. Since Victor was a dick however, that hadn’t exactly gone well. Though to be fair, he likely knew shit since he’d killed my father and didn’t have any training himself.

      The blind leading the blind, indeed.

      I fought off a wave of sadness, lamenting how different things would be if my dad was still here. He’d know the entire history behind the chain and how to use it. All I knew was that it’d been made by a witch and was tied to our land. From that, I had to infer a witch had been friendly with our pack at some point.

      “What do the scars on her legs mean?” I asked out loud, still puzzled over it. “I can smell she’s unmated.” And females usually only had scars there after they mated.

      Xavier ran a hand through his air, blowing air between his lips in exasperation.

      I growled, and he rolled his eyes but obediently held his hands in the air in surrender. I let him get away with a lot as my Beta, but I wasn’t in the mood for any disrespect today, even if it was playful. Bailey had sucked my patience dry.

      “It’s more of a compliment to you that you can’t even imagine the possibility,” Xavier began. “But I’ll help you piece it together. She comes from a shit pack where she’s treated like property, and it’s clear she’s been through hell and back. The hind legs mean someone tried to mate with her—”

      My eyes went wide as it clicked together. “Against her will if it didn’t take.” I finished, my lips pursing in a tight line. How disgusting.

      I couldn't imagine someone forcing anything on the wild female just a few rooms down the hall. Had she always been this way, or was her attitude a result of what she’d been through? I pushed back the guilty thought of how I’d forced her here and to wear the collar. I was probably just another Alpha asshole to her.

      Urgh. Originally, I had wanted to be rid of her as soon as I had wrung out all the necessary information about the vampire. But now . . . now I needed to know more about her.

      For the safety of my pack, of course.

      “What else should I know about the Yosemite pack?” I asked.

      Xavier had been a member of this pack his whole life, just like his father before him, and his father’s father before him. It wasn’t only a personal move to have made him my Beta; it was a good one politically as well. It just helped that he was already one of the few friends I’d made when I arrived here.

      Xavier’s shoulders dropped, worry lines appearing in his brow. “They keep to themselves a lot, just like any pack. I have a cousin who’s in that pack though, and sometimes we sneak off into neutral territory to catch up. I worry about her over there.” Xavier paused, then ran his hands through his hair in agitation. “She mentioned there’s been some unrest. A few of the younger wolves just reached maturity, and there are rumblings that there might be an Alpha challenge. Not that we care.”

      He sneaks out of our territory? That was against the rules, and he knew it! Hell, he helped me uphold it. All he needed to do was ask, and I would’ve allowed it. Although Xavier was loyal, he didn’t always do things by the book. I shook my head; I’d talk to him about it later. Currently, we had more pressing issues. I took a moment to process the rest of what he said then sighed in exasperation. I ran my hands through my hair, noticing it was nearly down to my shoulders again. Now that I was Alpha, I didn’t have to worry about fitting in so much with the others. Perhaps I’d leave it long or even braid it like my mother had always longed to do in the style of the islands.

      “Whatever we do, we need to approach it carefully. Ideally, I need more information from Bailey. Then I’ll have to contact the Yosemite pack and see what they know. Having a vampire near our border is unacceptable.”

      Xavier nodded, but there was a frown on his face.

      I was seized by a sudden idea. “Xavier, how would you like your cousin to visit?”

      His eyes widened in shock, but he didn’t react beyond that.

      “If Bailey is going to be difficult, it would be much easier to bring your cousin in. She might even know more about Bailey.”

      Xavier snorted. “There’s no way her mate would let her come here and stay, even for a limited time. The packs don’t trust each other like they used to.”

      Another weird quirk about the American packs I never understood. Then again, my island had been small enough there was only one pack. Apparently, ours and Yosemite had once been one large pack but split due to differences. Now, it seemed, we were destined to be rivals. But that was before my time.

      I stood abruptly. “Leave it to me. I’ll figure something out.”

      Xavier recognized the dismissal for what it was and stood. The walkie-talkie strapped to his hip chirped, and I gestured for him to turn the volume up. Walkie-talkies made much more sense for us than cell phones, with no service and limited availability of electricity. Each household in the pack had one and contacted Xavier with any issues. Anything he felt needed my attention went to me.

      “Beta here with Alpha. Go ahead.”

      There was a pause on the other end, as if they were hesitant now that they knew I was listening. I shot Xavier a look.

      “Go ahead,” he repeated to the receiver, annoyed.

      “We tracked the vampire’s trail Southwest. We can’t go any further without permission or running into other pack’s territories. Also, there’s some kind of flower at the scene not native to the area. We will retrieve it for your examination.”

      I scowled, even as Xavier thanked them for the information and told them to back off for now. I would need to decide on what to do quickly before the trail ran too cold. Vampire scent, as faint as it was, didn’t hang around for long.

      “I can’t decide whether this is just bad luck or if our adversary is that good.”

      Xavier put his walkie-talkie back on his hip, his expression puzzled. “You think this is more than an isolated incident?”

      I closed my eyes, trying to organize my chaotic thoughts into words. “Have I ever told you why my mom and I left the island?”

      Xavier sat down again, his movements small yet precise. My Alpha anger was building, but I knew he also wouldn’t miss a chance to know what happened. Everyone was curious about how we’d come to be here, but anyone who asked usually ended up with a few new scars. My mother had less patience about it than I did.

      “Just that . . . that your pack was attacked, and your mom escaped by stealing a boat.”

      I winced at the simplistic description that relayed nothing about the weeks stranded out of sea, starving and severely rationing out what food my mother had gathered before we fled. It ignored the fear of traveling to other islands, stocking up on supplies while praying no one attacked us, then using the stars to guide our way towards the mainland, which was plentiful with other werewolf packs and food.

      I hadn’t wanted to go. I’d seen my father die. But my mother had already decided the only way forward would be to get a new mate—one who was strong enough to protect both of us.

      “Derrick?”

      I blinked. “Sorry. Well . . . my point is, we were ambushed by vampires. There weren’t any vampires on our island, so the attack had to be planned and deliberate. I don’t like the feel of this. It gives me the same bad vibes.”

      Xavier’s lips thinned. “It is odd to find a vampire this far out. They usually stick closer to the human populations. They can’t survive on animal blood.”

      Which is why the attacks were odd, and frightening to me. Vampires were a dominant species for a time, but as wolf packs grew across the world, vampire numbers declined. It was a classic ‘this town ain’t big enough for the two of us,’ and we didn’t get along. They often stuck to cities while the wolves preferred country living, but that didn’t stop fights from breaking out anytime we crossed paths.

      But what happened to my pack and the others were freak accidents. They had to be. Nothing else made any sense. In all my years here in Yellowstone, we had never had problems with vampires. Whatever was happening, it was keeping me on edge.

      I sighed. “Right. I’m not trying to be a paranoid shit here, but I think it’s time we’re proactive.” I paced the room to help me think. “I want you to reach out to your cousin and see what you can learn.” I would rather have most of my wolf’s teeth yanked out than contact the Yosemite pack, especially considering their attitudes towards their females, but I needed answers and permission for my trackers to enter their land.

      Xavier nodded.

      I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. I had no clue how to get a hold of the vampire queen, and she was the one who would likely have answers. Her whereabouts was one of the best kept secrets in the world, which made sense because if she died then they all died. Even if I did know where she was, she wouldn’t answer any of my questions. We were enemies, after all.

      I resisted the urge to growl. “Check in with as many packs as you can in addition to Yosemite. See if they’ve come across any vamps recently or if this was a rogue. Anything you can learn would be helpful; if there’s going to be another wipe out, every shifter should be aware and taking precautions.”

      Xavier nodded. “Yes, Alpha.” He strode to the door, eager to take action.

      I called after him. “Don’t mention Bailey to your cousin. If what you said about their pack is true, I wouldn’t be surprised if Bailey is on the run from them.”

      Xavier raised an eyebrow. “If she had the guts to run away, she’ll never cooperate with you if she feels trapped,” Xavier pointed out, having to get one last dig in.

      My fingers traced over the scruff on my jawline. It still ached from her punch. “Get Lyra to show her around.”

      His back stiffened, probably at the idea of letting our captive roam free amongst our pack.

      I growled in frustration, sick of everyone suddenly wanting to fight me on every little detail.

      “Bailey saved the pups. I don’t think she’ll hurt any innocents. Aside from me, there’s no reason for her to attack anyone, and I will stay out of punching range.”

      Xavier smirked. “She’s feisty. I must admit, I like it.”

      My inner-wolf growled, but I smothered the reaction. I needed to see Rebecca to remind him we had a mate, or soon-to-be mate. If Xavier wanted a shot at Bailey, I would not stop him.

      “With the necklace, she won’t be able to leave our lands, but to be on the safe side, watch them from a distance,” I added.

      He bowed his head at my orders and left.

      I rubbed my jaw again. Feisty, indeed.
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Chapter 7 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      A knock sounded from the door.

      I narrowed my eyes at the wood. It was different from the Alpha's or his Beta’s. I didn’t trust either of them for a moment.

      I closed my eyes to listen. The next knock was tentative. I tried to use my senses to pick up on who was outside, but I got nothing else.

      Magic. This pack had an in with a witch, or had. It had been a long time since wolves got along with another species outside of their own.

      “I hope you remembered non-fat milk in my coffee!” I hollered, still lying on the bed but eyeing the door warily. My smart mouth at least helped retain the illusion of control.

      The doorknob twisted, and a strawberry-blonde head popped through the crack. Big green eyes emphasized by sun-golden skin met mine for a second before hers dropped to the ground—clearly an omega of the pack.

      “Sorry to disturb you, but, um, I was told to come get you,” she murmured, clearly nervous as hell.

      Knots twisted my stomach at her timidness. Flashbacks of my old pack reared their ugly heads, but I viciously pushed them away. I didn’t care who I had to maim. I never wanted to see a female forced into submission ever again.

      Sitting up, I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Hey, sorry. I don’t expect any coffee. I thought maybe you were the tall, dark, and handsome wolf. Not the broody one who is the size of a small truck, but his second.”

      “You mean Xavier?” Her eyes sparked with interest.

      A smile pulled at the corner of my lips. “But clearly, you’re not him. I’m Bailey.” I held out my hand to shake hers, but didn’t rise from the bed. Rude? Yeah, a bit. But it helped my energy not dominate hers if I stayed seated and allowed her the choice.

      A bright smile flashed onto her face, and she stepped fully into the room. “Lyra.” She greeted me with a hearty handshake.

      She was a tiny thing, even if she was an adult close to my age. Way too sweet, and low ranking. I could smell it on her, and my wolf rose with a need to protect. I took another whiff of her scent and paused.

      “You smell . . . different?” My head tilted to the side.

      Her hands twisted in front of her. “Oh, yeah.” She laughed awkwardly. “I’m not actually a wolf shifter. I’m a coyote.”

      I jumped up in surprise, eyes wide. “What?”

      Squeaking at the sudden movement, she took two steps back.

      “Sorry.” I slowed my movements. “I thought coyote shifters were extinct. I got a little excited.”

      She gave me a shy smile. “Almost. Only my pack was left when the vampires came. I don’t know how many got away.” Her voice trailed off, and my throat constricted at the pain in her voice.

      “Sorry. It’s none of my business.” I waved my hand in front of me like I could disperse the pain from the air. I cleared my throat. “You said you came to get me? I’m guessing your Alpha-hole wants a word?”

      Her eyebrows scrunched at my comment. “Derrick’s a good Alpha.”

      Ah, so there was some fight in her. Good, she’d need it for the shifter world.

      “Yeah, ok.” I held back my eye roll, but just barely. I had never met a good Alpha a day in my life.

      “I’m not here to take you to him,” Lyra continued.

      “Oh?” My head cocked to the side.

      “Xavier told me to give you a tour of the territory.” A small blush crept onto her cheeks when she said the Beta’s name.

      It was so damn adorable that my iciness melted a wee bit. Slightly. I was still in enemy territory. Although, when have I ever not been in enemy territory?

      “They’re letting me out of my glorious 5-star resort guest suite?” I jested.

      Lyra folded her arms across her chest. “If you don’t want the tour, just say so.”

      Uh oh, I might actually be offending her.

      I jumped off the bed. “No, no! I want the tour! Lead the way.” I gestured to the door for her to lead me. I needed a lay of the land if I planned to make an escape, and there was no way I was going to miss this opportunity, especially with my wolf chomping at the bit to get out of this room.

      Once outside the room, leaving behind the magic that encased it, everything hit me. I braced my hand against the wall as smells and sounds rammed against my senses. That stupid collar must be pretty powerful to block my senses while inside that stupid room. Or had the room just been warded? Either way, this pack had to be friendly or did business with witches. I filed that away for later.

      “You okay?” Lyra asked from beside me.

      Pulling away from her reaching hand, I gulped down air. “Yeah. Just give me a second.” Most shifters’ senses weren’t as strong as mine, and it’s better they didn’t know. “Head rush,” I lied.

      When I’d gotten myself under control, I straightened and smiled.

      “You good?” she asked.

      “Ready when you are,” I responded.

      We headed down a hall in the house, and I noted three doors along the corridor. We entered an open floor plan with a kitchen, living room, and dining room. Everything was decorated nicely—much better than how most wolves lived.  Or maybe just those in my old pack. There were no bite marks decorating the couch or slash marks from claws in the ground. It was clean, well-loved. Everything was wood, wrapping you in the smell of the forest, and crafted by hand, giving in a homey-feel. There was a winding staircase to the second floor next to a long, brown-leather sofa, but I ignored it in favor of picking up more clues about those who lived here. No pictures hung on the walls, but there were neat stacks of books and minor neutral tone decorations. Everything had its place, but the space wasn’t overtly personable.

      I sniffed; there was the scent of many wolves coming and going, but the large undertone was of him. Derrick. This was his house.

      Well, aren’t I important?

      Lyra walked to the front door and swung it open.

      I stayed on her heels, worried Derrick would walk out and see me and I’d wind up right back in my little prison. My shoulders relaxed the moment fresh air hit my face. We were obviously deep in the forest, judging by the dense foliage and birds chirping above me. Wind blew through the leaves, resonating like music inside me. A squirrel shimmied up the bark on the side of a tree, and I heard the crunch of a rabbit’s hop a hundred feet away.

      Nestled all around us were cabins, perfectly camouflaged to the world around them. Outside, milling about, were people. All of them had at least one companion beside them as they walked between houses, worked on their gardens, or tousled in a small grassy area. It was like a small, hidden little town. Not that I was surprised. Wolves weren’t meant to be alone. And yet, my jaw hung.

      Smiles. Everyone was smiling, laughing. It wasn’t filled with men who towered over the women with hanging heads.

      Did that woman just punch the guy in the arm?!

      I blinked in surprise and sniffed the air. There was no acrid scent of fear or sour taste of testosterone. Instead, there was the sweet smell of serotonin, and a few who were turned on and not scared to share it with the pack.

      “Who’re you?” A blonde with bowed lips and perfect curves marched up to us, crossing her arms over her pink tank top. She was a few inches taller than me with looks any modeling agency would kill to get a hold of.

      Her bright blue eyes roved over my disheveled self and her freckle-dusted nose crinkled like she’d smelled something rotten. “Wait, you’re the Yosemite bitch Derrick dragged back.”

      My hackles raised, and a rumble emitted from my throat. “Watch it,” I warned.

      She just smirked in satisfaction. She flipped her hair over her shoulder and focused on Lyra. “What is she doing out of her cage?”

      Lyra lowered her head in a submissive gesture. “I was told to show her around.”

      Blondie shot a glare at me, holding my gaze.

      I folded my arms, matched her pose, and quirked my eyebrow. If she thought she could intimidate me, then she had another thing coming.

      After a few more moments of our intense glare-off, her eyebrows knitted together and her frown turned to a grimace.

      Internally, I smirked, as did my wolf. Our gaze bored into hers until a bead of sweat formed on her forehead. She shifted on her feet uncomfortably. My chest grew a little tight, surprising me. She was stronger than I expected.

      A throat cleared to my right, interrupting us. We both dropped our eyes at the same time, neither conceding to the other.

      My wolf huffed in annoyance.

      “Rebecca, Derrick wants to see you.” Xavier looked between the two of us with a raised eyebrow.

      Blondie threw on a picture-perfect smile. “Duty calls. After all, I’m wanted around here.” Her gaze flitted between Lyra and me. “Make sure the mongrel doesn’t get off her leash.”

      My fists clenched at my side, and I was about to say something stupid when Xavier walked in front of me, blocking my path.

      “Lyra, I appreciate you doing this. I know it’s not your usual assignment.” His usually hard eyes softened at the coyote shifter.

      She smiled shyly at him. “Oh, it’s no problem. Anything I can do to help.”

      Xavier turned his back on me to signal for Rebecca to follow him. “Derrick wants to see you now.”

      “Of course he does,” she chimed, poising her chin upward. Her arrogance made me want to barf.

      Together, Xavier and Rebecca walked away, and Lyra let out a giant breath beside me.

      “Who the hell does she think she is?” I barked, watching Blondie sway her hips until she turned the corner.

      “She’s Derrick’s fiancée,” Lyra answered.

      “What?” I couldn’t help my tone as I nearly shouted my disbelief. “Her?”

      Lyra covered a giggle with her hand. “Careful, she’ll be leading this pack soon beside our Alpha as Matron.”

      “Our Alpha?” My eyebrows shot to my hairline.

      “I mean the Yellowstone pack’s Alpha,” she corrected. “Should we continue?”

      “Yeah, the further away I can get from Barbie, the better,” I muttered.

      A bark of laughter bubbled out of Lyra, and I couldn’t help but smile too. “Barbie? I like that, but don’t let her hear you saying that.”

      We winded through the buildings. Lyra waved to her pack members but didn’t take the time to introduce me to any of them. I was fine with that. I wouldn’t be here long anyway, if I had anything to say about it.

      Lyra pointed to an outdoor seating area of rocks and logs by a wooden cabin. “That’s what would be considered our school. We teach our pups everything any child would learn, and plenty about what it is to be a wolf as well. When the weather is good, they do class outside. Ms. Cynthia is our pack teacher, but the older kids always take on a mentor student to help her out.”

      I nodded, but my throat constricted. At Yosemite, once we hit ten, males and females were separated. We were taught how to read, write, and other basic knowledge like math, but from then on we were trained in our ‘duties.’ The males were taught to protect, fight, and become leaders, and the females became nothing more than a glorified housewife. My old pack was stuck a hundred years in the past.

      Thumping echoed through the trees.

      “Wood working,” Lyra noted. “We try to keep it out of sight, aesthetic and all. But repairs need to happen, and so do fires to stay warm. But the sound still reaches us throughout the day. At least we have plenty of it,” she chuckles, widening her arms to the trees surrounding us.

      “What about food?” I questioned. This was a key task of the females of my old pack.

      Lyra motioned for me to follow behind a line of houses.

      A large garden stretched out in a cleared area where the sun could easily reach throughout the day, but there was still plenty of shaded areas for plants needing partial sunlight. In the corner was even a small greenhouse. Corn, basil, tomatoes, squash, carrots, onions, peppers, and almost every other vegetable or herb a person could want. What I couldn’t see with my eyes, I could smell with my nose.

      Men and women worked side by side, sowing, harvesting, and weeding. Again, despite the dirt on their hands and sweat on their foreheads, they smiled and laughed.

      Lyra put her hands on her hips, chest puffing in pride. “We are a self-sustaining community. We have wolves that will still go to town for clothes and tools when needed, of course. But being able to live off the land as much as possible satisfies our wolves, or coyote in my case, in a way no city shifter will ever understand. And there’s no lack of meat being so far out in the wilderness. The hunters go out about every other day.”

      My wolf rustled in my chest. All the hours I spent on my hands and knees, digging in the dirt for potatoes. I fucking hated that vegetable by this point. I wasn’t given a choice, and when I tried to do something else, something to my liking, I got in trouble. It would be too soon if I ever saw a potato again.

      “And who’re the hunters?” I asked, trying to sound more casual than I felt with the knots twisting my insides at the reminder of my old life.

      Lyra shrugged. “Whoever wants to be.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek to smother down my sob. She said it so casually, like it’s normal, natural for everyone to do as they please, contribute how they want, no matter their rank or gender.

      We continued on and each step away from the garden relaxed my muscles until I could breathe freely again.

      Two young wolves raced past us, one nipping at the hind leg of the other in a playful manner.

      Lyra rolled her eyes with a laugh. “Young love.”

      “Yeah.” I stared after them, waiting for the female to be pinned down, but it never came. Instead, her tongue lolled to the side and the male rolled over to show his belly.

      My wolf’s head perked at this, at the submission the male gave, intrigued by it the same as me.

      We wandered deeper into the woods, away from the pack, until it was just myself, Lyra, and the forest. It was the perfect time to learn a little more information without prying ears or eyes.

      “Rebecca and Derrick seem like they’ll make the perfect couple,” I snorted.

      Lyra pressed her lips into a hard line.

      “What?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s not my place.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on. Who am I going to tell? Gimme the tea. I haven’t heard any shifter news in a long time.” Pouting at her, I batted my eyes.

      She studied me while rounding a tree. “Yeah, I’m not buying the whole innocent look.”

      I sighed, and Lyra gave me a long-suffering look. “Fine,” she allowed. We paused in front of a large tree, and she looked both ways before deciding the coast was clear. “Derrick’s a good guy,” she began in a lowered voice, “but I’m worried he’s settling simply because Rebecca is the ex-Alpha’s daughter.”

      Ooh, that tea was piping hot and delicious. I let what she said roll around in my head. “It makes sense for relations with the pack,” I admitted. Especially if he became Alpha through normal means, which was to say defeating the previous Alpha. Keeping the other Alpha’s bloodline at the top would help win over the wolves who were loyal to the old Alpha. It was pretty clever actually.

      “I guess.” Lyra shrugged. “I just think mating should happen for love, not political reasons.”

      My heart squeezed at her confession. I used to think the same thing, until my old pack literally beat it out of me. No one in the Yosemite pack mated for love, and I had the scars to prove it.

      Desperate for the change in subject, I asked the first thing that came to mind. “How much land is within your borders?”

      Had it been anyone else, they wouldn’t have answered. Can’t let an outsider, let alone a captive, know these things. However, it seemed she needed a subject change as much as me.

      “Two hundred square miles.”

      “Two hundred?” Shocked, I tripped on a root. That range was larger than any other pack I knew. “How do you not get found by humans?”

      She laughed, a light tinkling sound that almost tugged a grin from my lips. “We don’t inhabit all of it. We use it to run and live near the border. We have some pack members in the Forestry Service who ‘monitor’ our territory for the humans.” Lyra was sure to air quote “monitor.”

      We fell into silence, hiking on until the cabins were long behind us. I had no clue where we were going, but it was nice to stretch my legs. I was built to be free, roaming the woods, and my wolf whined to be let out. And I had to admit, this land was stunning with its thick conifer trees and smattering of wildflowers. There was also an abundance of creeks, melted snow keeping them full and bubbling. It was a pack’s paradise.

      When we reached the treeline, Lyra stopped short. “Border.” She jutted her chin at the trees ahead of us. There was no obvious border sign of any kind, but the information was ingrained in a pack member’s psyche from birth. Or introduction into the pack in Lyra’s case. Once she’d been accepted by the Alpha and the connection set, no one would treat her as anything other than family.

      Another pang shot through my chest. I missed being a part of something larger than myself, and the guilt of leaving my mother gnawed at me daily. But it was the only way to protect myself, and, by extension, her.

      My hand came up and toyed with the golden chain around my throat. Freedom was so close. I shivered with the anticipation of it. I needed to try.

      I tiptoed forward.

      Lyra didn’t follow, but she didn’t stop me either.

      One more step and I was on my knees—the air sucked from my lungs, and it felt like something squeezed my throat. The necklace heated against my skin until it burned. Tears blurred my vision as I choked.

      Small hands grabbed my shoulder and hauled me backwards. Sweet air whooshed into me, and I inhaled it greedily.

      “Are you okay?” Lyra’s frantic gaze scoured over me. “What the hell was that?”

      I pointed to the necklace, still reeling from the magic and in no position to talk.

      Her eyes narrowed at my collar. “Seriously?” A growl coated her voice. “Oh, I’m going to annoy the shit out of him for this.”

      Surprise at her protective instinct flickered through me, quickly followed by warmth. I couldn’t remember the last time someone cared about me, and I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone care enough to go up against their Alpha for me. Even my own mother.

      “Not if I do it first,” I wheezed. I was heartened to see that the little coyote had some fight in her after all.

      Lyra helped me to my feet. “Let’s get you back.”

      I peered over my shoulder at the invisible border. At least I knew where it was now—or one edge of it.

      I sighed and followed Lyra back to what passed for town.
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Chapter 8 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      I could tell Rebecca had met Bailey the moment she crossed the threshold into my office. Bailey’s scent was fresh, and I would bet my teeth it was likely the cause of the fresh anger brewing around Rebecca’s aura. Rebecca hopped on my desk, exposing the tops of her thighs as her cotton dress rode up her legs. If I moved my chair just a bit further towards her, it would be the perfect position to—

      “I see you met Bailey.” I noted, my voice level.

      Her hackles raised, shooting me a sharp glare. “I want her gone. Why is she even here?”

      I gave her a look right back, one eyebrow raised. I didn’t mind it when those close to me asked questions, but she was flirting dangerously with giving orders about my pack. “She’s here because she’s under my protection.”

      Rebecca snarled. Instinct clamored at me, demanding to let my wolf out and growl back.

      I sighed, and continued. “Neither of us are here to talk about Bailey.”

      I withdrew the crumpled flower that had been delivered by my patrol leader only a few minutes ago.

      Rebecca eyed it in interest, her eyes flicking back up to mine in confusion.

      “Do you recognize this?” I asked her.

      Rebecca knew more about plants and herbs than me, but she frowned and shook her head. “No. Why?”

      It was hard to keep my shoulders from slumping. I’d hoped she would recognize the flower. “It was near the vampire’s body,” I admitted as I ran my hand through my hair, “and it isn’t native to the area. I thought it might give us at least a starting point for where the vamp might have come from.”

      Rebecca held out her hand, and I let the soft petals fall into her palm. She stared at it from every angle, likely committing it to memory before handing it back.

      I ran a hand over my forehead, noting a burgeoning headache. “Can you work with my mother and ensure the children are all warned not to stray off our lands?” I asked her.

      “We already have.” She confirmed.

      I nodded, distracted by the swell of her breasts as she leaned down to hop off the desk.

      I could pick her up and slam her back down and then bend her over—

      I stood abruptly and opened the door for her. She preened a bit at the chivalrous gesture and sashayed her way down the corridor. I gritted my teeth as the hardness inside my pants made walking back to my office more of a chore. The main problem was I didn’t know if my reaction was from Rebecca or Bailey’s scent she had carried in with her. I would have to take care of this myself, or I’d get nothing else done this afternoon.

      “Derrick! Derrick!”

      Rebecca’s shriek sent me running back down the hallway and to the front door. Rebecca was on the ground, red-faced and angry, welts covering her hands. Bailey stood triumphantly over her, a large smirk dominating most of her face. When Lyra saw me, she immediately lowered her head.

      “That little bitch hurt me!” Rebecca raised her blistering hands at me, her eyes large and doe-like, her bottom lip quivering.

      We were attracting quite a crowd. The blistering was likely a side-effect of Bailey’s collar, which could have reacted when someone attacked her. My frustration grew. Just another thing I should know as Alpha, but didn’t.

      “What the fuck did you do?” I demanded of Rebecca.

      Rebecca whined and twisted away from me, but I grabbed her arm to inspect it further.

      “Your little princess tried to slap me.” Bailey’s voice was filled with barely contained anger.

      Rage exploded in my veins that someone under my protection would be threatened, and by Rebecca no less. As my promised mate, we were supposed to present a united front. Blatantly disobeying me in front of the pack wasn’t helpful.

      My wolf vibrated under my skin and didn’t know whether it should beat or fuck Rebecca into submission as punishment.

      Stop. Breathe.

      I closed my eyes, imagining the ocean stretched out in front of me, vast and unending— greater than all of us, and uncaring of our inconsequential problems.

      I released a long breath. “Leave. I’ll deal with you later.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened comically in shock, her feet scrabbling as her body moved to obey before her mind had even caught up.

      A large chunk of the pack stood silently in a semi-circle, waiting with bated breaths to see what would happen next.

      I stalked over to Bailey, who had taken a defensive stance in front of Lyra. Not that she had to. The small coyote shifter had nothing to fear from me. Bailey growled as I invaded her personal space, and I knew I had to deal with this quickly with minimal fuss. Otherwise, Bailey would likely disrespect me in front of the entire pack, and I wouldn’t be able to let that stand.

      I slipped my fingers under the chain collar and pulled, tapping my foot behind Bailey’s knees, so she dropped in front of me.

      “What the f—” she screeched.

      “See this chain?” I bellowed at the pack. I used every ounce of Alpha power I could, intent on shouting over Bailey if she mouthed back and ending any threats to her once and for all. “This collar protects her while she is our guest, ensuring she doesn’t stray from boundaries that are unknown to her. I’m extremely disappointed that it needed to protect her from you.”

      I glared at the crowd, and they dropped their heads submissively. The mood had been tense, but now everyone appeared properly cowed. Hands were tucked away, and necks were bowed. I sniffed, unhappy I had to use my Alpha voice to make them obey. “Get back to work.”

      They scattered, and I hauled Bailey behind me. I felt her anger and protest rising before we’d taken a half step, and put my lips to her ear. “Just play along until we’re inside, and I’ll give you a full meal and let you pick a room.”

      Her interest pricked as I thought it would, and we were over the threshold of my cabin a moment later.

      I slammed the door and let go of her collar as if it had burned me. It hadn’t, but the look she was giving me certainly would.

      My wolf had suddenly gone complacent, and that was suspicious. Normally he fought me about everything, but right now he was calm. Curious.

      Her eyes roved over me casually as she leaned against the doorframe. “Alright, pay up. I want a pizza, and my pick of the room.”

      My mouth dropped open slightly at her arrogance, but I had promised. Though she’d need to expand her horizons on what could be classified as “pizza.” We didn’t exactly get takeout delivered here.

      “Fine.”

      She blinked once, as if not expecting my easy acquiesce. Then, without missing a beat, she ploughed forward. “Let’s go. I can’t pick a room if I don’t see them all first.”

      I followed behind her as she stuck her nose in every room. My annoyance piqued at the familiar way she strutted around my house. The empty bedroom she’d been in before was obviously bypassed, as well as my study and the living area. I had expected her to get excited about my guest bedroom, which was quite comfortable as far as guest rooms went. But no, she only stuck her nose up at it and kept searching.

      We passed all the rooms, her dismissive huff annoying me and my inner wolf. I was growing impatient and had an entire list of things to do that didn’t include babysitting her.

      “That’s everything,” I growled, standing at the top of the second-floor stairway.

      Bailey crossed her arms and gave me another challenging look. “Where do you sleep?” By the way her eyes slid to the closed door on our right, she already knew the answer.

      I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t need to see my room. Make a choice.”

      Bailey scoffed at me. “What do you see in that girl? Nasty piece of work.”

      I blinked at the sudden subject change.

      Bailey snorted. “Seems awfully touchy for someone practically mated to you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Right, because you said nothing to her that led to her trying to maul you?”

      Regardless of who started the argument, no one should have tried to strike her. The very thought of someone disobeying a direct order triggered extreme anxiety. If they wouldn’t listen to that, what would make them listen to my orders about keeping to the borders? How would they remain safe from the rogue vampires? My spiraling thoughts had me nearly lose control of my wolf.

      “Let me see it,” She insisted.

      I leaned against the door, blocking her way.

      She leaned into me, not intimidated in the least. “What’s the matter, forget to hide your teddy?”

      For the first time that I could recall, her tone was light and mocking instead of outright vicious.

      Such civility deserved a reward, I supposed. “Alright.”

      I turned the knob behind my back and nudged the door open. Bailey practically bowled me over as she burst into the room, curiously sniffing as she stood in the center and looked around. It cost me nothing to allow her this, to let her feel more in control of this small situation. Perhaps then she would be more amenable to answering my questions. I had nothing to lose in trying to be nice to her, after all.

      Her eyebrows raised in appreciation at the expensive mattress with the dark navy bedspread. The room was simple, with wooden beams crossing at the top and bronze accent fixtures. I had a shelf with a few books and photos, and my cedar chest containing a few changes of clothes.

      “This looks barely more lived-in than my room,” she huffed, though her eyes lingered on the bed again. I couldn’t help but wonder what she had been sleeping on to be eyeing my mattress with such hunger. Ah, that’s right. That room only had that uncomfortable cot.

      Then she flopped down on it like she owned it.

      A flood of arousal hit me hard, and I swore at my inner wolf. Randy bugger.

      “Fine. I’ll take this one,” she smirked.

      I twitched. “Excuse me?”

      Her eyes closed and her hands folded behind her head, mimicking sleep.

      There’s no way she meant what I thought she did. “Get off my bed.” My wolf was getting pissed now, even if it seemed to tolerate more lip from her than anybody else in the pack.

      Bailey didn’t move a muscle, except to shoot me a satisfied smirk. “It’s my bed now.”

      A direct challenge, and one that couldn’t be ignored. I snarled and lunged for her, but I should have known that she was deliberately baiting me. In my mind I yelled at my wolf to stop, that we wouldn’t fight with an unknown female under our protection, but Bailey threw herself off the bed and went for my knees, intent on knocking me down.

      Instinct took over. The fight was on.

      I jumped over her kick and she punched me in the solar plexus, knocking the wind out of me. Fuck, she hit hard. I tried to grab her, but she was too quick, dodging away from my arms and growling the entire time.

      I was grudgingly impressed. She could fight with the strength of a male and the quickness of a female. Yet her style was rough and undefined—like a rough gem hewn in dirt. If she hadn’t been trying to hurt me, it could have been almost fun.

      As it was, I needed to end it before either of us got hurt or damaged the room.

      My room.

      I dove and grabbed her legs, sending her sprawling to the floor, and used my superior size to hold her down. I put an elbow to her chest. Bailey snarled viciously, but I had her pinned. Years of wrestling with other wolves gave you certain advantages. Being from the Yosemite pack, she wouldn’t have been allowed to tussle as a cub.

      We both lay on the floor, sweating and out of breath. My eyes were drawn to the golden chain around her neck, but I pushed away the rising guilt.

      That was to protect everyone.

      I hovered over her, unsure of what the next step was. I had her trapped underneath me, and my body was very aware of just how close we were, torsos pressed together, her hips crushed against mine. Now that I had her under me, my wolf was satisfied the challenge had been taken care of. Unfortunately, he also had ideas about what to do next.

      Bailey growled again, wiggling in desperation to free herself. She shifted her hips so that they were now flush against mine, and her eyebrow rose as she felt exactly what my wolf was thinking. I flushed in embarrassment, knowing she’d likely use the information against me somehow.

      I expected whining, a sarcastic comment, or even blackmail. I didn’t expect her to smirk then push her lips up against mine.
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Chapter 9 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      He tasted earthy with a hint of saltwater taffy. Mouthwatering. His lips were firm, yet soft as he took control of my own. They moved against mine like I was his favorite food and he wanted more. I completely lost myself in the feel of his lips, his body against mine.

      My wolf had taken control when he’d pinned me, our tangling limbs spurring her to the forefront. His scent permeated this room like an imprint, enveloping me with its presence. When his hardness had pressed against me, my mind went blank.

      My wolf surged, wanting to claim him. I told her to back off—inappropriate was the nicest way to describe the situation. But then she pushed our mouth forward, and when his lips molded against mine, what started as a soft surprise turned demanding.

      He pressed into me, grinding his hips until heat pooled between my legs. His fingers wrapped into my hair, and mine dug into his shoulders.

      My tongue swiped his bottom lip, and a growl rumbled against my lips and went straight to my core. I moaned in response.

      He bit my bottom lip, and my mouth opened in a small gasp. His tongue caressed inside my mouth, and I vaguely wondered how far we would go. My wolf shuddered at the very thought.

      Let’s find out.

      His thumb grazed against my peaked nipple, and I arched further into his hand. My chest rose to push further against him, even as his hand moved down my waist, over my hip, and onto my ass.

      My leg lifted to wrap around him.

      “Mine,” he growled, barely recognizable with his wolf so close to the surface, responding to my own. He grasped the side of my right ass cheek, the scars on my hind end tingling as his fingers danced over the rough skin.

      I froze, going from aroused to terrified in a nanosecond.

      Desire had darkened his eyes, but confusion knotted his eyebrows. He blinked, then pulled away from me as if I was the boogeyman.

      My hands shook at my sides as I realized what I’d almost done, despite my wolf whining in my head. She wanted him in a way we had never longed for anyone before.

      He is your captor, and you can’t belong to anyone. No male would ever accept me, let alone the Alpha of a pack. I shivered as Travis’s snarling face broke across my mind, but I shook it away. I wouldn’t allow myself to be forced into any situation ever again.

      “Bailey. . .” His eyes traced over me, a myriad of emotions swirling through his eyes. I didn’t care about his guilt or his desire. I had enough of my own to deal with.

      Anger burned through me at my weakness. At giving into something that was nothing more than lust. “You’re engaged, and I’m your prisoner,” I forced out. “This never happened.”

      I rose from the ground, but he stayed where he was—still frozen in time.

      “I’ll take the room at the end of the hall,” I offered instead. Anything to snap him out of it, to pretend this hadn’t happened.

      And get as far away from him as possible.

      His mouth opened and closed, but he quickly composed himself. The fire in his eyes extinguished as he pushed himself into a sitting position, one arm hanging over his knee. “Understood,” he said, his tone clipped.

      I turned and left the room, not bothering to shut the door behind me and trying to forget the image of him sitting on the floor looking at me like a lost pup. I marched down the hall, trying to ignore the memories of my past shaken to the forefront.

      An all-grey wolf hunting me. Multiple hands holding my limbs down, a knife held to my throat. Teeth flashing in the moonlight, and then—

      I shuddered. The wounds had healed over time, but the scars remained from every time I had spoken out of turn. Every time I had dared to buck against their pathetic system. The scars on my flank were a permanent reminder of the worst night of my life, but the internal ones were the ones I couldn’t escape.

      Maybe they wouldn’t ever heal.

      I shoved myself into the last room, wincing when the door slammed behind me. I quickly locked the door. The room was plain, the bed smaller than Derrick’s, but the sheets were just as soft and it didn’t have any of the odd enchantments on it that my other room had. The window opened easily when I touched it, the sounds of the forests filtering into my room. It helped calm my racing heart.

      Curling into a ball, I smothered my tears in the pillow, wishing I could change my past or lessen the guilt I felt from leaving my loved ones behind to save myself.

      I was selfish, and I’d regret it the rest of my life. But I knew going back would be certain death, and not just for me. Going back would be admitting defeat—something my wolf would never allow. If I went back, then it all would’ve been for nothing.

      My thoughts swam through a quagmire of emotions. Finally, I gave in and let my wolf consume me.

      The change shredded my only dress, but I didn’t care. My wolf curled up on the bed, taking control of my thoughts and providing me with solace until we both fell asleep. She focused on the present. Her ears twitched at the sounds of the forest, and she took a long breath at the feel of the moon in the sky.

      

      
        
        ☾

      

      

      

      The sound of raised voices outside dragged me from my sleep. During the night, my wolf must’ve shifted back, because I was naked under the sheets. How long did I sleep for? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept so soundly.

      On two wobbly legs, I crossed over to the open window, where a light breeze ruffled my hair. Below me, the pack was gathering. It smelled like morning.

      An older man with salt and pepper hair was clearly incensed, throwing a woman to the ground. Scars marred the right side of his face, and his smell had a bitter, spoiled tinge to it. As if something once good had gone bad.

      The woman stumbled roughly to the ground, trying to hide her face behind her sheet of graying brown hair. Her trembling form triggered every protective instinct in my wolf, and my muscles tightened almost painfully. She reminded me of my mother and every time she’d been put into this position by my dad.

      It couldn’t happen again. It wouldn’t happen again. Not while I still drew breath.

      “Derrick!” the man yelled. “Punishment must be given!”

      My breath broke off as the front door opened.

      “What do you want, Victor?” Derrick stepped into view, Xavier flanking him. I raised an eyebrow at that, not realizing his Beta lived in the house as well, even though it made sense. Derrick’s cabin was rather large for just one person.

      My eyes tracked the crowd of circling shifters, including Derrick’s fiancée who stood behind the older man, looking passive and not nearly as concerned as I thought she should be.

      Derrick’s eyes landed on the woman before flicking over to Rebecca, and he frowned.

      “She broke a pack law.” The man, Victor, grabbed the back of the woman’s hair. A cry slipped out of the unfortunate woman.

      My chest rumbled. All males were the fucking same, no matter which pack I was in. I was going to stop this. It wouldn’t happen to someone else—

      “What exactly happened?” Derrick’s even tone, easy to hear as he used natural authority rather than volume, like most other males did, made me hesitate.

      The pack was eerily quiet as a grumble left him. Their attention spoke volumes about their respect for him.

      “I caught her sniffing outside our borders,” Victor sneered. “Then the stupid female slipped into a ravine and broke her wrist when I startled her.”

      Derrick’s head snapped to the woman, and she was indeed gripping her wrist against her chest. Tears tracked down her weathered face.

      “A real Alpha punishes when pack laws are broken,” Victor added nastily.

      Derrick took a step forward, his fists balling at his sides. He took a moment to calm himself with a deep breath, then raised one eyebrow. “Like the pups you wanted to whip for leaving our borders?”

      Everyone present winced, except Victor.

      He was unmoveable, a brick wall, as he stared straight into his Alpha’s eyes. “You are weak. Weakness will get us killed. How else will they learn not to disobey?”

      Adrenaline was a tangible, heavy fog that coated the air, mine included. I needed to move, or I wouldn’t make it there in time to help her.

      Another man was fighting his way through the pack, trying to reach the woman.

      Her mate.

      He cried her name, raging in frustration as the other wolves caught him, holding him back so Derrick could handle it. My eyes jumped between everyone, and when they landed on the woman crying and reaching out for her mate, I saw red.

      Grabbing the edge of the windowsill, uncaring about my nudity, I swung out of the second-story window. The bones in my shins jarred when I hit the ground, but I ignored the pain and bolted forward. I spun around Derrick, putting myself between him and the woman. I bared my teeth at him.

      Out of the corner of my eye, pack members looked at one another in shock. Some upper lips curled as they sneered at me, while others nodded in approval over my protection of one of their own. I was nothing but a stranger to them, but that didn’t matter to me. I would always stand up for a wolf in need.

      “Move,” he demanded.

      I growled. “No. I won’t let you hurt her.”

      “She broke pack laws!” Victor hollered from behind me.

      I didn’t dare take my eyes off Derrick. My wolf howled to be let out. She could protect the woman better than this human body could.

      No, I hissed to her. I can’t talk sense into them if we turn.

      “He’s right,” Derrick said. “Vivian broke pack laws, and as Alpha, I need to see to the situation at hand.”

      He took a step forward, and I bent into a defensive stance. “It doesn’t need to be this way. She did nothing wrong.”

      His mouth pulled tight, gaze skimming to the pack surrounding us. “Bailey.” Warning laced his voice. “This is Alpha business. Get out of my way before I make you regret it.”

      “Promises, promises,” I sneered.

      He bulldozed forward, surprising me.

      I dodged by a hair, but he was coming at me again with strength and speed I hadn’t seen the night before. I’d underestimated him, and I might pay the price for my foolishness. I had thought I could take him after the confrontation in his room, but he hadn’t been trying then.

      I was an idiot.

      I vaulted over his shoulder when he made a grab at me. When I landed, his massive arm was already swinging at my head. At the last second I ducked, but that was a mistake.

      He used the opening to wind his other hand around my neck and slammed me into the ground.

      A whine wheezed out of me on instinct, and I hated myself for it. He was not merely a better fighter than me, he was superior in this moment, and I loathed him for it.

      “Stay down.” His growl rasped against my ear.

      “Screw you,” I spat, throwing off the order completely.

      His fingers squeezed briefly before hauling me back up, slinging me over his shoulder like I was a sack of flour. His arm banded around me, locking my arms against my side.

      I thrashed against him to wriggle my way out, but it didn’t faze him. He was stronger than any wolf I had ever come across.

      Shit. Shit.

      “You,” he barked to the woman. “Inside. Now.”

      Victor let the woman go, and she scurried into Derrick’s house with her head bowed low. The pack let go of her mate, who rushed toward us.

      Derrick held out a hand. “Wait here.”

      The full force of his Alpha voice made the man shiver, but he nodded and didn’t rush us again.

      Derrick circled, staring down every pack member in the eyes. “Nothing to see here,” he ordered.

      They all complied and drifted away. Rebecca was last, and shot me a haughty glare over her shoulder.

      I kicked and slammed my fists harder against Derrick’s back. I’d show them all.

      Rebecca kept a respectable distance behind the ass-hole wolf, and I caught a whiff of them both. No wonder they were both so nasty. They were related.

      “What’re you going to do with these insolent females?” Victor’s glare alternated between me and the female shifter, trying to look smug and mean. It was comical, since nothing could touch the rage I’d felt off of Derrick when we first met.

      All I wanted to do was punch the smirk right off Victor’s face.

      Rebecca sauntered up next to her father, because of course this dick-head was her father, looking like Christmas had come early. Her patronizing attitude made the family resemblance to Victor unmistakable. To match her father completely, she would just need to throw in a few scars.

      I’d happily volunteer for the task.

      “Do you need Daddy’s help?” Her eyes raked over Derrick’s buff form, her eyes burning with a strange fire.

      I wanted to gag.

      “Alpha business.” Derrick asserted his position. “I’ll take care of it.”

      They didn’t budge.

      “Xavier!” Derrick barked.

      “Here!” He chirped enthusiastically.

      “Help these two find their way back to their cabin.”

      Rebecca pouted at her betrothed but averted her gaze. Victor’s eyes burned with hatred before marching away, and I couldn’t help myself. I threw him the bird as Derrick marched toward the cabin.

      Derrick burst through the front door, still clutching me over his shoulder. “Sit,” he told Vivian.

      Her cowering frame sat instantly, right in the middle of the floor.

      Derrick sighed. “On the couch, Viv.”

      Shaking, she rose and moved onto the brown couch on the far wall.

      Derrick’s arm squeezed tightly around me until it edged over to painful. “Are you going to behave?”

      I said nothing.

      He squeezed again. “I can’t help Vivian if I have to babysit you.”

      Vivian still held her hand against her chest, and my worry about her outweighed my stubbornness.

      “You promise you’re going to help her and not make it worse?” I asked.

      “She’s my pack. Of course I want to help her.” The annoyance was clear in his voice, even if I couldn’t see him. There was also a tinge of something else—anger, or was it indignance? As if my assumption that he didn’t want to help Vivian was offensive to him.

      “Fine,” I muttered.

      He reached the couch in three giant strides and plopped me down on the sofa beside Vivian. I nearly choked in surprise when he kneeled down on one knee, peering carefully into her face. “May I see the wrist?”

      He held out one of his giant hands gently, his long fingers encircling her slender wrist.

      Vivian stiffened, but didn’t withdraw her hand.

      “This is going to hurt,” he warned. “Are you ready?”

      Vivian gave a small nod. Her mouth was set in a hard line, but I scented her fear in the air.

      My hair rose, my muscles tensing. “I thought you said you were going to help her!”

      Before I could do anything, he gripped her arm and pulled. There was a snap, and Vivian screamed in pain.

      I shoved his chest hard enough to where he fell on his ass.

      “What the fuck?” He looked up at me as if I were crazy. Ha, perhaps he was finally figuring it out.

      “You lied!” I shouted.

      “I had to reset the break, or her body wouldn’t heal it correctly. If it doesn’t get done quickly, her wolf healing will set it wrong.”

      “What?” I blinked in surprise, glancing back at Vivian. Her grey face was already turning back to a normal color, and the bruising on her arm had faded.

      Derrick resituated himself in front of her, evidently deciding the best course of action would be to ignore me.

      “The skin and muscle will heal faster than the bone. Don’t use it for a few days to give it proper time to repair itself.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” Vivian whispered.

      Derrick sighed, running a hand through his hair. I noticed he seemed to do that when he was at a loss for something. “What were you doing out so far?” he asked her.

      Vivian looked up, tears welling in her eyes. “I saw my daughter’s favorite flower. I wanted to collect them and take them to her gravesite. My mate still won’t go with me, and I wanted to do something special for her. I—I’m sorry.”

      Derrick nodded. The pain in his eyes mirrored the older woman’s. “I understand, but these rules are there for a reason. You, of all people, should understand that after what happened to your daughter. The rules are there for protection.”

      “I understand,” she mumbled. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Go out the back and find my mother if you need someone to talk to. She will make herself available despite the hour.”

      “My mate is already out there waiting for me. I can feel him,” Vivian replied.

      “Good. Remember to rest. If I hear you aren’t following the rules, there’ll be hell to pay.” A lopsided grin crossed Derrick’s face.

      Vivian chuckled. “I think I’ve broken enough today.”

      Derrick helped her to the door, where her mate was waiting anxiously. They exchanged words quietly, and then her mate sent Derrick such a look of gratitude it nearly stopped me in my tracks. They disappeared together into the woods.

      I rose to my feet as Derrick shut the door, and we were back inside the cabin. Alone.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he asked as I stood.

      “My room.”

      He blocked my path. “I don’t think so. You can’t dispute me in front of my pack like that. It’ll be seen as a challenge for my position.” His hand rose, and I cringed away. He lowered it slowly from where he merely scratched his jaw, his eyes boring into me.

      The memories from my old life were too close to the surface after last night. I took a deep breath and smothered them down.

      “Maybe it needs to be challenged,” I murmured.

      His enormous body seemed to double in size. “Is that a threat?”

      I squared my shoulders and met his withering stare. “You have punishments for simply crossing an imaginary line? This is your pack! You need so much control over them, they can’t even go where they please, and you hurt them in retaliation. That’s bullshit!”

      “I did not make these laws, but I understand why they are there. I will uphold them as I see fit. I’m allowed to be angry at someone in my pack for breaking a law which is there to keep them safe. I’m allowed to worry about them and care for them. But this is my choice, not yours.”

      “Just because a law has always been there, doesn’t make it right! Times change, people evolve, and shifters need to change as well. Any other excuse is an easy way out while keeping your control on others,” I fumed.

      He crowded into my space, and my neck craned back to look at him.

      He really was sculpted like a god, with a strong jawline shrouded in an overnight shadow and with hard, powerful eyes. “I am this pack’s Alpha, and I will do whatever it takes to protect my pack and those I love.”

      I patted his chest, my tone dripping with contempt. “Okay, big boy. You’re the Alpha. Good for you.”

      He grabbed my wrist, not painfully, but with enough force I stopped. “The next time you act that way towards me in front of my pack, I will take it as a threat of challenge. I will fight you, and you will lose.”

      His Alpha energy saturated the space. I pried out of his grip and took a step back so I could breathe again.

      “Understood,” I said with a glare. “I shouldn’t be here much longer for it to be a concern for either of us.”

      This time, when I stepped past him, he didn’t stop me.
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Chapter 10 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      Not even mindless work could stop my racing thoughts. The next few hours found me just as tense and prickly as when I’d let Bailey shoulder past me. She’d been in her room ever since. That’s when I remembered my promise about a room of her choice and a meal. Fuck, had I even fed her at all since she’d been here? My inner wolf was extremely disappointed in me. Some protective Alpha I was.

      I cracked the eggs with too much force, sending shells scattering in the bowl. I scowled at them, but my Alpha voice didn’t work on eggs. It was nearing late afternoon, but I felt like an omelet. And I had promised her food. Gauging her reactions thus far to me, she’d probably complain loudly anyway.

      I was going to murder her if she threw it back in my face. Well, not really, but it felt better to at least think about it.

      Who the hell was this female, to show up and challenge me in my own pack? I could barely wrap my head around any of it.

      “Remember, she’s a victim, and her pack fucked her up.” If I kept repeating that on a loop, perhaps I could retain control of what little sanity I had left regarding her. Perhaps.

      I needed to interrogate her. No. Question her. That was the entire reason I’d brought her here, after all. I would have to do it as soon as I saw her—just get it over with and then the both of us could move on.

      She doesn’t have a pack anymore. They abused her.

      I beat the eggs with more ferocity than necessary, unable to shake the feeling of her lips on mine. Putting the first pan of eggs on, I started working on more.

      Guilt reared its unpleasant head. I was engaged to Rebecca and wasn’t even allowed to touch her, but suddenly I was kissing my prisoner? It was ugly, and it was disrespectful. It made my stomach sour, even if my wolf dismissed the entire thing. To him, it only made sense to kiss as many females as possible to find the right one.

      But she started it. Not you.

      The bowl broke in my hands, sending slimy egg batter to hit me in the face and splatter over my arms and onto the floor. Cursing my inability to control myself, I got down on my hands and knees to wipe up the mess.

      “That’s a welcome sight.”

      I jerked and banged my head on the overhang of the counter, swearing.

      Bailey slinked into the kitchen, leaning against the small refrigerator and openly ogling my ass. I tried to snarl, but my wolf was too excited to show off.

      My eyes narrowed. “Why are you wearing my shirt?”

      She ignored me as she washed the dish, and now I was left dealing with the consequences of seeing my favorite fleece button-down on her smaller figure. It’d been a lot easier to ignore while she was sitting, but now it was nearly impossible. The shirt hung down to cover her ass, and I went instantly hard, thinking that that was all she was wearing. Further inspection however, revealed the tips of rolled up athletic shorts peeking out from underneath the shirt. Thank, Christ.

      “Did you go into my room again?” I asked instead. I tried to sound annoyed, but it wouldn’t come. I wasn’t even angry, just incredulous. No one in my pack would ever think to do something so invasive, let alone carry it out.

      Bailey waved her fork at me. “I didn’t think you’d want me to stroll out naked.”

      The very thought of that had my inner wolf rumble with approval.

      I struggled to arrange my face into a stern expression. “You can’t go rummaging in my room. I will have Lyra bring some clothes.”

      I realized I had literal egg on my face when she snorted. “You’ve . . .  uh . . .  got something. Just there.” She tapped her chin, her face twitching with amusement.

      I grabbed the dish towel and hurriedly wiped my face then the rest of the floor. I washed my hands, only to turn around and find her sniffing at my omelet as if I’d added arsenic.

      Just ignore her. That’s the best thing you could do for her and everyone else.

      I kept my face blank as I spun back toward her. “Spinach, cheese, assorted meats. What’s your poison?”

      Her head whipped around as I held out the extra ingredients. “All the meat,” she deadpanned, and I felt a hot flush creep behind my ears.

      Shut up, shut up, shut up.

      I dumped bacon and sausage into the first pan, then added cheese, spinach, and bacon to mine. As they cooked, I reached for my walkie-talkie. “Alpha to Beta.”

      A moment passed, and I could literally feel Bailey’s eye roll at the predictable code names.

      “Beta here. Go ahead, Alpha.”

      “Have Lyra stop by when she gets a chance.”

      “10-4.” The walkie-talkie crackled, then went silent.

      I set it down and flipped Bailey’s omelet onto a plate for her.

      She cocked an eyebrow, suitably impressed. “I’ve never seen a male cook. A wolf, I mean. And seeing an Alpha cook is just . . .”

      “Beneath him?” I ground out, having heard all the insults before. In fact, I was sure Victor kept a list for reference just to ensure he never missed an opportunity. My mother had taught me early on that any skill was a skill worth having. Gender divisions were pointless.

      “Weird,” Bailey finished, swiping the fork I offered. She cut off a small piece of omelet and shoved it into her mouth, groaning in appreciation.

      I couldn’t help it; my wolf puffed out his chest in pride. We’d fed and taken care of her.

      I cleared my throat, desperate for a change in subject. “We need to talk.”

      Her fork clanged loudly against the side of her plate, her body frozen. I pushed forward, knowing it was now or never.

      “Tell me why you were so close to our boundaries and how you came upon my cubs. And the vampire,” I added for good measure.

      Bailey’s shoulders relaxed, and I wondered what she’d expected me to say.

      “There’s nothing to tell. I was running in the woods, and got a bit lost. I picked up the smell of the cubs, then heard them scream. I couldn’t not help, you know? They’re pups.”

      I nodded unconsciously, because I did know. I got it completely. Even more so as an Alpha.

      At first I didn’t believe the simplicity of her story, but it made a lot more sense if she’d been running from an abusive pack. “You’re a stray, aren’t you?” I asked, focusing on her reaction.

      Her body jerked, and her hands clenched tightly around the edges of her chair.

      I tried to be reassuring, hoping she’d answer more questions. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. We’ve taken in strays before.”

      Bailey closed her eyes then opened them. Her hands released the edges of her chair and went back to the table. “I don’t owe you any answers.” She bent forward to keep eating.

      Frustration welled in my veins. “Considering this pack is feeding and clothing you—”

      “Which is appropriate considering you kidnapped me, and I already did the pack a favor by saving your pups.”

      I wouldn’t let her win the argument. “I would have gotten there in time to save them myself. We didn’t need you.”

      She laughed. “The pups tell you that? Because the little one was a few inches from being a vampy snack from where I stood. You would have been too late.”

      Bailey stuffed the last of the egg into her mouth and stood. Her body language made it clear she was done answering questions, but I didn’t care. I wanted more. I needed more.

      I stood against the table, leaning over her. “Tell me why you ran away from your old pack. What did they do to you?”

      Bailey growled, growled at me, and stood. I reared back, remembering her reactions from earlier. She was used to being struck. I couldn’t try to intimidate her. It would only make her shut down. I’d have to try something different.

      I grabbed her empty dish and dumped it in the sink. “Lyra will take you out for some late afternoon chores. You don’t have to participate, but it would be an acceptable way to get out of the cabin and mingle. Then she’ll bring you around later for the pack dinner. We always do it the night before a full moon.”

      Initially I hadn’t wanted her to be around the pack, but after my little display of dominance, I doubted any of the unmated males would so much as blink at her now. I needed space from her and to loosen her up. Hopefully a tour with Lyra would do both.

      Bailey swallowed heavily, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with the omelet. “That’s . . .  nice.”

      Her tone made it sound anything but.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re not staying in the cabin.” I laid the ruling down firmly. My libido wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      “I assume the collar will stay with me in my wolf form?” She sneered.

      Her anger was back, and that was something I could deal with. Angry Bailey was predictable and could be easily defeated. Plotting, aroused, playful Bailey was a different adversary all together. It was a shame the collar was necessary, but I wouldn’t budge. It would keep the others from bothering her and keep her from slinking off before I had the answers I needed.

      All of them.

      I finished my food in silence and dropped my plate to the bottom of the sink with hers. I was surprised when Bailey rolled up her sleeves and started running the water.

      I reached for the radio, taking longer than needed to relay the message for Lyra to come to the cabin again in the hopes it would calm my raging libido. Nope, not entirely.

      Bailey turned, holding the dried plates and opening the cupboards to see where they went.

      “That one,” I said, pointing to the cabinet directly next to me. She leaned across me to open it, and I caught a whiff of her scent. A flash of forest and dark moss exploded in my mind, along with rainwater and pine.

      I grabbed her wrist, and we both froze. I viciously shoved my wolf down and tried to recover the situation.

      “Here. I’ll . . . I’ll do it.”

      I put the plates back, and she stepped away. A loud knock sounded on the door, and I sighed in relief that Lyra had finally arrived. I waved Bailey away and heard Lyra shriek at what she was wearing. She muttered something about letting Bailey borrow some clothes, but I didn’t catch the rest as their voices faded in the wind.

      I groaned, knowing that the next couple of days were going to be difficult in more ways than one. The collar would keep her from wandering off our land, but would it keep her from being so difficult? Unlikely.
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Chapter 11 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      “You really don’t need to do this,” I said, grabbing the backpack Lyra held out to me.

      “It’s fine. You need clothes, especially ones that aren’t the Alpha’s,” Lyra explained. “Unless you want to piss off Rebecca.”

      As tempting as that scenario was, I shoved it aside and opened the zipper to see underwear, dresses, shorts, t-shirts; all the essentials. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re kind of tiny. I don’t think your clothes will fit me.”

      The petite shifter laughed. “I’ve been collecting clothes from the pack. It’s not much, but they’ll work.”

      “What?” My jaw dropped.

      Lyra shrugged. “It’s what we do for our pack.”

      “But I’m not part of your pack.” My throat constricted from both the gesture and the truth in my statement.

      “This pack is no stranger to taking in strays.” She twisted a golden tendril around her finger with a forlorn look. “I would know.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I couldn’t even imagine the state she was in coming to this pack alone, and here I was reminding her of a time when she didn’t belong. It may be my current state, but it was her past too.

      “Don’t be.” She forced a small smile onto her face. “I’m proud to be a part of this pack, where family doesn’t need to be by blood. Hell, even our Alpha wasn’t born into this pack.”

      Derrick wasn’t born into this pack? My mind leapt trying to imagine what circumstances had brought him here. It made sense in retrospect, since he differed from anyone else in the pack aside from his mother.

      Lyra cleared her throat.

      “Sorry. . . just surprised,” I said.

      She smiled. “Understandable. It’s rare to switch packs, let alone for a stray to become Alpha.” Approaching the front door, Lyra bent down to pick up two drawstring pouches. “We should get going. Dawn and dusk are the best time to find medicinal herbs. You can leave the bag of clothes here, and we’ll pick it up on the way back.”

      We stepped outside her one bedroom home and traversed through the trees on the outskirts of the small cluster of cabins that made up the town. It was quiet after a long day of work. My ears picked up on people inside their homes, probably resting for a night run, which is when our wolves loved to come out the most.

      To my surprise, in a small clearing up ahead, a group of twenty people worked through a set of combat skills. Lyra seemed intent on skirting by them, but I slowed my steps. I wanted to see what they were going to do.

      “Pair up, and combine the steps.” Xavier, dressed in all black workout clothes, strolled through the members as they paired up. “One person will transform into their wolf, while the other works through the combination. Run it five times, and then switch.”

      “Hey, what are they doing?” I pulled on Lyra’s sleeve, forcing her to stop, pointing at the group of wolves. The group grappled. The people with lower stances were able to throw their wolf sparring partners, quickly pinning them while the wolves rumbled with annoyance. Probably something to do with leverage? I hated that I didn’t know. I hated that my old pack left their females weak, that anything I had picked up on came from me.

      I pulled my gaze away to see Lyra eyeing Xavier with a small blush as she answered, “The Yellowstone Contingent. Our best warriors and the first line of defense for our pack.”

      “It’s most of the pack?” Twenty wolves was a lot, and I had seen quite a few of these faces before.

      “No, only about one-fifth of our pack. But don’t worry,” Lyra added, “everyone gets trained in basic skills. We don’t solely rely on them.”

      I didn’t care about protection. One-fifth? This meant they had roughly one hundred shifters in this pack. That was huge and completely unheard of. Blame it on genetics or evolution or whatever, but we shifters were not as lucky with breeding as our animal counterparts. It was really difficult to get pregnant and common for the mother to die from the baby shifting within her stomach and causing complications. Most packs had twenty to thirty people. I thought Yosemite had been huge with forty.

      A sigh escaped Lyra beside me. Her eyes twinkled, studying the warriors as they moved fluidly through the combination. Sweat soaked their clothes, at least for those who were wearing clothes. Most men ended up in simple workout shorts since they were easy to take on and off. The women had summer dresses to cover up, but they were loose enough that it didn’t restrict their movements. As one woman flipped over to evade an attack, I noticed the spandex shorts underneath. Some wore just spandex and sports bras.

      Wait. They had female warriors! And not even in the back, paired with each other. One woman with dark skin and hair in a plait was the strongest of the bunch, taking down whoever they paired her with, whether in human or wolf form.

      I didn’t know if it was my upbringing in the Yosemite pack, but I had only ever known female shifters to be utilized for cooking and mating. To have women side by side fighting with the males? Wow.

      I wanted in.

      Lyra must have noticed my eagerness. “Yeah, things are a bit different here. You’re allowed to pursue your strengths, no matter if you’re male or female.” She paused, her head tilting in thought. “The best bread maker in town is a young male wolf.”

      “Awesome,” I whispered. I itched to march over to the contingent and learn myself. The only defense I had ever known was the best places to cover with my hands or the ways to curl my body so the beatings would do the least damage, or just rage at my attacker until they were too freaked out to continue.

      It had worked so far.

      I wanted to learn to fight. I would never be weak again. It was no wonder Derrick could beat the shit out of me with one hand tied behind his back. If he’d been fighting like this since he was a cub. . .

      Lyra watched with the same admiration as me.

      “Why aren’t you a part of the contingent?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m too small for something like that. And my coyote nose is more versatile for finding medicinal herbs. I’m better suited as a gatherer.” She said this like a memorized script, something she was made to believe about herself.

      I folded my arms over my chest. When it comes down to it, it’s the same old story. Females were made to feel like less, whether it was this pack or her old one, it was still there.

      But then her gaze landed on Xavier. The way she looked at him, like he was the only thing in this world, was something out of a movie. A blush creeped onto her freckled cheeks, making her look even younger.

      I smirked. “You sure it doesn’t have to do with a hunky Beta?”

      “What?” Her eyes became saucers. “No! No! Of course not! Xavier is way too good for me and too high up. I’m just an awkward, lonely coyote shifter while he’s a pack favorite. Nope. Nuh-uh.” Her eyes darted to Xavier for a split second.

      I covered my mouth to hide my smile. “Okay then.” I wouldn’t push the girl any more. Well, not today.

      But already a plan was formulating in my mind to do with the Yellowstone Contingent and solving Lyra’s small problem. I would find a way to train with them, and I knew exactly who I was going to bring along with me.

      “What the fuck?” The pitchy female voice behind me irritated me like metal grinding together.

      I spun around to see Rebecca standing there, mouth agape and eyes wide.

      “Do I have a tracking device on me or something?” I ground out.

      Rebecca’s feral eyes darted over my outfit. Her nostrils flared, probably with the scent of her betrothed, which coated me because I’d yet to change.

      My lips stretched into a wicked smirk. Whoops.

      “Oh, crap,” Lyra whispered beside me.

      I silently disagreed with Lyra. This was amazing.

      “Why the fuck are you wearing Derrick’s clothes?” Rebecca shrieked, her princess-like composure breaking until she was red in the face.

      “Oh, this old thing?” I pull at the hem of Derrick’s shirt. “Just found it lying around. You know how it is.”

      “Lying around where?” She seethed.

      I looked up with mock innocence. “In his room. Where else does someone keep their clothes?” I cocked my head to the side.

      “You were in his room?”

      And here I thought only Mariah Carey could reach that pitch.

      “Take it off right now!” She stomped towards me.

      I held my hands up in surrender, but the balls of my feet pressed into the ground, ready for an offensive movement. “Whoa, girl. I just needed some clothes, and your fiancé isn’t the best host. He kind of forgot that part.”

      “Don’t ‘whoa’ me! I’m not a damned horse!” She spat. “And I don’t care why you have it. You are some omega bitch from the shitty Yosemite pack who should’ve been killed on sight! Get out of my mate’s clothes! Now!”

      With every insult she delivered, red clouded my vision more and more. But when she called Derrick her mate, when they weren’t yet, my wolf came raging forward. Hair sprouted on my back, hidden by Derrick’s shirt. My teeth elongated until they pricked my bottom lip.

      Rebecca’s eyes flashed yellow, ready to turn too.

      A huge body stepped between the two of us, and a large hand thumped onto my shoulder.

      “What’s going on here?” Xavier’s voice rumbled through me, but he looked over my shoulder at Lyra.

      Lyra bowed her head, and spoke to the ground. “We were just leaving to grab some herbs.”

      My girl! Way to not rat me out!

      Xavier gave my shoulder a painful squeeze. I met his dark eyes, breathing heavily to prevent myself from shifting.

      “You should get going. You’re losing precious daylight hours,” he reminded me. The warning was clear in his voice.

      I should not be fighting the Alpha’s betrothed. If I initiated a fight, I highly doubted the chain around my neck would protect me like it did the first time. Hell, it might hurt me more to protect the pack. Although getting one good bite in would be totally worth it.

      Lyra’s small hand grabbed my arm. “Come on, Bailey. Let’s go.” Lyra’s airy voice lightened the anger in me. The slight shake of her hand sobered me even more.

      My teeth receded, as did the hair, and Xavier noted my change. He gave a nod to Lyra, his hand dropping to his side so she could pull me away. He turned his attention to Rebecca, who smirked at me like she had somehow won.

      My skin itched with the need to assert my dominance. I focused on placing one foot in front of the other.

      She’s not worth it. She’s not worth it.

      But she called him her mate, my wolf growled with the reminder.

      No, she’s not worth it. This is his decision, and he chose her. My fingers ached to release my claws, to lash out. Fuck. I shouldn’t be so upset. This isn’t my pack. He’s not mine.

      My wolf pawed at my chest, fighting against the final thought. Mine, she demanded.

      I shook my head, pushing away all thoughts of them. Taking a deep breath, I cleared them away.

      We continued further into the woods. Finally, with the town far out of sight, I took a deep breath and allowed the sounds and feel of the forest to overtake my senses.

      Home, my wolf and I thought in unison.

      I smiled to myself before I remembered I was chained to Yellowstone territory. The forest was my home, yes. But not here. I was from Yosemite, an enemy pack, and I should be thankful I was not dead. I didn’t have a true home anymore.

      I kicked a rock, wanting to think about something else. “So, what’re we looking for?”

      “Yellowstone sand verbena,” Lyra said. “It’s one of the three endemic medicinal plants that we regularly use in the area. There’s also Ross’s bentgrass, but that’s only around geyser basins and usually in exposed areas, so I make that trip less and with special permission from the Alpha. Yellowstone sulfur wild buckwheat is the third, which is easier to get but is longer than a day trip away. The sand verbena is difficult to find but is closer to our cabins. Any other medicinal herbs are easy enough to come by.”

      “Wow, you really know your stuff.”

      A genuine, prideful smile filled Lyra’s face at my compliment.

      “What does the sand verbena do?” My eyes darted to the side at a squirrel scurrying up the side of a tree. My wolf was always just under the surface in unknown situations, so my natural instincts were heightened. The forest was my happy place, but one could never be too careful. Having Lyra beside me didn’t help either with my need to protect her pulsing through me.

      Lyra shifted her satchel to her other hand. “Um.” An awkward laugh escaped her. “It promotes fertility. Rebecca requested me to get her some and start drying it into a tea for her after the wedding and mating ceremony.”

      “Ah.” I literally couldn’t say anything else. I was close to wolfing out with blind jealousy over Rebecca and Derrick being intimate.

      Wait. What?

      Lyra rattled on as she scoured the ground, intent on her task. “Keep an eye out for a cluster of small, white, tubular flowers. The stems will be sticky and hairy. If you see a cluster of yellow or purple, it’s the same Genus, but a different species.”

      “White flowers. Understood,” I said.

      “Small, white, tubular flowers. Not just any white flower,” Lyra corrected.

      As we searched, my simmering blood cooled further, allowing me to focus on the task at hand. Lyra hummed to herself along the way, and the soft murmur and company beside me was enough to ground me.

      In the end, she only found three clusters, while I found none. She often used her nose to pick them out. She tried to describe the scent to me and how to distinguish it from other plants, but I was rubbish with my wolf nose. It must be a unique coyote trait I didn’t possess.

      Not that I knew much of the coyote shifters. What happened to them, how vampires came and wiped them out to extinction, was a travesty. Every pack in the world had heard about it eventually and used it as a warning. As a result, a lot of packs had created new rules for their safety and, in retrospect, I shouldn’t have been surprised Derrick didn’t allow anyone to leave the territory without permission. Spreading out the coyotes to keep them from having a united front and making it easier to take them down one by one, hitting them when they least expected it, was a thing of nightmares no pack wanted to experience.

      However, it still didn’t sit well with me. We were meant to be free in a way that humans and other supernaturals couldn’t understand. My wolf longed to cross large distances, roam, run, and see the world. Denying that was denying who I was; it denied all shifters of our true selves.

      Leaving the Yosemite pack was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do, but only because the few people I cared about still remained there. The only reason my mother convinced me to go was the danger to them and myself if I had stayed. By twenty-five, my wolf would reach its peak, and then there would be no denying that I was different from the other female wolves. I wouldn’t have been able to hide it, especially if I was forced to mate. It was the only way. The consequences were unimaginable for me and my family. I was too much of a threat, and they couldn’t risk the bloodline having it happen again.

      Once I had left, once I could run to my heart’s content in places where I could be wild and true to myself . . . it was exhilarating. I wanted every wolf, every shifter to experience that if they wanted. I fully respected those who want to stay home within the confines of their territory, but everyone deserved the freedom of choice. It wasn’t fair to have to sacrifice freedom for safety.

      “It’s getting dark, and pack dinner will begin soon.” Lyra’s gentle prompting broke through my thoughts. “It’ll soon be harder to sniff out the verbena too.”

      “Alright.” I nodded. “Let’s head back.”

      “Make sure you change into something less . . .” Her words trailed off as she looked over Derrick’s shirt.

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t piss off Rebecca more than I already have. Got it.”
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Chapter 12 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyra led me into the town’s center after I’d changed my clothes and stashed the rest in my room at Derrick’s place. My wolf was smug that I got to stay at his house while Rebecca didn’t, but I shoved such thoughts away. My wolf could be a childish bitch when she wanted. I was his prisoner to keep tabs on and nothing more, I insisted to both of us.

      Night was falling, but that didn’t seem to bother anyone as tables were dragged into the center of the small village, and everyone began bringing dishes and bowls out from their cabins. As Lyra had said, it was a mix of males and females who helped move the tables, bring the food, and even decorate the area with lanterns and fires.

      Unease overcame me, and I felt a rare moment of timidness. “I feel like I should have brought something,” I admitted, an odd clenching overtaking my chest.

      Lyra gave me a small smile and tugged me forward. “Nonsense. We all bring what we have, even if it’s only ourselves. Plus, those who cook don’t clean. We’ll help with that instead.”

      This pack was about community, everyone pulling their weight and working together. If only all packs could be this way.

      I allowed her to lead me forward, where everyone had gathered in a loose circle around the tables. Children played together with their parents chatting nearby. One shifter had his toddler son sitting on his shoulders and was playing the top of the dad’s head like a drum. Everyone laughed.

      The gathering morphed as people broke away to go talk to others, but smiles were found everywhere.

      My gaze stuttered on a group in the corner. A small group of seven men and four females whispered amongst themselves. It’s not the grouping that surprised me, but how they were separated from the rest, filled with furrowed brows and thinned lips. Their eyes darted to other pack members, and at the center of them sat Victor who held their full attention any time he spoke.

      Derrick stepped forward across the gathering from me, and everyone went silent. His alpha power penetrated the group. Even I was awestruck. He stood a head taller than most and confidently scanned his pack. His face was serious, per usual, but pride lit his eyes. My heart hitched every time his eyes softened when they took in a cub. It was clear he loved this pack, and they respected him.

      He cleared his throat. “We are thankful tonight that each of us continues to be healthy and strong as we welcome another full moon. Take extra care tomorrow night. I don’t want anyone running alone. Please find a buddy and stick with them. You all know to stay within our borders.”

      He stepped back, and everyone clapped and yelled. There were a few who cast anxious looks at each other at that last bit, but most of them were just so happy. It was foreign to me, this idea that an Alpha could rule without fear and pain. My heart warmed at this, and my wolf rumbled with approval in my chest.

      Lyra tugged my arm. “Come on, let’s get in line before it gets too long!”

      “Buddy?” I smiled down at her.

      She snickered. “Well, duh!”

      The food was set up buffet-style, and with a hundred people I could see her point. Chicken and barbeque were the main dishes, with enough sides weighing down seven or eight tables that I hardly knew where to begin. I worried about getting in line now. Shouldn’t I wait until everyone else in the pack had eaten? In my old pack, the males had eaten first, then the children, then the females.

      I needn’t have been concerned. Everyone mixed indiscriminately, and when a certain food ran low, there was a wolf there to swoop in, remove the pan, and replace it with a new one. I didn’t even want to imagine how much food it would take to feed us all.

      “We do a big meal like this once a month before the run,” Lyra said as we waited in line. “The rest of the time we meet in smaller units once a week, and on normal nights each individual or family can do their own thing.”

      I nodded. That made sense. It would be bananas to do this extravagant meal often, amazing as it was to be around such a relaxed atmosphere, but there was a sizzle of anticipation in the air which heightened with the knowledge our wolves would be set free in twenty-four hours. The human side of everyone was enjoying their meal, but their wolves were ready to be let loose. I knew this because it’s exactly how I felt too.

      After we both had heaping plates, Lyra led me to a spot by the fire and spread out the blanket that had been wrapped around her shoulders. Derrick’s omelet seemed like an eon ago, and I dug in with gusto.

      In between bites, I kept popping my head up, observing everyone else in the pack. The atmosphere was like a party. Males and females laughed and joked, and children ran around in circles. I had never experienced this before.

      This was like some kind of shifter utopia, and I fought back an odd burning sensation in my eyes.

      I will not cry like some damaged female.

      “Do you mind if I join you?”

      A soft voice that belied the power behind it addressed me, and I turned to look. Lyra’s small gasp didn’t escape unnoticed as she immediately sat down her plate and bowed her head. “Matron! You honor us. Please.” Lyra practically threw herself off the blanket to give this female enough space.

      I couldn’t help but stare at the newcomer. Her complexion was lighter than her son’s, her hair a riot of dark curls down her shoulders. Her brown eyes sparkled with confidence and intelligence.

      I knew immediately who she was.

      Her eyes scoured over me, sizing me up. “This is the female taking up all of my son’s time recently.”

      My mouth opened to deliver a smart retort, but Lyra’s wide eyes were behind the Matron’s back, and she was frantically shaking her head and waving her hands in a cross shape. Alright, fine. I would be polite to this woman for Lyra.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I offered lamely.

      Her eyes narrowed. “The pack gossip about the unmated female living with my unmated son has been . . . distressing.”

      Well, I suppose when you thought about it that way, Rebecca’s anger made a bit more sense. Either way, it still wasn’t my fault.

      I shrugged. “I admit to not being the most gracious of house guests. I could see where others might resent that.”

      One delicate eyebrow lifted. It was so much like her son’s that I had to squash down an inappropriate grin.

      “Others do not leave my son in such a distemper. He missed our weekly dinner, and I’ve heard nothing but complaints about you.”

      “Complaints from others,” I shot back, both of us knowing exactly who the ‘other’ was.

      She tsked at me. “Fighting with other pack members, usurping the Alpha in front of his own pack; it makes me wonder what your intentions are.”

      I blanched, ignoring Lyra’s horrified face. My skin heated as anger boiled within me. She had no right to judge me. Her son is the one who kidnapped me. “Intentions? My intention was to have nothing to do with any of you. Your son kidnapped me, threw me in a magically sealed room, and forced this collar on me.” I yanked at my necklace, exposing the golden chain to her. I continued, warming up to the subject at hand. “My intention is to leave whenever his majesty deems it acceptable.”

      I glared at her, uneasy after my tirade. My wolf seemed uninterested in arguing or asserting myself over her. Some help she was. That left me with my human awkwardness.

      “Is it?” She asked calmly.

      “Is what?” I shot back, irritated.

      “Is it truly your intention to leave? You’re a stray.”

      It was true, but the blunt words were still a blow to my soul. “I . . . I don’t know. I’m not going back to my old pack,” I huffed.

      If there was one thing I was sure of, it was that. Unless it was to rescue my mother.

      The Matron’s nostrils flared, and my wolf finally stirred at that. We wouldn’t be sniffed at as though we were an unruly cub. I growled, but the Matron only looked at me, unimpressed.

      She frowned. “I advise you to stop looking back and look forward instead. I left my pack with only the clothes on my back, my son, and some fruit.”

      My wolf was making it hard to do anything other than see red. So I did what I usually did when I was pissed—something stupid. For just a moment, I wanted someone to hurt as badly as I’d been hurt, to feel just a shred of the same agony.

      “I’m sure your dead mate appreciates the sentiment.”

      It was a guess that her mate was dead, seeing as how her son was now Alpha, but in that split second, I hadn’t cared if it would pain her.

      I regretted my choice as soon as a flash of hurt clouded her eyes. I certainly didn’t need Lyra’s horrified exclamation to clue me in that what I’d done was wrong.

      To her credit, the Matron didn’t get angry. She just continued to stare at me. “Thinking about him is pointless. He’s dead and can’t help me. Why would I think about things that don’t help me?”

      The statement wasn’t at all personal, so why did I feel like she was peering into my soul? She couldn’t possibly know about the hold Travis still had over me, or the fear I felt when I thought of my old pack.

      Lyra licked her lips, gaze bouncing between the ground and the Matron’s chin. “Please forgive her, Matron. She—”

      Derrick’s mother raised a hand, effectively silencing Lyra. The woman stood fluidly and gracefully, like a dancer who knew exactly how to move. I vaguely wondered if she knew how to fight as well. “She is a survivor, like me.”

      Lyra bowed her head, and I felt heat around my ears as I also nodded. My wolf wanted to respect this woman. She was important, outside of being the pack’s Matron. I just didn’t understand why.

      “Get up.” The corners of her lips turned upward. “Derrick’s going to make an announcement.” She said before moving away.

      Lyra had to haul me to my feet, because I was still trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      With effort I dragged my eyes back to the center of the clearing, where Derrick stepped out. His eyes bounced between the pack members and when they landed on me, they stopped. My breath caught, extinguishing any annoyance I had.

      My wolf panted with need. Mine.

      We stared at one another as though everything else had melted away. His mouth opened like he wanted to say something to me, but his eyes ripped away to the blonde beside him.

      Rebecca’s hand was entwined in his, and she had pulled on it for his attention.

      My wolf snarled in rage, and to my astonishment, so had I. Lyra shot me an odd look, and I shoved all my emotions down.

      “We have news to share with the pack,” Derrick announced.

      Derrick’s mother was standing just behind him, but still with the rest of the pack. She gave me a curt nod, a small smile toying on her lips.

      My eyes kept flicking from her to Derrick and back again. I didn’t think I could look at Rebecca’s smug face without shifting.

      Derrick continued, “Tonight is the last full moon with my mother as Matron. For the next one, you will have a new pack Matron. The mating ritual will take place before the next run, and we will use the monthly dinner as our feast.”

      The pack exploded around me, cheering and yelling. Even Lyra was jumping up and down, excited to have something to celebrate. For me, it was like everything was moving in slow motion. I registered the resignation in his mother’s eyes and the tightness around her lips. I noticed the ugly look of triumph on Rebecca’s face, then slid my gaze away since I knew she’d be looking for my reaction. Instead, I focused on Derrick.

      You’d think for a man who’d just announced thrilling news that he’d look happier. He held Rebecca’s hand tightly, a smile on his face. Yet his eyes were serious and emotionless, just like his mother’s. What the fuck was going on? Did Derrick not want to be Rebecca’s mate? I wanted to reach for him and learn the truth behind those hardened eyes.

      It made my conversation with his mother make even less sense. Rebecca was the old Alpha’s daughter, so the match was likely political, especially if Derrick and his mother were former strays.

      But . . . it wasn’t all political, was it? This didn’t make sense. His inner wolf shouldn’t let him do the bonding ritual with someone who wasn’t suitable to be his mate. A sliver of hope wormed its way through my veins.

      Mine, my wolf growled.

      I snuffed the feeling, and my wolf, out like a candle flame. He chose Rebecca, and I’d be a threat to him if he knew the truth about me.

      I deflated. I didn’t really know Derrick at all. He’d grown up with Rebecca, and I’d only been here a short time. I was the interloper here. I was the one causing problems. Maybe she was suitable, even though I couldn’t really see it. But what did I know?

      The startling revelation made my throat run dry, but my wolf rebelled against this line of ruinous thinking.

      If she is perfect for him, if she is meant for him . . . why did he kiss you?

      Lyra tugged me back towards the tables, intent on dessert.
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Chapter 13 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come here,” my mother demanded.

      I knew that tone, but I wasn’t sure how to get around the inevitable argument. Why couldn’t she understand that with the looming threat of the vampires, I needed the pack united? My mother disliked Rebecca—hated her even, but if mating her kept my pack united in the face of danger, it was a small price to pay, wasn’t it?

      Giving Rebecca an apologetic glance, I detached my hand from hers. She scowled and shot a look toward my mother that wasn’t friendly at all. My wolf rose immediately, demanding that I do something about it.

      With a tremendous effort, I pushed him down.

      Rebecca pouted. “We just made the announcement. We have to—”

      “Just a few minutes, Bex,” I cut in, and left her side before her whining could get any louder to join my mother.

      We walked to the edge of the clearing, just outside of the tree line. Her skirt fluttered lightly in the breeze, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “Derrick.”

      I sighed in exasperation. “Mother.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t take that tone with me. You promised to have a lengthy engagement, and now suddenly you’ll be mated before the next full moon?”

      She had a point; it was supposed to be a long engagement. I don’t know why I had agreed to Rebecca’s sudden desire to move up the ritual, but it had made her happy. That’s what I was supposed to do, wasn’t it? Make everyone happy?

      “Is it because of the stray?” she asked, and now I didn’t like her tone.

      I growled, my wolf and I in agreement for once. “Don’t call her that.”

      My mother’s eyebrows rose. Oh shit.

      I tried to stammer out a reply that wasn’t as damning as what I’d already revealed. “It’s not—it has nothing to do with Bailey. Rebecca asked to move it up—”

      “—because her wolf is feeling threatened.” My mother finished, then leaned in toward me. “Why do you think that is?”

      I struggled to keep my frustration under wraps. Why did it matter when Rebecca and I completed the ritual?

      “Rebecca isn’t the most . . . sociable person,” I tried to offer.

      I got another eyebrow raise for my troubles.

      “Mama—”

      She stuck her pointer finger against my chest. “Don’t you mama me. I took on another mate to survive, and I did it in order to give you a better life. One where you didn’t feel pressured into choosing a mate who wasn’t right for you!”

      Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. I felt awful. I never could stand seeing her cry. She straightened my collar with more force than was strictly necessary, her hands trembling slightly as they patted down the fabric. “I don’t like Rebecca, but I’m willing to deal with it if it’s your choice and makes you happy.” Her voice grew quiet. “He killed my mate, Derrick. Your father.”

      My shoulders hunched over, cowed. “It was a legal challenge—”

      The finger pressed harder against my chest, and I winced in pain.

      “Don’t you patronize me. Tell me with one hundred percent certainty. If your stepfather was still alive and well, would you be doing a mating ritual with Rebecca?”

      My mouth opened, but nothing came out. My wolf wouldn’t—couldn’t—lie to my mother.

      Her lips thinned into a straight line. “I see.”

      Her disappointment was worse than her tears.

      “Mama, please, you know the pack comes first.”

      She whirled on me, snarling as she fought her own wolf. “Aren’t you the one who extols happy pack members as the most useful ones? How good of an Alpha will you be if you sacrifice your mateship like this?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have anything to say.

      My mother sniffed, having to get in one last, final jab. “I did not cross the ocean to be replaced as Matron by some little bitch so my son could be miserable. Just because it’s easy, doesn’t mean it’s right.”

      She stormed off, leaving me alone with my thoughts. They weren’t happy ones. My wolf was suspiciously silent, likely letting me know he agreed with her. I didn’t want to further examine why I hadn’t flinched when my mother called Rebecca a bitch but nearly lost my shit when she’d called Bailey a stray.

      Too many thoughts. Too many emotions.

      Why couldn’t she understand I had to do this? The pack deserved prosperity and health, and the easiest way to ensure that was by mating with Rebecca.

      And what about you? How good will a miserable Alpha be?

      I wouldn’t be miserable. I wouldn’t.

      Just because it’s easy, doesn’t mean it’s right.

      I scowled and turned away. I had bigger problems at the moment than my mother and Rebecca. I needed to get to the bottom of the vampire attack and find a solution.

      “Derrick. Do you have a minute?”

      I pushed all of my problems aside and tried to offer a friendly smile. “Sure, Mara. What do you need?”

      Mara was middle-aged and without a mate or a family. She kept her schedule full by being in charge of our gardens and inventory and set the schedules and rotations for the workers and hunters. Her greying hair was tied back tightly in a bun, her brow pinched with worry.

      “Plot number three has been overrun with insects again. I’ve tried all the home remedies multiple times, but the plants in that plot are almost all dead.”

      I blanched, not expecting to hear that. Plot three held our tomatoes and peppers. The pack relied on the tomatoes for many recipes and buying them would be expensive if we couldn’t harvest any. “Why didn’t you come to me sooner? We have the funds for pesticides. It’s more cost effective to treat the soil once than lose the crop altogether.”

      Mara’s face crumpled, and her hands twitched with anxiety. “Oh. I’m sorry. Victor said you wouldn’t approve pesticides and I had to figure it out.”

      I fought down the bolt of rage that flashed in my chest, breathing in and out a few times. I kept my face blank. Impassive. “That’s fine. Now you know. Write up the order and it’ll be picked up during our next trek into town.”

      Relief broke her worried face even as she nodded, looking at her feet instead of me. I sighed. “Why did you go to Victor anyway? You can come to me with any issues you have. He isn’t in charge of anything.”

      Mara’s feet scuffed the ground, and she pulled at her ear. “He said you didn’t want to be bothered with mundane stuff.”

      Oh, that utter dick. I couldn’t help but wonder what else he’d been telling my pack.

      I ran a hand through my hair. “Thanks, Mara. Write up that purchase order, and I’ll approve it immediately.”

      Mara’s head bobbed once, and she walked away. My frown followed her progress across the clearing, wondering if there were any other mundane problems I wasn’t aware of. I sought out someone likely to know.

      He was over next to Lyra and Bailey, clearly flirting his ass off. Lyra’s face was flushed from his attention, and Bailey looked, well, miserable. Something twinged in my chest, but I resolved to ask her later. I had to take care of pack business first. My father’s words rang in my head.

      “An Alpha always provides. An Alpha always gives of himself. It is the Alpha’s job to ensure his pack is healthy and alive. Nothing else matters.”

      Nothing else matters.

      Bailey would have to wait. I put a heavy hand on my beta’s shoulder. “Xavier.”

      He blushed like a cub caught in the act, but I brushed it aside. “Come here.”

      I steered us to the edge of the woods, trying to ignore the wistful gaze he kept shooting back at Lyra. It wasn’t my business.

      “Focus. Pack business.”

      His face cleared immediately. “What’s up?” He asked.

      I blew out a heavy sigh. “Victor’s telling members of the pack not to bother me with ‘mundane issues.’ Were you aware of this?”

      The outrage on his face made it plain he didn’t. “That asshole,” Xavier growled.

      I flexed my fingers, trying to keep my emotions calm as my nail beds itched to let my claws spring loose. “I shouldn’t have let him live,” I commented under my breath.

      There was a reason most Alpha challengers died. They couldn’t hang around to fuck up the pack, like Victor was clearly doing. I growled. “Check in with the rest of the pack. Remind them all requests go to you or me. No matter how mundane.”

      Xavier was already nodding, his distant gaze letting me know he was already plotting out who to visit and when. “What are you going to do about Victor?” He finally asked, after it was clear I wasn’t going to say anything else.

      That was the issue, wasn’t it? My wolf wanted to take care of him permanently, but I’d made a promise to Rebecca. “I don’t know,” I admitted with a shrug, “but I’ll figure something out.”

      It wasn’t an answer, and Xavier knew it. The situation was complicated. If I wanted to keep the pack stable, I couldn’t challenge him directly. That would lead to a break in the pack, with everyone choosing sides, and then inevitably another challenge.

      We didn’t have time to waste on such pointless drama. The pack needed to be focused on training and ready to fight off attacks. Nothing else mattered. And Victor wasn’t stupid. He would poke and prod, but he’d stop short of challenging me or doing anything to enrage my wolf. The promise wouldn’t hold if we fought a second time, and he knew it.

      Xavier put a hand on my shoulder, his brow furrowed. “You alright? You look like shit for a man who just announced his save-the-date.”

      My shoulders hunched in further, my body tense. Xavier withdrew his hand and took a step back. “It’s fine. I just . . . need to run. Full moon is tomorrow, after all.”

      My tone made it clear the conversation was over, and Xavier respectfully backed away. We made our way back into the clearing, into the noise and merriment. Everything was fine, and my pack was happy.

      So why wasn’t I?
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      The next day I stayed inside, to my wolf’s frustration. Tonight was the full moon, and all she wanted to do was run. But the looming full moon meant my emotions were closer to the surface than I was comfortable with. I didn't want to risk coming across Rebecca or being a bitch to Derrick’s mom. Again.

      To my relief, I bumped into neither—not even in the kitchen when I went to snag food. I heard the front door open and close a few times throughout the day, but I kept to myself.

      Usually, I would’ve gotten bored. I was never one to sit around and do nothing, but for the first time in my life, there was a stillness inside of me, a sort of peace I had never experienced. In my old pack, I always had to be on guard in case a male got too angry. Not even solely for me either. I’d jumped in front of flying fists multiple times to take a beating for another female wolf.

      Not that I ever got any thanks. The eyes of my pack mates turned hateful over time, since I brought trouble wherever I went, no matter who I was trying to help. The mutters turned embittered, speaking behind my back, claiming that I was just vying for attention; trying to impress the males and stake my claim on the Alpha.

      Bile rose in my throat. Travis and his father were two wolves I would’ve never wanted to impress. Travis became Alpha when we were twenty, after his father had willingly stepped down. It didn’t follow the usual Alpha laws with a fight for dominance, but why bother when you could keep it all within the family?

      My mother was the first to realize I was different. The amount of times she’d tried to convince me to stop sticking up for the females, to lie low, was more than I could count. She became a broken record, and yet, I couldn’t stop. My wolf wouldn’t let me.

      So to summarize, lying around in a room all day wasn’t my style. But it was the first time in my life I wasn’t constantly looking over my shoulder. Even after I left the Yosemite pack, I had to be on guard to avoid capture or detection. And here I was in enemy territory, without any fear. I must really be losing it.

      The sun eventually sank below the horizon, and with that, the moon rose. I could hear the murmurs of the excited pack outside.

      I threw on a sundress from the clothes Lyra gave me, with no underwear underneath. Why bother when I wouldn’t be wearing it very long anyway? I marched downstairs and joined the pack.

      The air was thick with excitement. Children stood beside their families, some with determined faces, ready to race their friends. A few had wide eyes, staring at the crowd around them. They had only probably shifted a handful of times and this was still new to them. Many members didn’t even bother to show up in clothes at all, their fingers flexing at their sides.

      Off to the side stood Victor with his little cohort. They didn’t speak, but stared straight ahead into the woods, ready and waiting to run.

      At the front stood Derrick. I tried not to stare, but my wolf was drooling. Loose basketball shorts hung off his hips, and he was shirtless. His broad chest worked down to his chiseled eight-pack, and dipped into a partially covered V. Once again, Rebecca stood beside him, hand in hand. My nails dug into my palms, and I concentrated on keeping my wolf at bay.

      Shit. I really hoped this wouldn’t take too long.

      Derrick’s mother came to my side. “When was the last time you went for a pack run?”

      My throat constricted. The scars on my hindquarters were a stark reminder for the rest of my life about my last pack run.

      “It’s been a while,” I admitted, then grimaced. There was a lot of wolf in my voice, and I worried she would take it the wrong way.

      Instead, she gave an apologetic smile. “My name’s Luna,” she said.

      The corner of my mouth tilted up. “A bit on the nose, don’t you think?”

      She chuckled. “My parents were Fang and Alpina. I decided to break tradition.”

      I snorted. “I’m Bailey.”

      “I’m aware,” She said lightly.

      “Just making sure,” I said with a bit of a snap. “Stray doesn’t have the best ring to it,” I retorted.

      Luna’s eyes sparked green as she smirked, but she didn’t look the least bit cowed. “Indeed.”

      I repressed the urge to snort. “Anything else I should know?” I asked as more wolves gathered.

      “Stay within the boundaries,” she suggested.

      I rolled the necklace between my fingers. “I don’t think I’ll have a choice there.”

      Derrick raised his and Rebeeca’s clasped hands above their heads, showcasing their united front, and everyone stood at attention. “Cleansing power of the Full Moon, enhance the positive energy within our pack so it is filled with joy and laughter. Cleansing power of the Full Moon, open our home to positive energy and let it be a safe haven from the world. Cleansing power of the Full Moon, guide us in our journey to fulfill the purpose of our lives.”

      Yips and barks trickled across the pack, ramping up the energy.

      Derrick’s eyes caught mine across the crowd, and my breath momentarily left me.

      “Let us run!” He roared.

      Howls broke out, and clothing was stripped. One after another, people shifted into their wolf forms until I was in a sea of brown, black, and white fur.

      Rebecca’s red wolf broke into a run, and the pack followed. Derrick and I continued to stare at one another.

      Never breaking eye contact, I peeled my dress over my head. His gaze burned with such intensity, his alpha power rearing toward me. His thumbs dipped into his shorts and pulled them down. My eyes dropped for a split second, I couldn’t help myself, and hot damn was he big. The corner of his lip curled, and my lips pressed into a thin line.

      My wolf howled in my head, wanting out and wanting to go to him.

      Derrick’s eyes flashed yellow, like his wolf was responding.

      Together, we transformed.

      I lifted my muzzle into the sky and broke out into a long howl, which was reciprocated by other howls from the pack, including Derrick.

      I bounded forward, high-tailing it past Derrick’s massive wolf.

      He took up the back of the pack, like a good Alpha, to watch our backs and make sure no member was left behind.

      I sped forward, the trees and wolves blurring in my vision. A bolt of blonde fur caught my attention, weaving in and out of pack members at a rate even I couldn’t keep up with. The smaller figure leapt alongside me.

      I blinked at the loping coyote beside me. Lyra’s tongue lolled out of the side of her mouth in a canine grin, and my wolf rumbled her appreciation about having a friend at our side.

      Friend.

      I didn’t know if I’d had ever used that word before, but I had no other way to describe the sweet shifter beside me.

      I nipped at her shoulder, and she hopped to the side with a squeak. A husky chortle rose up my throat, and I took off. My playful challenge was quickly noted, and Lyra was beside me within seconds.

      We pushed ourselves faster, and when she pulled ahead, it only made me work harder to keep up.

      We raced past the pack, past Xavier’s all black wolf, and soon were so far ahead of the pack I couldn’t see them, only sense them. Their scents mixed with the pine of the trees, and the pounding of their feet was like they were drumming the Earth, letting the world know of our arrival.

      Lyra let out a barking howl, obviously coyote, but I joined her with a long one as well.

      The full moon’s light gleamed across my fur and invigorated me. A cleansing power is exactly what it felt like. This full moon was truly a blessing—to run with a happy pack where women were treated well, an Alpha everyone seemed to like, and a friend by my side. It felt like nothing but an impossible dream.

      Lyra took a hard left, and I followed. It wasn’t until a few strides later I realized we were on the edge of the territory. Suddenly, the chain around my neck felt heavy. A sharp reminder that I wasn’t truly part of the pack.

      I broke away from Lyra, needing to clear my mind from everything but the burn in my muscles as I ran. When my lungs ached, I kept going. When my legs cramped, I pushed through it. Even though I could no longer hear the others in the pack, I ran. I ran for hours until I reached another border, which I could tell because the necklace heated with warning.

      I slid to a stop, huffing as I stared into the trees beyond, and collapsed onto the ground, my body unwilling to go any further until I’d rested. Next to me was a trickling creek, and I lapped up a few mouthfuls of glacial water. I sighed in relief as coolness soothed the raging fire inside of me.

      The snap of a stick echoed behind me.

      I whirled around, forgetting about my tiredness as I sprang to my feet. My front bowed slightly, ready to flee or fight.

      Derrick stepped out from behind a tree. The size of his brown wolf surprised me every time. Just like his human form, he was thick with muscle and larger than everyone else. We assessed one another. His eyes were nearly the same as when he was in human form, but some wolfish gold mixed with his usual brown. His fur was mostly brown, but now that I wasn’t fleeing from his wolf, I took time to appreciate the highlights within the hair, including a darker saddle on his back.

      The bulging muscles of his human form transformed into his wolf just as strongly. He was beautiful.

      Brutal.

      He circled me, and I turned my head with him, never taking my eyes from him. When his eyes landed on the scars on my right flank, I shifted them away from his view.

      He took two steps and towered over me. I tilted my head up, my wolf and I refusing to cower at the power he exuded.

      He huffed out his muzzle, but amusement lightened his eyes. Bending his head, his snout moved to my throat.

      I held still while my wolf panted. Derrick was testing me, tracing his wet nose over my wolf’s most vulnerable spots. He continued down my side, softly grazing the hairless teeth marks on my rear.

      My throat closed, my stomach twisting in anxiety. What would he do?

      Gently, he licked the healed wounds.

      My mind blanked at the intimacy of the act.

      What the fuck was happening?

      Should I snap at him, hit him across the face with my paw or give a warning growl?

      But . . . my wolf practically vibrated with pleasure.

      Derrick circled around me, his nose still tracing along my body.

      My wolf wanted him. It took every ounce of power not to pounce on him and claim him as mine.

      I would normally laugh at that, but too much tension had built in my body. A female claiming a male? I was going insane.

      Mate.

      Seriously? He literally said he was bonding with someone else next month last night. I shouted at my inner wolf—remember Rebecca? You want to throw away the safety of this new pack so quickly?

      Mate.

      My wolf was more insane than I was.

      I growled at myself, at my wolf, but Derrick thought it was meant for him, so he stepped back.

      He lowered his head slightly until we were at eye level. A completely non-Alpha thing to do. Had his wolf responded to my growl?

      Before I could question it, Derrick’s head whipped to the side, eyes scanning the trees.

      I peered into the thicket, searching for whatever had him on edge.

      From behind a bush, a red wolf leapt out and tackled me to the ground.

      I rolled out from underneath Rebecca, but I didn’t have time to get my feet under me before she attacked me again.

      On my back, with her on top, I brought up my hind legs and kicked at her underbelly. Tufts of fur flew off, and I knew I nicked her when a short whine slipped out.

      Instead of pouncing off, she bit my shoulder.

      I choked on the pain, leaning forward and grabbing her by the throat. I hauled her off of me, making sure not to snap her neck, but the taste of her blood was already in my mouth.

      She rolled across the ground, and I strode towards her.

      Derrick stepped in front of me, and I growled with warning.

      This bitch attacked me out of nowhere. He couldn’t actually expect me to sit by and do nothing, could he?

      He growled back with warning, pushing all his Alpha energy into a wordless command to back down.

      Rebecca stood on wobbling legs. Her gaze bounced between the two of us, and when they landed on me, there was nothing but raging hatred. Her usual blue eyes were pure yellow. Rebecca was barely present; her wolf was fully in control. She snarled with a warning and skulked back into the forest.

      Derrick kept his place in front of me, blocking me from chasing after her to finish what she started.

      She was a fucking coward.

      Little did they know I wasn’t some stray or some female omega to be taken advantage of. Perhaps it was time the world knew. Or at least, perhaps it was time I at least admitted to myself what I was. The entire reason I had left my pack and hidden the very essence of myself tightly away and thrown away the key.

      I was a female Alpha.
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      Everyone seemed angry these days, or maybe it was just me.

      Whatever it was, the burden of being Alpha never felt as heavy as it did now. My mother’s eyes watched me, judging and disappointed. Rebecca trailed me like a bad habit, inserting herself into whatever I was doing, whether or not I felt her presence was warranted.

      And Bailey . . . Bailey spent most of her time with Lyra.

      I knew she was likely avoiding me due to what happened on the full moon a week ago, but I couldn’t apologize for my wolf’s boldness. Just thinking about it had me hard and frustrated.

      The scars on her flanks had drawn me to her like a moth to a flame, and it’d taken every ounce of self-control not to give into every instinct screaming at me. To help her, to reassure her . . . to claim her.

      My wolf knew she wasn’t ready. That she was in pain. Licking along her flank was a gesture of intimacy worse than a few stolen kisses. I felt raw and open afterward, like a wound that needed draining in order to heal properly.

      Yet I didn’t regret it.

      And I knew that was the reason Rebecca was following me around. She didn’t want me to find myself alone with Bailey.

      Which was ridiculous. Rebecca constantly acted like Bailey was competition, like I hadn’t already committed to mating her in a month… less than a month.

      “Derrick!”

      My enhanced hearing picked up Rebecca’s voice from the front of my cabin. I groaned and made a decision I wasn’t proud of. I squeezed myself out one of the larger back windows and raced into the forest. If I went deep enough, she wouldn’t follow me. She’d dismiss it as too much work.

      I had wanted to investigate the vampire trail myself, so now was as good a time as any. It wasn’t exactly protocol for me to go off on my own, but I wouldn’t risk running into Rebecca again just to have Xavier insist he accompany me. I hadn’t been truly alone for too long.

      I needed to think.

      Before I shifted into my wolf form, I grabbed the walkie-talkie clipped to my waist and mashed the button. “Alpha to Beta.”

      I waited.

      “Beta here.”

      I hesitated, then ploughed on ahead. I needed some time to myself, or I was going to lose my shit. Xavier would likely understand. If anyone would, it would be him.

      “Cover for me for the day. I’m going to investigate the vampire trail.”

      There was barely a pause before he agreed, though the walkie-talkie crackled after I stuffed it into a tree so it would be safe until I came back. “If you need some time, just say so. You don’t need to bullshit me.”

      I snorted and grabbed the receiver again. “Ten-four. Alpha out.”

      I shifted into my wolf form and ran.

      And ran.

      The quiet of the forest was exactly what I needed, and the movement of the sun helped me keep track of time. Night, day . . . what did it matter when you had the freedom to run? Endless stretches of woods, trees, and even waterfalls and warm springs—places the tourists didn’t know about and never would. The mountains rose high around all of us, regal guardians that created a sense of comfort and peace. No one could intrude upon our sanctuary.

      It wasn’t technically true, but some days it felt like we were the only ones left alive in the world. It was glorious.

      Half a day later, I was almost there. I adjusted my path, ensuring I was backtracking to where the vampire had met my cubs.

      You mean where Bailey killed it.

      She was quite the fighter, despite having no obvious training. If she could take down a vampire that quickly on instinct, she’d be unstoppable with some fine tuning. I would have to rectify that and make sure she joined in the training. I was annoyed at myself for not thinking of it earlier, but Alpha duties mired my mind most hours of the day.

      My wolf growled in anticipation, and I halted all thoughts of Bailey.

      Rebecca. Think of Rebecca. She was gorgeous, of course, and her family had a lot of supporters. Mating with her would keep her father’s cronies off my back and keep peace within the pack. And she had great tits. And . . .

      And?

      I frowned even in my wolf form, reaching the spot where the vampire had died.

      And what?

      Rebecca had more redeeming qualities than just her looks and who her father was. She had to. Otherwise . . . otherwise—

      You couldn’t handle a few days of her constant needling? Imagine a lifetime.

      A small bead of anxiety wormed its way into my chest, but I pushed it away to focus on tracking the vampire. I struggled to pick up the scent, which was nearly gone, but I managed to find a whiff that set my teeth on edge. The slight scent of decay and rot would always trigger the fight or flight response in my brain.

      Its trail was long and convoluted, which made sense if it had been tracking my cubs for a while. I noticed immediately when the trail straightened. The vampire had picked up on the cubs here by this river and followed them. So where had he come from?

      Southwest, just as my contingent had claimed.

      I groaned internally. That meant he’d likely come from the direction of the Yosemite territory, as I had feared. There was no way I was going all the way to their border, since that was just asking for trouble. Encroaching on another pack’s territory would be seen as a threat to their Alpha’s dominance, and that was the last thing I intended. I could get closer, though.

      I took off at a run, my wolf yipping in happiness. We burned off the anxiety and tension of the last few days. I really needed to run more and not just at the full moon. I let go of any thoughts of grumpy females and stretched my muscles, panting and pushing my body as hard as I could as the terrain zipped by under my feet. Hours passed and the forest gave way to barren flatlands, and I halted. Open land wasn’t the smartest way to travel for a wolf, and the wind was against me.

      I should turn back.

      Or, I could keep investigating. The trail continued across the landscape. This area was uninhabited, so I only needed to be careful of cars over land or planes overhead. And make sure I skirted the reservation of course.

      I took one step onto the desolate landscape, the pads of my paw heating as it met the hot, dry earth. Something whizzed through the air, but I didn’t move fast enough.

      Twang!

      I sucked in a gasp of pain as an arrow buried into my side, my feet scrabbling uselessly under me. I tried to force myself back into the tree line. Pain clouded my vision, but I needed to move. If I gave the hunter another target, he’d take me out.

      Twang!

      I threw myself to the side, but the arrow still caught my hindquarters. I couldn’t help the yowl of pain that left my throat. Trying to ignore the agony, I focused on the direction the arrows had come from. My vision went dark as a shadow moved toward me.

      No! Stay conscious!

      A growl shook the trees as another wolf lunged between me and the shadow. The wind shifted, and I barked in shock.

      Bailey.

      It wasn’t possible with the chain, unless—I shook my head, she wouldn’t.

      She was magnificent as she tackled the shadow, a black wolf with a streak of white down his muzzle. Had she been following me this entire time? Anger at myself warred with how impressive her tracking skills were, though the wind blowing away from her had certainly been in her favor.

      Bailey held the other wolf down easily, growling in a way that made him go still and whine. Wait. What?

      The wolf shifted back into his human form, and so did Bailey. Her ass was nicely rounded, and—

      I shook my head, blaming my spiraling thoughts on blood loss.

      “Bailey! It’s me!” The black wolf was now a cowering man with brown hair and blue eyes, his hands still held up in supplication before him.

      Bailey sneered and lowered her hands. “No shit, David! What the fuck are you doing?”

      Growling at him to stay put, Bailey raced over to me. Without even a ‘hello’ or ‘fancy seeing you here,’ she yanked the arrow out of my side in one solid pull.

      My wolf roared in pain, and she used my distraction to quickly yank the other one out.

      Son of a bitch!

      Bailey rolled her eyes as I tried not to writhe in pain. “Take a few deep breaths, big boy.”

      To my consternation, my wolf did just that. With relief I felt my healing kick in. I wouldn’t be in great shape anytime soon, but I wasn’t in danger of dying anymore.

      Satisfied, Bailey whipped back to the other wolf. “I asked you a question.”

      David cringed. “I . . . I’m on border patrol today. He was sneaking around—”

      “We’re nowhere near Yosemite’s borders! Try again.”

      If I hadn’t been literally bleeding out, I might have laughed at how this male looked ready to piss himself in front of Bailey. How did Bailey know this wolf, and what exactly was he doing in neutral territory?

      I shifted back into my human form, wincing as I took in the wounds. My side and ass were going to be sore. “You . . . you know Bailey?”

      Both of them spun around to me, Bailey’s face going pale as I struggled to stand. She huffed, stepping close and putting my arm around her shoulders. It felt nice, and I was surprised how she easily managed my added weight. Another flash of need shot straight to my dick, but luckily the pain of my injury chased away my rising desire.

      I leaned heavily against Bailey and addressed the newcomer. “Right. So obviously you know her. Answer her question. Why are you out here, shooting at anything that moves?”

      I allowed a bit of my Alpha voice through; between me and Bailey, David’s eyes almost went cross-eyed.

      “I can’t tell you. My Alpha would gut me—”

      “This Alpha will gut you if you don’t.”

      “Both of you shut it,” Bailey snapped, and I suppressed the urge to glare at her. My wolf seemed oddly fine with her taking charge. It was my human brain that was flustered. Even though I was wounded, I was still the Alpha here.

      Bailey turned to David, poking a finger into his chest. “You won’t tell anyone about meeting us. I don’t care what lies you make up. And you!” She twisted her head back to me as I placed a hand at my side, trying to determine if the wound had clotted fully. “You won’t rip apart the only male from my old pack who was decent to me.”

      I glared at David, but that last admission lessened the heat. “Fine,” I grunted, knowing I had cocked this entire thing up entirely.

      David nodded frantically, backing away from us. I could barely walk, even with Bailey’s support. It was unlikely we would make it back to our territory before nightfall.

      David backed into the woods, but Bailey’s eyes narrowed. “Not so fast. Get your scraggly ass back here.”

      A wolf-like whine came again from David’s throat, but he quit backing away.

      “How is mom?” Bailey’s voice went soft—softer than I’d ever heard it.

      David’s face changed as well, from fear to anxiety. “Well enough. Her chores are increasing, but my family tries to help her out. It pisses him off she finishes what he deems as impossible, but he never catches us. And it’s not just me. Lots of the others don’t think it’s right how he’s treating her. And that’s saying something for our pack.”

      Bailey’s body went stiff against mine, her face marred in devastation. “Tell her . . . tell her I’m sorry,” Bailey choked out.

      David reached a hand out, but Bailey turned away. He sighed and let it drop to his side. “She knows, B. We’re all just happy you got out.”

      Bailey nodded, too overcome to say more.

      I shot a glance at this male and tried to think past my pain. “Why are you out here? You could have started a turf war if Bailey hadn’t been here.”

      The terror on his face was back. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know you were an Alpha. We were told to come out this far and look for any other supernaturals. Shoot first and ask questions later. We’ve had three cubs die.”

      That was alarming. Cubs were absolutely precious to any pack, due to how rare they were. The loss of one would be enough to throw an entire pack into grieving for a year. But three? I couldn’t imagine it.

      “Would your Alpha be open to negotiating a joint effort?”

      Bailey went even paler, and her breaths came in short gasps. I focused on David.

      His eyes went to the ground, staring intently at a large leaf. “I—uh . . . I don’t—”

      His stuttering was more than just Alpha intimidation. He was hiding something from me, and I didn’t like it.

      Clearly David wasn’t going to tell me anything useful. Since Bailey was familiar with him, I could get more information later, when I wasn’t bleeding out. “Go bathe in a stream to get our scent off of you. Then go back to your territory and forget you saw us.”

      David flinched as my Alpha voice hit him, and he scurried away into the forest with one long, last look at Bailey. I growled at that, even knowing he was just a friend. Or at least, I hoped he was. Either way, I bet he knew who had given Bailey the mating scars on her hind legs. It was tempting to go after him and demand answers.

      “Fuck. Fuckity fuck nuggets—”

      “Bailey.”

      Her eyes were wide, her skin clammy. I couldn’t have her panicking now. I needed her to stay sharp to get us both home.

      “Bailey,” I repeated her name calmly.

      “He’s going to come get me, he’s going to—”

      I grabbed her head and pulled it into my neck, nuzzling her into my scent. I didn’t know if it would work with a wolf who wasn’t strictly pack, but it was a trick most mothers used with the cubs.

      Bailey took a few deep breaths of my scent and the shaking subsided. I closed my eyes, my body relaxing despite the pain and blood. For a moment, everything seemed . . . right.

      Then she pushed off of me, not looking at me. “Right. We need to take a break until your healing fully kicks in. Know of any safe houses or hideaways?”

      I nodded. “There is an abandoned cottage a few miles back the way we came. If we stay the night there, I should be healed enough in the morning to run the rest in wolf form.” Even if it wouldn’t be at top speed.

      “Wonderful. Let’s go.”

      Hobbling together through the forest wasn’t fun, and the pain mostly kept my wolf’s baser instincts under control. Otherwise, he might linger on Bailey’s hands on my back or the worried glint in her eyes. Or how it felt to lean on her, just a little, and have her strength shore me up.

      The silence was thick around us, and I couldn’t stand it. I had too many questions. “Why are you here? Why did you follow me?” Bailey didn’t speak, and I pushed down my irritation. I needed to be patient with her. I had questions about David and Bailey’s old pack, but I highly doubted she’d want to answer them until we reached shelter.

      It was a relief when the dilapidated cabin came into view. It was a single story with its roof still intact, located next to a bubbling brook. Bailey kicked in the door, bugs scattering as light filtered in.

      The one cot in the corner was stained and dirty, covered in pollen and pine needles.

      “Charming.” Bailey snorted.

      She lowered me to the floor more gently than I thought possible, given her strength and earlier anger with me. I groaned as I leaned against the wall, expecting a diatribe about how dirty the cabin was or how disgusted she was to have to spend the night here. It certainly would have been the first thing out of Rebecca’s mouth.

      Bailey didn’t say anything about the cabin’s state, however. She rustled through the cabinets, finding a few sheets and even a pillow that was clean enough if a little musty smelling. I pointed to a ladder in the corner, and her eyes followed it to the loft above us. With an excited grin, she scaled the ladder and sighed happily at the second, much larger bed.

      Her head popped out over the side, hair hanging down over her grinning face. “Well, seeing as you’re injured and all, I suppose I’ll take this one.”

      I rolled my eyes as I stood. “How magnanimous of you.”

      Bailey leapt from the loft, landing neatly on her feet in front of me. She tilted her head up, and her hazel eyes caught mine. Her smile was infectious, and I was struck by how she easily found joy in the little things.

      If only she could be happy all of the time.

      I reached a hand out to cup her cheek, and her smile disappeared. I drew my hands back immediately, but had to say something. I hated how her good moods vanished so easily. “No. Don’t do that,” I said.

      Confusion pulled at her brow. “Do what?”

      “Stop smiling. I’m not saying you have to smile, that’s ridiculous. I mean . . . fuck. I’m sad that you’re sad.” My wolf was reaching out to her, pleading to allow us to help. To become a member of the pack and be officially under our protection.

      Shock rounded her eyes, and she hurriedly pulled away. My wolf retreated inward, hurt and confused by her rejection.

      I drew back, embarrassed. Was it the blood loss that had me so frazzled? Adrenaline and endorphins were still working their way down after my encounter. That must have been it.

      Bailey went through the rest of the cabinets, scrounging up enough supplies to make tea and a dinner of a can of SpaghettiOs that we split. I watched in silence from the cot as she dumped half of the cold sludge into a bowl she’d found, the tomato sauce a bit congealed around the soggy bits of paste. The other half went back into the can, which she slurped from without a smidgen of apology.

      “Here.” She thrust the bowl at me and wrapped herself in one of the few blankets as she sat collapsed beside me.

      I cleared my throat, suddenly uncomfortable. “Thanks,” I said into the silence.

      Bailey shrugged, as if it hadn’t been a big deal.

      But it had been.

      Bailey shifted, the can lowering from her lips. “I wasn’t sure you’d told anyone you left, and princess was hollering loud enough to wake the dead. I had nothing better to do. Though I’m shocked I was allowed to wander off your territory.”

      I blinked at her, confused. Then I realized she was answering the question I’d asked her in the woods. About why she’d followed me.

      Her eyes were sharp, boring into mine with a vicious intensity.

      I glanced down at the dregs in my tea, but it didn’t have any helpful suggestions. “About that . . .” I began slowly.

      “Yes, about that,” She sneered in response.

      I smirked, knowing she wouldn’t like the answer. “It appears that someone was worried about me.”

      Her mouth opened, but I rushed to explain. “The chain keeps you from escaping or harming anyone in my pack. If it allowed you to cross the boundary and continued to let you, it was because you didn’t have a single thought of escaping or harming anyone. Rather, you had to be focused on something else—something important to the pack. Or in this case, someone.”

      I was smirking, and I couldn’t stop it. My wolf was insanely smug at solid proof that Bailey obviously gave a shit about me.

      She gave a nervous snort, decidedly not looking at me. “I didn’t even realize I’d crossed the boundary until I’d nearly caught up with you. I knew I had run way too long without hitting anything. I figured I just hadn’t crossed it yet. Then I stopped thinking about it at all, because I was trying to find—”

      “Me.”

      Her eyes were on her own mug. “Obviously.”

      I’d been out here a day. In that time, she hadn’t once thought about escaping. If she had, she’d have succumbed to the collar the moment she was out of bounds.

      “That would have been nice to know,” she grumbled.

      The attitude was back. That was fine. I knew how to handle her attitude. It was the quiet seriousness and the sadness that I wasn’t sure how to deal with.

      “Would it have changed anything?” I asked.

      Her grip tightened on the mug, but she didn’t reply. Not that I expected her to, and to some extent I didn’t need her to. The fact that something had irrevocably changed sat in the air between us, heavy and stifling.

      I had to break it somehow.

      “Just admit you were worried.” I tried to keep my voice light, but it came out far more desperate than I’d intended.

      Bailey shot me a glare, but it softened when I offered a lopsided grin. It wasn’t just that she’d followed me—which was exactly what I would have done if a pack member had left unannounced. She’d also taken care of my wounds, helped me back here, and made me dinner and tea. All without a word of complaint.

      Like I would have done.

      Rebecca would have whined the entire time and likely would have left you here to spend the night. She wouldn’t have stayed. She wouldn’t have made you tea from bark.

      I clutched my mug closer, unable to shut those thoughts down. I needed to stop comparing both females, but my wolf was adamant.

      Fine. I’d show him.

      “You can go back if you’d like. I’ll be fine here until I heal in the morning.”

      Bailey’s eyebrow lifted, rising nearly to her hairline. “Shut up and eat your SpaghettiOs.”

      I chuckled and did just that.

      

      
        
        ☾

      

      

      

      Neither of us were comfortable, but we were tired. My healing abilities kicked into turbo gear after the small meal, and I was out quickly. Bailey helped me lie down and seemed content to simply sit next to me while sleep dragged me under. I’d refused the pillow until she nailed me in the head with it, arguing that the blankets in the loft bed would be more than sufficient.

      A muffled cry dragged me out of my rest, my Alpha instincts twinging in discomfort. I blinked the sleep out of my eyes but couldn’t see or smell any intruders.

      “Stop—”

      Bailey’s voice was muted, sounding far away, but it was clear from her voice she was in distress.

      I was instantly awake and upright, nearly tripping as my tender leg didn’t want to respond as quickly as I wanted it to. I fell to the floor, hissing in pain but letting my knees take the brunt of my weight. I methodically and carefully climbed to the loft, watching as Bailey thrashed under the thin blanket, sweat coating her face and neck.

      “Don’t! Stop!”

      “Bailey, wake up.” Dragging myself to the bedside, I put my hand on her forehead, trying to brush some hair away from her face. She jerked as if I’d slapped her, whining in submission.

      The sound made my heart freeze in my chest. Bailey was submissive to no one. I got close to her ear, determined to wake her up one way or the other. I grabbed the back of her neck and the cool metal of the necklace. Growling, I summoned as much Alpha power as I could.

      “Bailey, wake up.”

      Her eyes opened a crack, enough for me to see them rolling back in her head. I thought about everything I knew about her and had to suppress a grin at the crazy idea I had. She wouldn’t respond to my Alpha voice for whatever reason, but a challenge . . .

      I put my teeth near her neck and growled with as much venom as I could.

      Her eyes shot open, her fists flying toward my face.

      I flung myself back from the bed, trying to give her as much space as possible and landed on my ass, hissing in pain.

      “It’s okay! It’s just me!” I reassured.

      Bailey threw herself into the corner of two walls the bed was pressed against, her eyes wildly scanning her surroundings. Her body shook as she curled into herself, her knees coming up to her chest.

      “Derrick. It’s Derrick,” I emphasized with my hands spread open in front of me, willing her to understand.

      I moved closer, but it was as if she couldn’t see me. I put my hand tentatively on her ankle, noticing how cool her skin was despite the sweat. She didn’t react negatively, so I went closer.

      “S—sorry. Just a nightmare,” she grunted.

      An understatement if there ever was one. I huffed. “That was a nightmare, like I have a few scratches.”

      She snorted, but continued to shiver.

      I reached for her ankle again but kept a respectful distance. If my suspicions were correct about what was in her dreams, she might not want any more contact. Especially from a male.

      Nevertheless, I reached for her. “Can I help you?” I whispered. Begged.

      Because I wanted to help her. I needed to help her. Not only because it was the nature of an Alpha, but because the truth was that I cared about her.

      To my surprise, she grasped my hand like it was a lifeline, pulling me onto the bed. I winced as the movement pulled on my healing wounds, but I didn’t care. Anything to get that terrified look off her face. Anything to get her to sneer or call me a name, or flip me off—

      She started crying, and I tried not to panic. I did the only thing I could think of, which seemed to work earlier in the day. I gently grabbed the back of her neck with my hand, and nuzzled her head into my neck and chest. Her arms came around my neck and squeezed, and then she was sobbing against me.

      I lowered my head down onto hers, my eyes closing as my wolf cried out to do whatever I needed to make it better. I spoke quietly but firm. “Whatever happened, you aren’t there anymore.”

      Her fingers tightened around my neck, her nails leaving sharp indentations in my skin. I didn’t care. “It doesn’t matter. He’ll find me. He’ll finish it. He’ll—”

      “No. No, I won’t let him. I’ll kill him first.”

      I couldn’t keep the possessive growl out of my voice. I didn’t know who had hurt her, but if I ever found out, if I ever had the chance—

      “No.” Bailey pushed away from me, the tremors disappearing as she got control of herself. The familiar fire and rage glowed in her eyes, but it didn’t make me feel reassured like I had thought it would.

      She took a calming breath and met my gaze steadily. “He’s mine. I’m the one who kills him.”

      A raging bitch who made others afraid, or the doll that had been broken. Two extremes and neither of them was her true self. One side she hid behind, the other was the reason for the mask. I just wanted my Bailey back.

      Maybe it was time to start showing her she could trust me, instead of just expecting her to.

      “Sometimes I still have nightmares. About dying with my original pack or dying in the ocean instead of making it here.”

      Bailey stilled, and I took it as an invitation to continue. I was nervous opening up about this. The only person I had ever discussed it with was my mother, and it was still minimal with her.

      “The island nightmares are better. Then I can at least die fighting—facing my enemy head on. Out on the ocean, the enemies were the sun, the lack of water, the terror of starving. You can’t fight any of that with your fists, and your wolf nearly goes insane stuck on a small boat.”

      Bailey pulled away with eyes wide. “That sounds awful,” she said, her voice a raspy whisper.

      It was as if the dam had burst. “I was five,” I said. “I imagine it was worse for my mother. It’s bad enough being in the situation, but trying to keep your cub alive? That would be worse.”

      She nodded.

      Bailey understood the need to protect. I had seen it immediately when she’d jumped after that vampire with no hesitation to save pups that weren’t even in her pack.

      Her hair hung over her face. Her hazel eyes practically glowed in the small bit of moonlight that filtered through the filthy windows. Sweat had plastered bits of hair to her face, and the rest was tousled like a bird’s nest around her neck and shoulders.

      Rebecca spent hours on her appearance daily, yet never once had I felt the urge to simply look at her like I did with Bailey. “It was vampires,” I finished lamely.

      Bailey frowned. “On an island?”

      I huffed, lying onto my back with my hands behind my head. “That’s why I couldn’t control my suspicion and rage when I came upon you. The bloodsuckers hit a deep nerve for me.” Visions of the island disappearing haunted my mind, entwining with the screams of the wounded and dying.

      Bailey looked out the window, her lips in a thin line. I felt like she was so close to trusting me, but she was someone who valued action over empty words. I knew what I had to do to earn her trust. “If you decided to stay with the pack, I’d take the necklace off.”

      I wanted her to trust me. She saved my life; she saved an Alpha’s life. She deserved to be an official member of the pack. So, why couldn’t I just do it? Why offer instead of simply removing it? The truth had my stomach in knots, or rather the fear. The fear that she’d leave the moment she was free.

      Her fists clenched, but she didn’t respond.

      I sighed. “There’s no shame in making a new home for yourself in new beginnings. Fuck the past.”

      The corner of her mouth tilted upward at that into a lopsided smirk. Her eyes shined with emotion, and she sniffed. “Fuck the past, indeed.”

      She sat only a few inches away from me, but heat radiated from her skin. Our eyes met, and for a moment, nothing else mattered. There was only me, her, and the pain of the past that connected us, like a bridge between two worlds. Two people. Two wolves.

      “What was your dream about?” I pressed.

      I could have easily guessed, but I wanted her to tell me. I needed her to tell me. I couldn’t figure out why having her confide in me was so important, but it mattered that she trusted me enough to do it.

      Bailey frowned. I’d gone too far. I prepared for a hurtful retort or for her hands to push me away.

      “He tried to force me into a mating.” She took a steadying breath. “It was like my soul was being ripped apart. All the abuse I spent years receiving from males in the pack didn’t even compare to the pain I felt in that moment.”

      Silence hung in the air, and I was almost afraid to breathe. I didn’t want to mess up this pivotal, monumental moment between us. I wanted to hug her, to take her in my arms and tell her no one would ever hurt her again, but I didn’t want her to withdraw again. A grabby male was the last thing she needed. So I kept my hands to myself and just nodded at her to continue.

      Bailey swallowed, her voice continuing in a detached monotone. “It happened on a full moon. I knew he took a liking to me—wanted me, even—but I didn’t expect him to attack. To have his friends pin me to the ground while he forced a mating bond.” Her bottom lip trembled, and she bit down on it. “Obviously I disagreed, so I ran away. I’ve been running ever since. Before that even. I’ve been running from everything since the day I was born.”

      My wolf howled with rage over what had happened to her, but it wasn’t what she needed right now, so I pushed my instincts down. I should be surprised by what she did; I had never heard of a female wolf able to refuse a mating bond before. But seeing her fight tooth and nail from the moment I met her, I was not surprised by anything she was able to do.

      “Being pinned, feeling his bite. That’s my recurring nightmare.” Pausing, she looked at me with huge, empty eyes. “Say something.”

      Instead, I wrapped my arms around her.

      She let out a grunt of surprise, tensing at first, but then one by one her muscles relaxed into mine.

      I waited until finally her head fell back into the crook of my neck, and I exhaled heavily. “I’m sorry.”

      Her arms snaked around my middle to hug me back. “Me too.”

      The moment stretched the length of eternity, but I knew it had to end. “We should get some rest. My leg needs to heal before we head back in the morning.”

      To my surprise, she didn’t ask me to leave but snuggled into my side. I refrained from wrapping completely around her, which is all I wanted to do. I wanted to be closer to her, but it was unfair to both her and Rebecca.

      Soon, even breaths slipped from her slightly parted lips. As I listened to them, I drifted back into sleep myself.
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      I shoved a bite of crunchy cereal into my mouth.

      By the time we had finally gotten back to the pack the next day, Rebecca had been livid. Xavier hadn’t been much happier, but he’d at least kept the pack from finding out their Alpha and another woman had left overnight and kept everything under control. Apparently, he knew ahead of time that Derrick had gone off, but he hadn’t been given clear instructions on what to do if he didn’t come back.

      I can only imagine the sight we must have made, waltzing through the woods side by side when we’d finally emerged, Derrick’s leg covered in blood. I’d stalked away and let Rebecca have Derrick. Even if it made something deep inside of me twinge uncomfortably.

      I tried to keep my head down the last three days, helping Lyra with searching for herbs and keeping my mind clear and calm. For once, I felt no need to stir shit up—mostly because my brain was in shambles. That night in the cabin, I told Derrick things I’d never told anyone. But why?

      I took another bite of Cheerios, shoveling it in with a vengeance. Sitting at Derrick’s dining room table, smelling his pine-ocean scent all around me, didn’t help my building frustration.

      And why had I gone after him in the first place? It had started out as mere curiosity, but the idea of fleeing came and went in a blink of an eye. My wolf—No. I wanted to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid. It was my own Alpha instinct going haywire without a pack to protect, so I used the people I knew instead.

      Oh.

      I had wanted to protect him. So I tracked him, even as he turned southwest towards Yosemite territory, which made me writhe with anxiety. I’d gone anyway to ensure his safety. Even though he could outfight me with one hand behind his back and was twice my size.

      Turns out it was a good thing I had followed.

      I couldn’t even finish the thought of what would’ve happened if I wasn’t there. Well, besides Derrick likely murdering David, obviously. Assuming David hadn’t killed him first.

      No, I couldn’t think like that. Derrick was strong. Probably the strongest Alpha I’ve ever known. I’m sure he would’ve survived. Of course he would have. I wasn’t that significant.

      Urgh.

      I had barely seen Derrick the last few days, and every time we ran into one another, Rebecca hung off his arm.

      “Morning.”

      I jolted in my seat, spoon clanging against the side of the bowl.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you,” Derrick apologized. Well-fitted blue jeans hung on his hips, and the bastard was shirtless. My wolf drooled as my gaze ran over his thick chest, chiseled abs, and followed the V that dipped into his pants. I tried to ignore the memory of being in his arms, and failed miserably. I had fallen asleep in a male’s arms, body relaxed and mind clear. Never in my life would I have thought that possible. His hair was rumpled from sleep, and I fought the urge to go over and run my fingers through it. Throw in the fact he’s a good Alpha, a good man, who cares about his pack and helped me in a way no one had before. . .

      Down girl, I thought to myself.

      I shook my head to clear it. “It’s fine.”

      Our eyes met and silence descended. Something had shifted between us since the cabin. I didn’t know what, but it had. Judging by the lack of a smart response, he sensed it too.

      He opened his mouth like he was about to say something, and my heart jumped. Fear? Excitement? I don’t know what I wanted him to say, but I wanted him to say something after what we’d shared. I needed acknowledgement it had actually happened, or I might just convince myself it had all been a fever dream.

      Derrick’s mouth closed, and he shook his head, breaking the moment. He crossed the kitchen to a cupboard and pulled out the bread.

      I’m not his mate. Rebecca had spent days reminding me of just that every chance she got. It no longer made me angry though. Now I was just . . . sad.

      “Honey, make something quick and come back to bed with me.”

      Speak of the fucking devil. Rebecca rounded the corner and stopped dead when she saw me.

      I shoved another spoonful of cereal into my mouth, barely chewing before swallowing it and gulping down another. I wouldn’t make eye contact, and I wanted out of here now. I was worried about what I’d do if I thought about exactly why she wanted him back in bed.

      He was too good for her. Not that it should be me, no matter how much my wolf whined, but he deserved a female wolf who cared about the pack as much as he did. Rebecca cared too much about herself.

      Rebecca approached Derrick from behind and slipped her arms around his waist. She pressed her body against him, especially her womanly goods.

      “I really enjoyed last night.” She nipped his shoulder.

      I shoved the chair back as I stood, and it grated across the ground, nearly toppling over.

      They both looked at me;Rebecca with a hateful smile, and Derrick with a furrowed brow.

      I picked up my bowl, crossed the room beside them, and threw the dishes into the sink. Turning on my heel, I marched to the front door. I swung the door open to see Lyra with her fist raised, about to knock.

      “Thank fuck,” I said, grabbing her hand while pulling the door shut behind me.

      Before it locked completely, I heard Derrick’s annoyed voice grumbling at Rebecca, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

      That was his soon-to-be mate. They had every right to do whatever they wanted in the bedroom. Yet, the notion of it had my stomach twisting like a boa constrictor.

      “Everything okay?” Lyra glanced at me with a worried look.

      “Yup. Just tired of the Barbie and Ken show.” I stomped across the yard with Lyra right on my heels.

      “Maybe . . .” She paused.

      I slowed my pace and raised an eyebrow. “Maybe what?”

      “I was just thinking.” Her hands twisted in front of her. Her habit anytime she was nervous or unsure.

      “Spit it out, Lyra. I promise I won’t bite.”

      “If you plan on staying, we could get you a cabin of your own.” Pink tinged her cheeks, and she couldn’t meet my eyes.

      I froze and turned to her wide-eyed.

      Lyra found the bravery to look at my face, but then her attention dropped to my necklace. “Unless you don’t plan on staying.”

      I touched the golden chain. The thing which initially trapped me to this land no longer felt that way. Now, it was a connection to Derrick. He made me feel safe, and this reminded me of that.

      “I don’t know what I want,” I whispered. It was a truth I hated to admit. For once, I had a friend, a true friend. I wasn’t fearful of my life every single day anymore; maybe I could serve a purpose.

      No, my wolf wanted more. I wasn’t meant to sit on the sidelines, I was meant to lead, even though it had nearly gotten me killed time and time again.

      If I stayed here, word would get out. Eventually, Travis would come for me. I didn’t want to put this pack in danger. Lyra, Xavier, Luna, Derrick . . . I didn’t want to put any of them at risk, and staying here would do just that.

      But at the same time, it was the closest to a home and a real pack I had ever felt. And perhaps . . . maybe they would fight for me.

      As thrilling as the thought was, I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if any of them got hurt on my account.

      “You don’t need to decide now.” Lyra must’ve seen the warring emotions on my face, providing me with one of her usual endearing smiles. “We have time, and I’ll support you with whatever you do. Even if you don’t stay, I’ll always have your back. You’ll have a friend in me no matter where you go.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. I knew she meant it, but I don’t think she understood how much it meant to me. I had no words, so I did the only thing I could think of. I pulled her into a hug.

      Light laughter trickled out of her as she wrapped her arms around me to hug me back.

      “Thank you,” I murmured into her golden hair.

      “No need to thank me. I just hope you’ll consider staying.”

      I nodded against her head but couldn’t make the promise out loud. I was unsure if I’d keep it.

      She pulled back. “So, what’re we doing today? You said you had a surprise.”

      A grin crossed my face. “Follow me.”

      

      
        
        ☾

      

      

      

      “No! No, no, no, no.” Face pale, Lyra took a step away from where the contingent gathered for their morning practice.

      “Yes!” I grabbed her wrist and pulled her forward. “I already talked to Xavier, and he said he’d be happy to have us. I even made sure we wouldn’t be inhibiting the others. He assured me it would be fun. Plus, I don’t want either of us left defenseless with vampires around.”

      Lyra’s arm stiffened.

      I had hit a nerve, and guilt instantly twisted my guts. She knew better than most what a vampire could do to an unsuspecting shifter.

      Lyra swallowed and closed her eyes. When they opened, it wasn’t fear I saw. The happy-go-lucky façade was replaced with hard determination.

      “Never again,” she murmured.

      I nodded, agreeing with her as someone who had been hurt one too many times myself. “Never again. Fuck the past.”

      My heart clenched once as Derrick’s words left my mouth, but I quickly shoved it away and put on a grin for Lyra.

      Her eyes glinted, and a devilish smirk raised the side of her mouth. “Fuck being weak.”

      “What’s this about fucking so early in the morning?” Xavier sprung up from behind us, making us both jump. His head tilted back with a laugh. “Rule number one, never let your guard down.”

      The woman I had seen in the contingent before leapt out from the bushes, headed straight for Xavier.

      Xavier spun. One of his hands wrapped around her neck, while the other grabbed her shoulder. He used her momentum to spin her in the air and then slammed her into the ground. The hand on the back of her neck protected her head from smashing against the compact dirt.

      “Like I said,” he winked at Lyra, “never let your guard down.”

      The woman cursed, ignoring Xavier’s offer to help her up. Once standing, she brushed pine needles and dirt off her black shirt and leggings and stepped in front of us with folded arms. Cocking her head, her gaze raked over the two of us. “You the new recruits?”

      “I don’t know about recruits,” Lyra mumbled, her cheeks tinging a soft rose.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m Bailey. This is Lyra.” I held the woman’s gaze until her head finally dropped, breaking eye contact.

      She looked over at Xavier with a smile. “This should be good.”

      Xavier narrowed his eyes, but mirth still glistened in them. “It’s their first day. Don’t go too hard on them.”

      The woman nodded and turned back to us. “I’m Aniyah. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      The four of us met the rest of the warriors in the cleared space. Xavier worked us through workout drills, including some paired work, which Lyra and I did together. By the end, sweat soaked through my clothes. Lyra, on the other hand, bounced side to side on the balls of her feet. I could literally smell the excitement rolling off of her.

      “Lyra and Aniyah, if you will join me at the front,” Xavier commanded.

      I gave Lyra a thumbs up, but a trickle of fear spliced through her scent.

      “Lyra, I want you to shift into your coyote form. Aniyah, I want you to pin her to the ground,” Xavier directed loud enough for everyone to hear. “The rest of you, I want you to think about what tactics they both use. How Lyra avoids Aniyah’s advances, and the moves Aniyah makes to pin her.”

      Some of the others murmured to one another, clearly doubting Lyra. I growled in their direction, and they immediately shut up.

      Xavier sidled closer to Lyra. “You’ve got this,” he said.

      She inclined her head before stripping out of her workout clothes, keeping her back to us, and shifted into her coyote form. Lyra hung her head low, tail lowering between her legs. Her eyes danced over and met mine.

      I gave her a curt nod. You got this, I mouthed.

      Lyra raised her head, widening her stance, and looked at Aniyah head on.

      A smile pulled at my lips.

      Aniyah and Lyra squared off. A heartbeat later, Aniyah pushed off the ground in an impressive flip, and landed on the opposite side of Lyra.

      Everyone was certain Lyra would be taken down a second later. But while we were all focused on Aniyah’s impressive gymnastic ability, Lyra had moved to Aniyah’s old spot and faced her.

      Again, they stared each other down. But Aniyah’s amused smile was gone.

      This time when Aniyah attacked, I watched Lyra—or tried to, but she was nothing but a blur.

      I hid my grin behind my hand when she jumped onto Aniyah’s somersaulting back and landed on the far side of her.

      Aniyah growled with annoyance.

      Xavier leaned against a tree, a hint of pride tilting his lips.

      Again Aniyah moved, but she was slower than before. Lyra ran in circles around her legs. Aniyah was so busy trying not to trip over Lyra that she didn’t see the smaller coyote herding her to a stick on the ground.

      Aniyah spun, but her heel caught the stick, and the thud of her ass hitting the ground was met with silence from the group.

      Everyone gaped at the spectacle before them.

      “That’s enough.” Xavier halted the challenge.

      Lyra transformed back and had her clothes back on within a few seconds. Her speed was fast, even in human form. How had I not noticed this before? I remembered her being fast on the full moon, but I hadn’t realized she could be this fast. That little punk must have slowed down for me during our run. My inner wolf was pissed at being bested, but I bit my tongue to stop from laughing. I didn’t want anyone to get the wrong impression.

      Lyra scooted over to where Aniyah still sat dumbstruck on the ground. She held out her hand.

      Aniyah glared up at her.

      Lyra didn’t back down, but I could tell by the shift on her feet she was nervous.

      A wide smile broke across Aniyah’s face as she reached up to grasp Lyra’s hand. “That was awesome. You’ll need to teach me some of your moves.”

      Lyra helped Aniyah to her feet. “I wouldn’t call any of what I did moves.”

      Xavier stepped up beside them. “Well, maybe we should consider making some of them official moves. It was very impressive.”

      Lyra’s cheeks turned pink, which was obvious because her face wasn’t even red from exertion. She was hardly winded.

      “Okay everyone!” Xavier clapped. “Pair up, and work through combination nine.”

      Aniyah waved at Lyra before jogging over to her partner.

      “You did so good!” I beamed at Lyra when she got back to me.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      “You’ve got to teach me some moves! Please,” I begged her, even folding my hands together under my chin.

      Lyra blushed again, then gave me a sly grin with excitement sparking in her eyes.
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      “Well, you look like shit.” Xavier leaned on the door frame in his usual all black attire, his hands shoved into his pockets.

      I chuckled with a wince. My wound from the arrow was healed, but the muscles were still a little tight. It would take a few more days to break in the new tissue. I leaned back in the seat at my desk and sighed. “It’s been a long few days.”

      Xavier sauntered forward and plopped himself in the chair across from me. “From being Alpha or from Rebecca?”

      I gave him a leveled look. “What do you think?”

      His face stretched into a grin. “So, it’s Bailey?”

      I threw my pen at him, which only caused him to burst into laughter. “Speaking of,” he sobered, “you never really told me what happened while you were away.”

      I shrugged. “She saved my ass. That’s the gist of it.”

      Xavier’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “She saved you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, but it’s not like we’ve talked much since. Rebecca hasn’t left my side since we resurfaced.”

      Xavier chortled. “Can you blame her?”

      I leaned my head onto the back of my chair and closed my eyes. “No.”

      Xavier tossed the pen back, and we both watched it roll across the warped surface of the old wooden desk. “You’re engaged for a reason,” Xavier reminded me as it slid to a stop.

      I sighed. “I know.” My wolf didn’t agree, no matter how much I tried to remind the both of us it was what was best for the pack. Then there was Bailey. She’d fucking saved me. Me! The Alpha of one of the strongest packs in the U.S. She’s not even part of my pack and doesn't have history the way Rebecca and I do, and yet she saved me.

      I released a huff and leaned forward, steepling my fingers in front of my face. “You said you had news.”

      “Yeah,” he nodded. “I finally heard back from the other packs.”

      “And?” My lips twisted into a worried grimace. Now that I knew the vamp had come from the direction of Yosemite territory, I was curious to see what Xavier had learned.

      “My cousin had nothing for me. Not that I’m surprised.” Xavier’s face darkened. “It took her weeks to get back to me, and all I got was ‘females aren’t privy to that information.’”

      “Controlling bastards,” I growled.

      Xavier snarled his agreement.

      “And the other packs?” I prompted.

      He shook his head. “Nothing out of the norm. Some brawls when pack members run into the city for supplies, but no vampire sightings near their territories. I dunno, man. It’s weird.”

      Weird was an understatement.

      “What about the fact that the vampires can go out during the day?” I pressed, hoping he had found out something that could be of use.

      Xavier rapped his knuckles on the desk, frustrated. “All the brawls have been at night. This is the first they’ve heard of a vampire coming out during the day,” Xavier said.

      Shit. I drummed my fingers on the table in time with his tapping foot.

      A soft knock on the door pulled mine and Xavier’s attention. We both stood when my mother and Lyra walked in, Xavier shifting to the side of the room to open up the seats for the two of them.

      “You rang, dear?” My mom walked right up to me and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      I gave a weak smile, appreciating her attention but not while I was in Alpha mode. “Yeah, thanks for coming.” I motioned for her and Lyra to take a seat, but my stomach churned with anxiety.

      I had really hoped Xavier had found something so I didn’t have to do this, but Lyra might know something, whether she realized it or not. And as much as I didn’t want to hurt my mom by stirring old memories, I was Alpha and I needed to protect the pack. Anything they knew about vampires could help us understand this rogue better.

      My mother settled into her seat with a straightened back, forever holding an air of propriety even if she had once lived on an island in the middle of the Pacific. Weak was the last word I would ever use to describe her, and she made sure to never give another wolf a reason to either.

      Lyra, on the other hand, sank into her chair, eyes straying to the floor. She was too nervous to make eye contact with anyone. Xavier watched her intently, riveted by the coyote we had grown up with, and moved to stand behind her. I don’t think he did it knowingly. He’s been her secret protector since we were young, and neither of them fully realize it.

      “Thank you for coming,” I reiterated. “I’m really sorry to do this to you both. I know this will be a touchy subject, and this isn’t the best time to bring it up,” I said cautiously.

      My mother tutted. “Spit it out, darling. Whatever you have to talk to us about, beating around the bush won’t make it any easier.”

      She was right. I gathered myself and just said it. “I need you two to tell me about the vampire attacks you both witnessed,” I said.

      Lyra’s head shot up, wide eyes meeting my own for a split second. My mother cocked her head to the side. “Why now? After all this time?”

      She had a point. Not once had I asked her for details about the attack in all my years of growing up. The chaotic memories I still had were horrific enough, and I’d never wanted to purposefully make my mother relive the worst time of her life.

      I sighed. “The rogue vampire. We have learned very little, and to keep the pack safe I need to learn whatever I can. I won’t allow what happened to our old packs to happen to us,” I clarified. My heart thudded in my chest. Part of me was worried they’d refuse, and I would have to use my Alpha power to get any information. I’d sworn never to be that Alpha, so I was nervous. I nodded at Lyra. “Will you tell me what you remember?”

      Her jaw bobbed, and instead of bursting into tears like I half expected, she squared her shoulders. From the corner of my eye, I saw Xavier smile.

      She took a steadying breath. “I was young, so I don’t remember much. But I’ll tell you what I can.” She closed her eyes then opened them. “It was the end of the day. Everyone was coming home from the day’s work. We lived in the desert where it’s harder to live off the land, so a lot of my pack had jobs in small towns throughout the area. But we often had big meals together for camaraderie, like we do here before the full moon. Those of us within our boundaries were busy preparing for dinner.”

      Her voice wavered, and Xavier put a hand on her shoulder. The corner of her mouth twitched with a small smile, and she steeled herself before continuing. “I was with my mom at the well gathering buckets of water. They attacked us then, when we were all split up. They made sure to wait until other members had left the city, and wouldn’t draw outside attention before attacking. We were taken by surprise, and were too spread out to band together. They picked us off so easily. My mom shoved the bucket back down the well, gave me a kiss, and threw me in after it.” She swiped a stray tear off her cheek. “It took me days of trying to climb up the rope before I managed to do so, and my whole pack was gone by the time I did.”

      Xavier looked horrified and awed simultaneously; Lyra had never spoken about this. My mom reached over and clasped Lyra’s hand. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

      Lyra sniffled, but accepted their platitudes. “It was a long time ago.”

      Xavier stepped away from her, rigid against the bookshelf, chest heaving and nostrils flaring like he might wolf out at any minute.

      Calm, I thought as I projected my Alpha energy at him before anyone noticed. His muscles relaxed, and he gave me a curt nod in thanks.

      I focused back on Lyra and the scant details she’d shared. “You said they attacked at dusk?” I confirmed.

      She nodded.

      I rubbed my chin, wincing at the few days’ worth of stubble that had accumulated. “So, the sun was still out?”

      Lyra’s brow wrinkled, her lips thinning in thought. “Um, I think so?” She pulled at the hem of her shirt. “Or maybe it had just set. I know there was light but I . . .”

      Her waffling was making my anxiety spike. I needed concrete answers, or I wouldn’t be able to prepare my pack. They would attack again, and there’d be deaths. The cubs, my mother, Bailey . . . “Was there light or wasn’t there?” I barked out, my voice shaking with laces of Alpha power.

      Lyra flinched, and my mom and Xavier gave me a startled look. Xavier’s lip curled back to show a canine, a threatening growl reverberating in his chest. It was the first time I could recall him ever snarling at me.  “She doesn’t remember.”

      I blinked, realizing I needed to regain control. “Yes,” I ran my hand through my hair, “of course. I’m sorry.”

      There was a moment of tense silence, until my mother smiled at Lyra, stroking her hair softly. “You did great, sweetheart. Is there anything else you remember?”

      Lyra chewed on her bottom lip in thought. “They were really fast. I saw them blurring over the hill before I fell down the well.”

      I nodded. “Yes, vamps are very fast. Their speed is what makes them difficult to kill, along with their strength. You may go, Lyra. Thank you again for telling me that. I appreciate your help.”

      Lyra nodded and stood. “Is there anything else you need, Alpha?”

      “No.” I eyed Xavier who had shifted closer to her. “Will you escort her downstairs?”

      Xavier needed the task to cool his head and also reassure his wolf that Lyra was okay. He hadn’t admitted his feelings about her to me yet, but he’d been smitten with her since she arrived. It was clear the two of them pined for one another. Well, clear to everyone else but each other.

      My mother faced me, not looking away like most wolves. Bailey is the only one who had ever done that, and even now, if I forced my Alpha power out, I know my mom’s head would bow. I just didn’t want her to.

      “And the attack on the island?” I asked.

      She narrowed her eyes, seeing right through me in a way only a mother could. “What exactly are you looking for? You know how our pack got wiped out, and you know what happened to your father. Tell me exactly what you are seeking, and I’ll have a better chance at helping you.”

      Exhaustion crept at the edges of my consciousness, but I pushed through it.  “The vampire that Bailey killed was out during the day. None of the other packs have come across any vampires out in the countryside, and when they do in the city it’s during the night. I need answers on what the hell it was doing near our land and how the hell could it be out during the day.”

      My mother’s brows furrowed in thought. “They usually hunt near cities, and I’ve never heard of one being out during the day before,” she mused.

      I pressed my fingers into my temple, rubbing slightly at the building headache coming on. “So, the attack on the island didn’t happen during the day?”

      She shook her head. “It was the dead of night, when everyone was asleep. That was our weakest moment.”

      I used my pen to scribble a few notes. “Interesting.”

      My mother frowned. “That doesn’t help you with any answers about why this one was out during the daytime,” she added.

      I blew air out through my lips. “No, it doesn’t. Either way, we need to be more on guard. We can’t have any weaknesses for them to take advantage of.” My ears picked up Xavier returning on the stairs. When he entered, I leveled him with a stare. “We need more perimeter control.”

      “Okay,” he said easily. He looked calmer, and my nostrils flared as I picked up Lyra’s scent all over him. I decided to ignore it.

      Could the daylight thing be a fluke? No one else had sighted a vamp during the day, and he was probably a rogue. Perhaps it was like rabies. The nocturnal animals would be half-crazed and wandering around during daytime hours. It would also explain the vampire’s overall weakness and Bailey’s ability to quickly take him down as a relatively untrained wolf.

      Nonetheless, now that I’d heard Lyra and my mother’s stories, I didn’t want to risk my pack being weak. The vampire was a rogue, but on the off chance it wasn’t, I needed to keep my pack safe.

      “We have Aniyah’s mating ceremony in a few days,” I said out loud.

      My mother smiled with pride. “A celebration is a common cause of distraction, and a mating ceremony is usually something all wolves are present for with no one scouting the area.”

      “Exactly.” I straightened, feeling better about my decision by the moment. “Xavier, have five people on perimeter duty. I know they’ll be pissed at missing Aniyah’s ceremony with how close the contingent is, but it’s necessary.”

      Xavier straightened. “My contingent may be close knit, but they understand their duty to the pack comes first.”

      An idea popped into my mind. “Have Victor be in charge of the contingent for the evening.”

      Both Xavier and my mom had mirrored gaping looks. I rushed to explain myself. “He’s causing problems. He went from Alpha of the pack to nothing, and instead of dying, he has to live with it. His Alpha energy is still there, and it’s making him cause unrest. Give him something official, something where he can be in charge, and hopefully it’ll calm him down. Plus, it’ll make Rebecca happy.”

      Xavier composed himself, back to the serious Beta I needed. “Do you want him in charge, or ‘in charge’.”

      My mother snickered at his use of air quotes.

      I repressed a smile of my own. “The second. I don’t trust him further than I can throw a rock. Actually less, because I can throw a rock pretty damn far.”

      Xavier rolled his eyes. “One time you made it across the lake, and ten years later we’re still hearing about it.”

      “Boys,” my mother warned with mirth in her voice.

      Xavier and I smiled at one another.

      “You’ll take care of it?” I asked.

      Xavier gave a lopsided smile. “You know I’ve always got your back.”
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Chapter 18 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      A knock sounded on my door.

      “Come in,” I yelled from where I lounged on my bed, playing with the necklace on my throat. I loathed to admit it, but I was growing a bit attached to the piece of jewelry. It was the only thing a male had ever given me that wasn’t a slap or a mean word. Yes, it was still a chain, but it represented something more, a connection to this land and the people.

      The doorknob turned and lo and behold, it was Derrick himself. Excitement, anxiety, and then resignation all flashed through my body.

      I tried to settle on a neutral expression. “Oh, hi,” I managed, sitting up and scooting to the edge of the bed.

      “Hey,” he replied with a lavender dress draped over his arm.

      “What’s that?” I nodded at the fabric.

      With his free hand, he rubbed the back of his neck, making his biceps bulge more than usual. “Figured you’d need something to wear for tonight.”

      I cocked my head, frowning. Lyra and the pack had provided me with plenty of clothes. “What’s tonight?” I asked.

      “A mating ceremony,” he said.

      I balked at his response. “What?” The full moon wasn’t for another two weeks! Did he and Rebecca move the date up again? Adrenaline raced through my body, and I didn’t know how to respond. I—

      “For Aniyah and her mate,” he added, raising an eyebrow at the odd expression on my face.

      I closed my eyes and aimed for an annoyed look. “This is the first time I’m hearing about it.” I tried to think back on the musings of the pack recently, but every time they talked about a mating ceremony, I assumed it was about Derrick and Rebecca’s. Whoops.

      I shuffled off my bed, and Derrick passed me the dress. Holding it out in front of me, I noted at least the length was appropriate. The outer chiffon was floor length, and the inner silk was cut shorter. The bodice was form fitting with off-the-shoulder draped sleeves. It was light and airy, reminding me of the late dusk of a summer sky.

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathed. “Thank you.”

      Derrick closed the space between us until we were inches away from one another.

      I tilted my head back to stare up at his face. My wolf was oddly calm and not on edge like I expected her to be. I felt awkward, since once again he’d given me something, and I had nothing to offer in return.

      His brown eyes searched mine like he was looking for answers, but to what question? He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers trailing down to my arm, causing goosebumps to erupt across my skin.

      I sucked in a breath, stuck between wanting to roll over for him or push him away and demand to know what he wanted.

      “Bailey.” His voice was deep and reverberated through my chest.

      Heat soaked between my legs at the feel of him, his Alpha power, and the way he said my name.

      His nostrils flared, scenting my need. Desire turned his eyes amber, and a rumble formed in his chest.

      My wolf surfaced just under my skin, and I found my legs stepping closer to him.

      His hand traced back up my arm, over my shoulder, and his fingers twisted into my hair.

      I bit back a moan.

      His heated gaze roamed over my face, pausing on the lip I bit down on. With his free hand, he pulled my lip free before drawing his thumb along the bottom. He leaned down toward me.

      My hands fell onto his shoulders, and I rose onto my tiptoes.

      Inches from each other, we paused, neither of us moving. His scent rushed towards me, a mixture of ocean, smoke, pine, and lust. When I felt his hardness press against me, my nails dug into his shoulders.

      My wolf panted, and the urge to throw him onto my bed and have my way with him grew stronger by the second. Either with him in charge or me, it didn’t matter. As long as we were together.

      His grasp tightened in my hair. He could smell where my thoughts were headed.

      “Derrick!” Rebecca called from downstairs.

      Like an ice bucket was dumped over our heads, we stumbled away from one another with heaving chests. But our eyes locked, and even though my mind told me ‘no,’ my body screamed ‘yes.’

      “I better go.” He ran his hand through his tousled hair, and I wished it was me doing it. “Rebecca,” he murmured.

      “Yes, your mate.” My throat closed after I said it.

      Derrick’s face shuttered, contorting with what looked like pain. Probably feeling bad for his fiancée. It certainly wasn’t for me.

      I forced a smile onto my face. “She’s good for you. It’s a smart decision. The safety and stability of the pack comes first.” I meant it, at least the last bit. It’s something I admired about him; how he put his pack first, and it was not something I wanted to change about him. This meant his mate choice too. Despite this, I still hid my shaking hands behind my back.

      “Of course,” he said, voice void of any emotion. He turned, and my heart sank. At the door, he paused. “See you later.” And he was gone.

      Heaving out a huge breath, I internally howled with my wolf. She was mad at me. She wanted me to claim him and be rid of Rebecca. But I couldn’t do that to him, especially if I didn’t stay.

      I didn’t know if I could stay, if it meant watching him and Rebecca together. Watching them lead the pack, having pups . . .

      My wolf snapped at the thought. We were an Alpha. We would never fall to the sidelines.

      Humming a song to keep my head clear of any thoughts, I got ready. The dress was gorgeous and accentuated my body perfectly. I tried to ignore the fact that Derrick chose so well for me.

      Once I was outside with the fresh air sweeping through my hair, it helped wash away the last of my thoughts. Lyra waved to me where the pack gathered, and I weaved through the crowd to get to her.

      Along the way, pack members said ‘hi’ to me, and I got quite a few waves from the contingent. Lyra and I had trained with them every day this week, so it was only natural I was fitting in more. I was always abnormally strong with good instincts from being an Alpha, but having official training to hone my natural abilities had taken it to the next level. I vaguely wondered if Derrick would agree to a rematch, then realized that was probably a horrific idea.

      Through training, we’d discovered that Lyra was an untapped fountain of talent. She could detect a threat well before the others, and her speed was unmatched. It didn’t get past me how much Xavier noticed too.

      The moment the moon crested, Aniyah and an Indigenous woman stepped in front of Derrick, who stood in front of a gigantic bonfire. They were both wearing gorgeous silk robes in shades of gold, red, and amber.

      I hide my surprise at the female mates, not out of disgust but awe. I grew up in a pack whose values I didn’t agree with, not allowing anything besides male and female mateships. Those who found love in the same sex would never be allowed to fully bond. It was something I fought against and bled for multiple times, but it never made a difference. To be in this pack, which accepted and celebrated this love, meant to love no matter the gender. It was everything I would want for my fellow wolves. I suppressed the hot tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t get sentimental before it even began.

      “Today, we are gathered here at the joining of Aniyah and Koko.” Derrick hovered his hands above both of their heads as they reached forward and grabbed one another’s hands. “As Alpha of the Yellowstone Pack, I bless this union, and may your mateship be filled with trust, protection, and everlasting love.”

      Warriors from the contingent howled into the sky, and Aniyah smirked at their antics. When she cut them a sharp look, they stopped.

      Aniyah turned to her mate. “Koko, you are a blessing I never saw coming. The way you care for the land, this pack, and my heart is something I cherish. I promise to love and protect you until my dying breath.”

      Koko wiped a tear from her cheek with a chuckle. “Aniyah, my ancestors sent you to me when I needed you most, and not a single day has gone by where I haven’t thanked them. You are my heart, my soul, and my mate until my dying breath.”

      They disrobed and shifted a moment later. Their wolves sidled up side-by-side, and at the same time, they bit down on each other’s flanks.

      Again, shock ran through me. I was only used to males laying claim on females. I never knew of a female wolf to leave a mate mark and claim back.

      Then again, I suspected that most of the things ‘I knew’ weren’t the way things truly were in most packs. What kind of Alpha would I make when my entire view of reality was so skewed?

      The flames behind them rose higher in the sky. Crackling pieces floating into the sky turned shades of purple, green, and blue before burning off. When the fire tamed, they pulled away from one another, and the pack went wild.

      People thumped their chests, howled, clapped, jumped, or kissed their partner beside them. It was joyous and energetic and beautiful. It was everything I would ever want in a mating ceremony.

      Tears trickled from my eyes, and I blinked through them so I wouldn’t miss a single second of this revelry.

      Lyra pulled my hand into hers and gave it a squeeze.

      I smiled down at her. “This is the way it should be.”

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s dance.”
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Chapter 19 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      It was easily one of the best parties in a long while. Or perhaps it was that I was finally relaxing, after what felt like weeks of tension. Not even Rebecca’s possessiveness bothered me tonight, though that was likely due to the small ring I’d given her earlier in the day. She left me alone as she went from group to group, finding more females to fawn over it. I scanned the crowd, wondering where her father Victor was. Then I remembered he was one of the few wolves on patrol tonight.

      I rolled my shoulders and lazily scanned the clearing. Everyone was enjoying themselves, and I didn’t blame them. The atmosphere was cozy, between the good food, the fire, and the twinkling outdoor lights set up as decoration. Aniyah and Koko danced around the fire, pulling others from the crowd to join them. It was almost magical.

      Xavier sidled up next to me, watching as I dutifully kept my eyes on the pack.

      “An Alpha’s work is never done,” he remarked.

      I raised an eyebrow, and he tossed me a drink.

      “Come on, live a little.” Xavier nudged me, cracking open a beverage and watching a couple near us dance.

      “You’re one to talk,” I said, directing the conversation at him.

      His head whipped around. “Meaning what?” he scoffed.

      I took a nonchalant sip, nodding towards Lyra who was out dancing near the edge of the fire. “Go ask her to dance.”

      Xavier crunched the empty can easily in his fist and tossed it up in the air. I caught it with a snort and pushed him toward the fire.

      “Yeah . . . you know what? I will,” he mumbled, mostly to himself.

      I laughed as he stumbled a bit over to her, but a little liquid courage never hurt anyone before. Lyra jumped when she noticed him coming her way and tried to hide behind the person next to her. My smile faded as Bailey rolled her eyes and pushed her friend toward Xavier.

      Lyra practically fell into Xavier’s arms, but my gaze was still stuck on the vision in lavender.

      Bailey looks amazing.

      The dress I’d loaned her belonged to my mother, but I decided instantly she would keep it. She had to, looking like every sin and carnal desire rolled into one giant temptation. The fabric clung to her curves, and the firelight danced over her skin. The golden necklace moved with her as she turned, glaring as she sized up the pack member who had just approached her.

      I wasn’t worried. Isaac was a good guy. But then he extended a hand to her, and she accepted it, allowing him to pull her into the ring of dancers around the fire. She had rolled her eyes and moved unsteadily, but she was there, holding his hand.

      Dry mouthed, I downed the rest of my drink and looked around for another one. Then I reconsidered. After all, I didn't want to do anything I’d end up regretting tomorrow.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off Bailey. Aniyah wouldn’t shut up about her fast progress, and how Lyra was routinely kicking ass. Aniyah even wanted to see if they could shift to border patrol due to their progress.

      “Did you see that? I did it!” A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I flinched. Xavier’s face was flushed with victory, but I continued to stare at Bailey. Isaac had one hand clasped in hers, but the other was on the bare skin of her back and sliding lower.

      “Bro. You there?” Xavier waved his hand at me, and I growled as I snatched his wrist. His eyes flicked in the direction I’d be staring, and his face went serious. “You know . . .”

      “Are you about to offer unsolicited advice to your Alpha?” I growled.

      His eyes narrowed, and the slightly drunk, loopy grin disappeared. In the blink of an eye, he was dead serious. “Depends. You going to mate yourself to Rebecca and pretend you’re happy about it?”

      I was ready for my wolf to tear through my body and lunge at his throat for such a horrific insult to my intended. A month ago, I likely would have. But while my wolf was irritated at my Beta’s boldness, there was no rage. No anger. Just truth, dangling there like a ripe fruit ready to fall off the branch and smash on the ground.

      “Fuck you,” I snarled.

      Then the screaming started.

      I was in my wolf form immediately, and Xavier was right behind me. The younger cubs and those who couldn’t fight were automatically herded toward the center, while the rest of us formed a ring in wolf form.

      The smell of decay and neglect hit my nose, and I shifted back just enough to shout.

      “Vampires!”

      Aniyah vaulted over my head, landing on the chest of a vampire who had been about to lunge at my human form. I shifted back into a wolf, my eyes frantically scanning the woods to get a sense of their numbers. I looked around, but I couldn’t find Bailey and Lyra.

      The pups were crying, and my Alpha took over. I couldn’t worry about two female warriors. I had an entire pack trapped in the clearing, caught unawares as we let our guard down for one night.

      Fury rose in me as the vampires just walked into our clearing like they owned the damn place. We were surrounded. My wolf snarled, refusing to be cowed. We would not become like the other packs. This was why we practiced; this is why we had trained.

      I snarled and lunged for the first pale throat I saw, ripping it apart with ease.

      My pack roared behind me, and it was a melee. Tables of food were overturned, decorations squashed underfoot as claws met fangs. A vampire screamed as Aniyah tripped him into the fire, his body twitching and turning to ash before he could even think to move.

      I howled once, drawing attention. We needed to get the vampires rounded up toward the fire. I gestured to the furious flames with my snout, and everyone seemed to get the picture.

      We all dove into the woods, circling back to get behind the vampires. The children gathered toward the center. There was a flash of firelight, and Lyra and Bailey were there, taking them in hand. Tension bled from my shoulders, knowing the pups were being protected by some of the best.

      Now I could focus on killing.

      The vampires hissed and raised their fists in victory, thinking we were panicking and fleeing. I growled in anticipation. We were taken by surprise, but they would not take us down.

      Once I’d doubled back on the vampires, I shifted back into human form and gave a sharp whistle. I transformed back and heard a chorus of similar whistles all around me. My wolf grinned, baring our sharp canines.

      The vampires paused and turned back to the woods.

      We attacked. It was brutal and no-nonsense. We went for the throat, the chest, and arms and legs. I watched Xavier grab a vampire from behind his knee and drag him forward, the vampire screaming and hissing the entire way. I lunged at the neck of another, nearly decapitating him with the force I used to bite through his throat. I dragged him near the fire and tossed his body in with the rest.

      It became apparent quickly that we weren’t a terrified pack scattered and running. Oh no. The vampires were outnumbered, and the prey had suddenly become the predator. My pack was large, likely larger than the vampires had anticipated.

      I shifted back again, to give a final order.

      “I want a few alive to interrogate. Burn the rest.”

      My pack snarled and descended on the vampires.
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Chapter 20 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      It was chaos.

      Every time a vampire went down, another showed up. But the pack was fierce. The contingent automatically fell into ranks, teaming up to take down the bloodsuckers. Coupled with the basic training the entire pack had, we were a force to be reckoned with.

      “I’m going to get the pups inside,” Lyra hollered to me. “It’ll be easier to fight if we don’t need to keep one eye on them as they run.”

      I nodded. “I’ll help.”

      At full speed Lyra blurred between the vampires, easily as fast as them.

      I slunk and spun to avoid detection, not wanting to draw the killers to the children.

      They huddled together near the fire, where vampires were being thrown into it one after the other, until it was a raging inferno. Tears streamed down their faces. A few of the older kids, including the older one I’d saved, stood fiercely in front of the others.

      “You need to follow us to the Alpha’s house,” Lyra commanded.

      One of the kids, who held a fiery log ready to swing, glared up at her. “The Beta told us to stay here. We shouldn’t listen to an Omega.”

      I stepped forward with a growl, but Lyra cut me off by snapping at the boy's face. “This is life or death! You will follow me to the house.” Her voice held a challenge, and I moved closer, folding my arms to back her up.

      I pushed out my Alpha power, and the kids stiffened, sensing it.

      Lyra did too by the wary glance she gave me over her shoulder.

      A vampire sped toward us. I turned and faced it before it slammed into me. Lyra was pouncing on it in her coyote form, her muzzle sinking into its neck before any of us could even breathe. She threw the head into the fire, drops of blood falling onto the children as it flew over them, and transformed back to human form.

      “Follow her now!” I barked at them.

      All the children bowed their heads and immediately fell in line behind Lyra.

      Pride swelled my chest at her. I hoped no one downplayed my closest friend ever again.

      I took up the rear. Lyra and I took out three vamps along the way, and the kid with the stick knocked one in the gut, giving me an opening to take it down. When we reached the front door of Derrick’s cabin, I ushered the children inside, hesitating at the entrance.

      Lyra’s head tilted at me.

      I shook my head. “I can’t. I need to help. You got this?”

      Lyra looked over my shoulder at the war behind me then back at the kids. “I got this,” she assured. We quickly embraced. “Be careful,” she whispered.

      “You too, badass.”

      She smiled at me, and when the door shut, I heard the lock click. It wouldn’t stop a vampire, but it would alert her and I knew she’d keep the pups safe.

      Slipping into wolf form, I stalked the perimeter, staying in the shadows.

      Three vampires had cornered a red wolf. Even in wolf form Rebecca was beautiful, and despite everything between us, I would never leave a wolf in need behind.

      I sprung from where I hid, slamming into two of them. Rebecca took the opening to take out the third. My teeth snapped in one vampire’s face, but he held me at bay with vampire strength.

      Fingers dug into my neck, hauling me off him and flinging me across the clearing.

      Rib bones cracked when I hit the tree. I rolled across the ground, each thump spraining and bruising another part of me. I held my ragged breathing to listen.

      Footsteps moved closer, and when a shadow loomed over me, I bolted upright with jaws wide. Blood gushed into my mouth, the necrotic taste making me gag as I bit into a vampire’s face. I pulled away in disgust, and the half-headed vampire crumpled to the ground.

      A female vampire screamed in horror at me with tears streaming down her face at the lifeless body. He must have been her mate, judging by the heart-wrenching pain on her blood-stained face.

      Her agony soon turned to fury directed straight at me. With movement I could hardly follow, she sped toward me. I would never be a sitting target again thanks to my training with the pack, so I was up in a heartbeat.

      My ankle twisted underneath me, and a yelp escaped my throat. I had no time for weakness or I’d die. I pushed forward.

      The female vampire reached for me, a blurred limb coming for my throat.

      I ducked and rolled out of the way. The pressure from my broken ribs slowed me down. I wasn’t fast enough to get back on all fours.

      I didn’t need to, because the next moment she was there, lifting me by the neck and slamming me into the tree over and over. My heart pumped hard in my chest, but I didn’t show any fear, even as my body broke underneath her grip.

      “This is for Julian,” she sneered. Raising her hand, claws extended from her fingertips. “I’m going to make you wish for a quick death.”

      Her claws raked across my underside, and I howled from the pain.

      My mournful call matched the cries of the falling vampires and shifters around me. Looking over the vamp’s shoulder with tears in my eyes, I saw dead wolves on the ground. There were more dead vampires, and they continued to fall. The pack would survive. They would live on, and that’s all that mattered. My Alpha instincts knew that, and a sense of calm washed over me.

      With the last of my energy, I turned into my human form. “Die, bitch.” I spit in her face.

      Her grip tightened, blocking my airway, and she swiped at me with her other hand.

      I used the momentary distraction to partially shift my hand and slam it into her stomach claws first.

      She dropped me to the ground with a scream.

      My hands pressed into the wound in my abdomen, which covered my lower half in blood, still seeping out.

      “You’re a dead wolf,” the vampire hissed. With her fangs out, she dove for my neck.

      A giant brown wolf leapt from the side and took off her head with a single snap. Her head rolled into the bushes, and her body fell to the ground a few feet from her mate’s. With a hiss, both bodies disintegrated into ash.

      Derrick shifted and raced over to me. He pulled me into his arms, his eyes frantic as he took in my wound. “Xavier! I need a medic now!”

      “The pack.” I coughed, blood dribbling from my lips. “Protect the pack.”

      He shook his head. “The vamps are all dead. The pack is safe.”

      I smiled up at him. “Good.”

      He tightened his hold. “Hey! Stay with me. Don’t you dare close your eyes!”

      Had I closed my eyes? I had no idea. All I could think was how good he felt, how warm he felt. And man, I was tired.

      “Bailey! I need you to accept me as pack. Please. Accept me as your Alpha and I can use my energy to heal you!”

      My eyes flickered open. His beautiful face, often so serious, showed nothing but fear. My heart constricted, and I reached my bloody hand to his cheek. “I can’t,” I rasped.

      “You have to! I don’t care that you’re Yosemite. I don’t care about your past. Accept me as your Alpha!” His eyes turned yellow, his wolf coming to the forefront, demanding I bow down to him. He wasn’t arguing or ordering. He was pleading, begging.

      Alphas didn’t beg.

      And it’s not like I didn’t want to. I literally couldn’t. As an Alpha myself, I could never submit to anyone else. But he didn’t know that, did he?

      My eyes fluttered.

      “I’m here,” warbled a voice on the edge of my senses. “Where is she hurt?”

      Everything felt so far away.

      “Save her. Do whatever you must to save her.”

      The only thing I felt was the heat of Derrick’s body against mine. When his warmth pulled away, I lost my tether to the world and darkness overcame me.
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Chapter 21 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stop it.”

      Xavier’s voice jerked me out of my brooding, but I didn’t bother lifting my head to look at him. I continued to stare at the same dark spot on the wall. I wondered if it was mold or just a stain.

      “You’re blaming yourself when the casualty list is significantly lower than it would have been without your protocols. And none of the children were hurt!”

      “Thanks to Lyra,” I said, finally looking up.

      Xavier’s face flushed with pride. If those two weren’t mated within the year, I’d eat dog food out of the can. “She’s great, isn’t she?”

      I hummed noncommittally, my mind still wreathed in flames and screams, watching the blood pool around Bailey’s body and unable to help. It had been three days since the attack, and her pain-filled eyes still haunted me.

      “Is she alright then?” Xavier asked carefully.

      We hadn’t yet addressed his drunken comment to me about my mateship, but I would have to at some point. I couldn’t have my Beta second-guessing and tip-toeing around me. That was how misunderstandings happened, and people died.

      “Brett had to stitch her up, so she’ll be sore for a while. Definitely no training this week. If I could just get her into the pack . . .”

      I trailed off, still angry and upset that Bailey would apparently rather die than accept me as her Alpha.

      Well, you did kidnap and chain her.

      I told my inner voice to shut up, even though I knew it was right. Despite her finding a place and making friends, I had still forced her here against her will and continued to keep her. No wonder she wanted nothing to do with me.

      Xavier squinted at me, confused. “I was talking about Rebecca, actually.”

      My consciousness froze, and I wondered momentarily if I should try to pretend that’s what I meant or just suck it up and move on. Xavier already doubted my intentions, so what did really matter?

      My eyes shot to his. “Bex was hurt?”

      Xavier eyed me warily. “Not really. She’s in a sling, though, as a precaution. Brett suspects it was a stress fracture.”

      I looked away, unable to meet his piercing gaze. It should upset me that Rebecca had as much as a scratch on her, but my wolf was . . . indifferent. That was reasonable though, wasn’t it? After all, Bailey’s insides had been practically on her outside, so it was normal that an Alpha would be more worried over a more critically-injured pack member.

      But she’s not your pack member, my brain argued back. My wolf snarled, telling my brain to back the fuck off. I blinked, trying to keep my face blank as my thoughts and emotions warred.

      Xavier’s brow furrowed at the look on my face. “So do you still want to have this meeting, or should I call it off?”

      I set my mug on the desk and ran my hands through my hair. “No. I mean, yeah. We need to debrief.”

      Xavier nodded and fired off a few confirmations into his walkie-talkie. He turned back to me. “They’ll be here in ten.”

      “Thanks.”

      The elephant in the room felt like it was sitting on my chest, making it difficult to breathe. I refused to talk about it. Refused to acknowledge it.

      “Derrick—”

      “Absolutely not.”

      My Alpha voice made Xavier’s mouth snap shut immediately, his eyes shuttering as he backed off. Shame welled in me; I never used my abilities on him like that. I shot him an apologetic look, but he had turned away.

      Brett, our medic, showed up a few restless minutes later, ignoring the tension in the air as he took a seat. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his rumpled blonde hair was plastered to one side of his face. He’d likely been working nonstop without sleeping.

      “How are you doing? The pack is indebted to you,” I noted.

      Brett yawned but took the compliment. “Twelve dead out of eighty adults, and no child casualties. That’s pretty impressive, considering these vamps have been wiping out entire packs.”

      I leveled my gaze at him. “I asked how you were.”

      My medic rolled his eyes at me. “I’ll rest when everyone is on the mend, which is hopefully right after this meeting. I’ll peek in on Bailey’s dressings while I’m here. She’s not exactly one for keeping still.”

      A wry grin split my lips.

      The sound of my front door slamming made all of us wince. The sour scent of anger reached me, along with an overly floral perfume. Victor stormed into my office, his expression thunderous. Rebecca was on his heels, smiling and confident as she followed behind him. She gave me a flirtatious wave, but I shifted my eyes to Victor instead.

      I stood to greet them. “Speaking of the twelve dead, three of those were on patrol with you. Care to debrief?” My voice was cool but had a deadly overtone.

      Victor sneered at me, refusing to sit. Rebecca helped herself to sitting down on top of my desk, sending a few papers scattering. I stuffed down the twinge of irritation.

      “Depends. Is this an interrogation or a meeting?” Victor asked, his voice dripping with contempt.

      “Does it need to be an interrogation?” I fired back.

      Rebecca hopped off the desk, coming around to the back of my chair to hang off my neck with one arm. Her other arm was in a blue sling, and she made doe eyes at me. Rather than calming me, it set my wolf on edge. She was trying to interfere, and my wolf didn’t like that.

      “Daddy was lucky to get away with his life, if you ask me,” Rebecca said, and I pushed back the growl that was rumbling in my chest.

      “How is your arm?” I asked instead, since that was likely what she wanted to hear. I felt guilty that I hadn’t personally checked on her since the attack.

      Her lips pouted dramatically and parted to give me what was likely a dramatic retelling, if Brett had not cut across her. “It will be just fine with rest. You shouldn’t even need the sling anymore.”

      Her eyes promised murder, even though she was smiling.

      I fought the urge to frown. Has she always been this unpleasant? I focused back on Victor, who reluctantly tore his murderous gaze from Brett and back onto me.

      “Tell me what happened,” I demanded.

      Victor blinked, then his entire demeanor changed from aggressive to surly. “I don’t know. I was patrolling along the north side and hadn’t heard from Mark in a while. So I doubled back and found him dead. I radioed to the others, but only heard silence. By the time I’d confirmed the others were gone and ran back to the pack, it was over already.”

      His words rang hollowly in the small space of the office. There was nothing technically wrong with what he’d said, and the bodies of the other guards confirmed they’d been silently taken down by the first wave of vampires. It was possible he was alive by sheer dumb luck since they had entered from the south.

      I massaged my temple and shoved down my annoyance at Rebecca’s hand on my shoulder. I couldn’t prove anything definitively, and it was driving me nuts.

      How could I protect my pack if I couldn’t figure out the truth?

      I took a deep breath. “Fine. Make sure Aniyah adjusts the patrols accordingly. We’ll have memorial services for everyone tomorrow.”

      Brett yawned again and gave me a slight bow of his head before making his way down the hall towards Bailey’s room. Victor narrowed his eyes at the dismissal.

      “Do you have anything further to contribute?” I said, anxiety brimming just underneath my skin. I was always wary that he would challenge me again at a moment’s notice. That was the main reason most losers were killed during a challenge. Monitoring him constantly was exhausting.

      “You’ll get yours,” he muttered instead and left. I could easily discipline him for what could be construed as a direct challenge, but it would only cause Rebecca to get in my face. Conflict between us could also cause friction in the pack, and the last thing I needed was anyone flocking to Victor’s side because I’d beaten him senseless. We needed to be united to stay safe, now more than ever.

      A yell echoed from a few rooms over, followed by a thump.

      Rebecca wrinkled her nose. “What was that?”

      Xavier snorted but didn’t answer.

      I rolled my eyes. “Likely Brett getting to know Bailey a bit better,” I offered.

      Rebecca tensed as she always did when I mentioned Bailey, and moments later, Brett’s lithe form blurred past my open door, footsteps hurrying out of my cabin.

      Bailey hobbled after him, pausing at the cabin door. “Next time ask before you start ripping stitches out!”

      She stiffened and backed up a few steps until she was looking into my office. “Oh. Uh . . . hey all.” She gave a lame wave.

      An odd anger filled me at seeing her standing there so . . . normal, dressed in leggings and one of my sweatshirts that was so large on her it was almost a dress. My wolf rose swiftly within me, growling in satisfaction. I was so utterly relieved she was alright, yet at the same time completely indignant she could just stand there like she hadn’t been dying in my arms a few days ago. I wanted to shout at her. I wanted her to apologize. I wanted to press her against the wall and make her swear through her kisses she wouldn’t pull such a stunt again.

      Bailey infuriated me and made it difficult to concentrate. She was a liability to my pack and a threat to my mateship.

      My hands fisted against my jeans. “If you all would excuse us. Bailey and I have some business to take care of.”

      The snarl of my voice had even Rebecca rushing out of the way, and Bailey stepped back to let everyone slip by. Rebecca stuck her nose up as she passed, a smug little grin on her face. Bailey rolled her eyes then waltzed inside.

      Xavier shot me one last pleading look, and I growled. He scurried away.

      As soon as I heard the cabin door shut for the last time, I pointed at the chair Xavier had just vacated. “Sit.”

      She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I’ll stand. Easier on the wound.”

      I winced. Was she being serious, or just trying to buck my authority yet again? I clenched my fists, vibrating with tension. The urge to rush to her and sniff for any lingering injuries was strong, and I beat it back.

      “How is it healing?” I ground out, desperately needing to regain control of the situation.

      Bailey lifted the sweater up, and my eyes widened at the nasty line of stitches that snaked across her abdomen.

      “Brett says normally it would look cleaner, but it was dark out and he had trouble seeing. He said I should be ready to take them out tomorrow. Thank God. I can’t imagine having these in for weeks.” She closed her mouth.

      “Good job with the kids, and Lyra,” I said. She deserved the praise, and I wanted to get that part out of the way before my anger took over.

      Bailey leaned against the wall, eyeing me skeptically. “I have a hole in my stomach, and you’re pissed at me?”

      Fur sprouted across my arms and neck, and I savagely pushed away the urge to shift. I took a deep breath. “I know I did not bring you here under the best of circumstances, but I thought you’d been more content these last few weeks.”

      Her posture stiffened. “That’s right,” she agreed, her eyes tracking my movements.

      “Then why,” I hissed, “would you rather die than be a member of my pack?”

      Bailey flinched as if I’d struck her. She inhaled sharply, and my wolf-hearing caught the soft ‘oh’ of exclamation she made. Her face twisted in pain, and she studied the floor. “It isn’t like that. In fact, I’ve been thinking about joining the pack all week. Lyra has been pretty vocal about it.”

      Her admittance quelled a bit of the hurt that I realized was fueling my anger, but it still didn’t make sense.

      “Then why did you refuse me? I—I felt your heartbeat slowing. I was terrified you would die in my arms.” My voice was a whisper, and at some point I’d stood and come around my desk to stand in front of her.

      I went to grasp her gently by the arms, gathering the rough fabric of my sweater in my fingers. I don’t know how it had happened, but I’d quickly become used to her presence. Not only in my cabin but in my pack. Thinking that I could have lost her sent my wolf panicking, with me not far behind him.

      “Sorry about the sweater,” she mumbled. “I just needed something large that wouldn’t bother the stitches—”

      Small talk and insignificant things were all she ever talked about. What was she truly thinking? I cut her off as I cupped her jaw with one of my hands and captured her lips with mine.

      At first, neither of us breathed. Then she kissed me back with a ferocity that only riled me and my wolf further.

      I pushed her back up against the wall, her arms coming around my neck as she bit my lip. We continued to fight for dominance in a flurry of teeth and tongues, my hands sliding down to grip her hips and lift her up. Her legs parted and wrapped instinctively around my waist, and I didn’t hesitate to push her harder against the wall.

      Bailey’s hand wandered up to grip my hair, and she ground hard against me. Her other hand clawed at the neckline of my shirt, as if desperate to feel my skin. I ripped it over my head one-handed and growled into her mouth as her hand traced the contours of my bare chest.

      I tore away from her lips and buried my head in her neck. She tangled both hands in my hair and pulled. My teeth grazed her throat, and she practically purred under me, our wolves meshing effortlessly as our bodies entwined.

      I took the golden chain of her collar in my teeth, tempted to bite down and rip it from her neck. I would prove to her she was pack, that she wasn’t a prisoner any longer—

      “No, leave it.” Her voice was a seductive rasp, the authority in her voice tangible in the air. I would be lying if it didn’t thrill me a little when I felt it. The twinge of hidden danger, combined with the sight of that golden chain around her neck.

      “Why?” I rumbled back, my voice caught halfway between man and wolf.

      Bailey leaned in closer, her teeth elongating as they nipped my ear. I shuddered, and her head fell back against the wall as I fisted more of the chain in my hand.

      Oh. Oh. She liked it.

      I trailed a pathway of kisses from her jaw down her neck, pausing to bite down on the junction between her clavicle and shoulder. She moaned, and I thrusted my hips against hers. My hands were greedy, wanting to feel every inch of her as they moved higher and higher—

      Bailey hissed in pain and I drew my hands back as soon as they met the rough texture of her stitches. I lowered her to her feet, and the reality of what had just happened hit both of us.

      Her hands flew to tug the sweater back over her body and then to her neck to massage the skin around the collar that was slightly raw. I needed to do something; something to lessen the chance of this ever happening again. Something to make me feel better, otherwise the guilt and frustration would eat me alive.

      “I—I release you from the enchantment.” The words had barely escaped before she fled the room over the roaring of my own thoughts. I don’t think she even heard me. Well, she’d figure it out when she realized she could step beyond the boundary line.

      I’d just cheated on my fiancée with Bailey. Again.

      Fuck. Fuck.

      The kicker was, my wolf wasn’t upset at all. And to be honest, neither was I. Well, that wasn’t true. I was plenty upset, but mostly on behalf of my pack. They needed the stability a mateship to Rebecca would bring. They deserved that stability, and Rebecca deserved a better mate. Someone that would love her, could potentially offer her a chance at a true mate bond.

      That wouldn’t happen if I kept sneaking off with Bailey. The first question was simple: if given the option, would I do it again?

      Yes.

      A bead of sweat dripped down my back. I remembered Xavier’s look and my mother’s disappointed gaze. I noted my recent irritation with Rebecca and the embarrassment at not even realizing she’d been injured. I closed my eyes and connected with my inner wolf, finally allowing him to answer the question I’d been denying him all this time.

      Is Rebecca our mate?

      His answer was swift and loud.

      No.

      I stumbled back into my chair, the evidence of my arousal still apparent. My mind raced. I tried to focus only on what truly mattered.

      One: I would kiss Bailey again if she’d let me. Hell, I’d do far more than that if she was amenable. Two: I couldn’t do that if I was still engaged to Rebecca. Which led to three: I needed to break it off with Rebecca.

      I couldn’t immediately dump her and then rush off with Bailey. That wouldn’t serve to maintain pack stability, as it was certainly grounds for Victor to challenge me again. I didn’t want to put my pack through another dominance challenge while it seemed that vampires were on the rise again. I needed that stability to be able to investigate and stop what was going on.

      No, I would break it off, then say I needed to prioritize getting to the bottom of the vampire attacks and preventing them. The focus needed to be on the pack. Not me, not Rebecca, and certainly not Bailey.

      It would also give me time. Time for myself and my healing pack. Yes, it was all about the pack. Everything was for the pack. I would stay unmated if that’s what I needed to do. Hell, I’d stay celibate if it meant my cubs all reached adulthood, and I could watch my mother age gracefully.

      Now I just needed to figure out how to do this without anyone else dying.
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      Pulling his sweater over my head, I shivered from the lowering sun. My run into the woods had helped clear my mind until this minute. It still smelled like him, and my wolf panted inside of me, all happy and content for once.

      Shit.

      I wasn’t proud of running from Derrick and escaping the situation, despite promising myself to never run again. I thought I’d found my place here. A pack I could call home, even if I could never fully bow down to Derrick. But then came the real zinger. I was slowly realizing I couldn’t comprehend living here while he had Rebecca by his side. Well, quickly grasping it if that kiss had any say about it.

      My chest ached with the thought and I hesitated along the tree line just beyond the main group of cabins. I couldn’t go back yet.

      I was pissed at myself. I was now officially nothing more than a home-wrecker, but what was worse was it had felt right. Part of me didn’t even care, because Derrick felt right.

      My fingers traced my lips as though I could still feel his bruising kiss. My wolf wanted to claim him. If I was being honest, I wanted to as well.

      But I saw the look in his eyes when he pulled away—the regret that filled his face. It fucking hurt. Every time he went back to her, it fucking sucked. My wolf was pissed, and I was as confused as ever. I should do us both a favor and leave.

      My chest twinged at the thought, and I swallowed through my tightening throat at what I’d say to Lyra. How could I say goodbye to the first best friend I’d ever had?

      I swiped at a stray tear and growled. It was tempting to scream my frustration into the evening air, furious at the position I kept finding myself in because I couldn’t simply roll over and be a good little bitch. No, I had to be an Alpha. I had to go after someone already practically mated.

      My wolf whined inside, not able to understand the nuances of why I was upset when Derrick had just kissed us. Stupid wolf. More tears leaked from my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered to her. It wasn’t my wolf’s fault, and guilt wracked through me, having made her feel otherwise.

      I would leave tonight. That was the only solution, wasn’t it? I knew the patrol schedule. I’d be long gone before anyone realized what happened.

      My fingers found my chain and hooked around the length of the necklace. It was hard to imagine life without it. The chain around my neck tied me to Derrick, to safety and feeling like I belonged. It had brought me to Lyra, and I couldn’t even imagine saying goodbye to her. Frustration built in my chest until I couldn’t breathe.

      My wolf pulled away, not agreeing with my decision. She wanted to stay even more than me.

      No. It was final. This had to happen. It will be best for everyone.

      “There you are, you fucking bitch!”

      When I turned, Rebecca’s fist met the side of my face. I reeled away, placing my hand on the trunk of a tree to right myself. What the—?

      Rebecca hit me! Rebecca hit me, and nothing had happened to her.

      My mind blanked, then remembered Derrick muttering something as I’d run away from him after the kiss. Had he released me from the necklace’s magic?

      I couldn't think through the pain in my jaw, but somehow it clicked it was gone, even though the necklace remained. When Derrick mentioned it, I didn’t realize this was what he’d meant. I didn’t realize I could keep my chain, what connected me to him, but have the freedom to go where I pleased. In any other circumstance, I’d be thrilled, but right now I had a wolf to face.

      Fury marred Rebecca’s face, contorting it to the point of looking feral. Her hard eyes skimmed my outfit, and another growl ripped from her as her eyes focused on Derrick’s sweater. She ran at me, but this time I was prepared. Did she know we’d just kissed? Could she smell him on me? Did it even matter?

      I skirted out of the way, and she stumbled past me, her momentum out of control. Now that I had some training, it was child’s play to avoid her. Hadn’t she trained at all herself?

      Rebecca spun around and came at me again.

      Once more, I danced out of her clutches but didn’t land a blow of my own. Derrick would be pissed if I did, and it was far more satisfying seeing her in trouble.

      “Fight me!” she screamed.

      My wolf rose to the surface, but I tamped her back down. Rebecca had every right to be pissed at me.

      “No,” I said instead, staying light on the balls of my feet.

      Rebecca’s eyes narrowed. “You’ll make passes at my man, my fiancée, behind my back, but you won’t fight me?”

      Her shouts were attracting attention. Lights flickered on in the nearby cabins, and heads poked out of open doors. In minutes, a crowd would likely form.

      Victor was at his daughter’s side a moment later, melting out from the shadows. His hands were ready to claw me apart along with his daughter.

      Lyra came up beside me, her eyes widening at the scene. She stepped forward, but I stopped her with a shake of my head.

      “Why?” Rebecca screamed, her voice broken and hard. She didn’t hide her pain, and for once was focused more on me than the forming crowd.

      Ah shit, what if Rebecca actually loved Derrick? Guilt bubbled under my veins, and even my wolf lowered her head slightly.

      This wasn’t what an Alpha did. I may not be the Alpha of this pack, but I still held the same instincts. I should have never hurt a wolf the way I’d hurt Rebecca. I had always prided myself on sticking up for female wolves when others didn’t, and I even had the scars to prove it. But here I was completely fucking everything up simply because my wolf cried ‘mate.’

      “I’m sorry.” I held my hands up in surrender, but didn’t bow down to her. Internally, I may have lowered my head at the realization of my mistake, but I would never do so outwardly.

      Admitting out loud I had done something wrong only served to infuriate her further. “Sorry isn’t enough!” Tears threatened her eyes.

      “You're right,” I agreed, but what more could I do? My wolf pushed forward, not ready to give up just yet. “Do you truly think Derrick is for you? Or is he a chess piece to stay on top? You love the idea of Derrick, the idea of the position he will bring you, but you don’t actually love him. He is not your mate, and deep down, you know that. I bet your wolf does too.”

      Rebecca released a blood-curdling scream, and her red wolf surged forward at such a direct challenge. When her front paws landed on the ground, she soared at me.

      My wolf finished taking over, and I changed instantly too. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to be shifting yet, let alone twice in one night, so my stitches pulled and stretched. I gritted my teeth, praying I didn’t reopen the wound.

      My wolf and hers met, rearing onto their hind legs. Neither of us were in control anymore, our lips peeled back with canines on full display as we snarled and bit at one another. Saliva dripped from our mouths, wetting our fur until our front limbs slipped off of one another. We pulled apart, focus intent on the other.

      Rebecca’s wolf circled me, looking for a weakness.

      I turned with her, not letting there be any.

      Rebecca lowered herself, hackles raised, and I braced for impact.

      “That’s enough!” Derrick’s booming order was guttural from the amount of Alpha power he emitted.

      All around me, people fell to the ground with their heads bowed. Even Rebecca went down onto her stomach and pressed her snout to the floor.

      Derrick eyed me with warning, and I chuffed at him. I was the last one still standing.

      He strode over to Rebecca and growled at her until she turned belly up.

      “Transform back,” he commanded.

      I vibrated as the power radiated over me, yet didn’t affect me.

      He glared at both of us. “Now.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to have all of that power focused on me. I shook my head and waited until Rebecca shifted back before doing so myself.

      Derrick’s eyes found mine with an intensity that made my heart hurt.

      My wolf wanted to prove to him he wasn’t in control, and that I only shifted because I had wanted to.

      I would either walk out of this clearing and never return, or. . . something else. Either way, I wouldn’t leave here until we settled this mess once and for all.
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      Rebecca shifted back as soon as my order hit her ears. With Bailey, it had come a split second later. I didn’t know why her wolf was resistant to my Alpha orders, but the last thing I needed was the entire pack seeing her defy them. If she openly defied me, there would have to be a punishment, and it would have to be public.

      Yeah, I couldn’t imagine that going down well. With Bailey or my mother.

      My imagination went wild for a moment, imagining a mate that wasn’t susceptible to my Alpha voice and couldn’t—no, wouldn’t—be cowed. My body reacted immediately, and I forced myself back to the present. My ‘other head’ was the reason we were in this entire mess to begin with.

      I whirled around to Rebecca, not wanting my body to give away my reaction to the pack. “What are you doing?” I snarled. I ignored the growls of her father behind her.

      Rebecca flinched at the venom in my voice, a small whine leaving her throat. “What am I doing? What are you doing? Every time I turn around, you’re sneaking off with her!”

      Anger pulsated off me, and she cringed as it hit her. The rest of the pack took an involuntary shuffle away from us.

      “Bailey is a guest of this pack. I gave you a direct order to leave her alone, not attack her! This isn’t the first time!”

      Seeing the indignant glare return to her eyes, I softened my tone. “I admit I haven’t spent as much time lately with you as I should have with all of my responsibilities. However, perhaps I overestimated your maturity level.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened, her pupils dilating in fear. “No, please. Don’t do this here.”

      The crowd she had been so eager to draw for what she thought would be Bailey’s humiliation was suddenly her worst nightmare. I ignored everyone except her and Bailey. I hadn’t planned on doing this so soon, but the opportunity was here, and it felt right.

      Even though it felt like shit.

      “Maybe you’re too young to be suddenly thrust into the role of pack Matron, and maybe I was wrong to put all of that responsibility on your shoulders. I thought a mateship with you was what was best for the pack.”

      “Derrick,” she whispered frantically, her eyes shooting back and forth from the crowd to me.

      I held up my hand, and she went silent. I couldn’t have doubts. I couldn’t have guilt. “I’m sorry if you were hurt, but I need to do what’s best for the pack.” I turned towards the many eyes watching us, almost holding their breath. “I always put the pack first. That’s why I’m making this decision.”

      Bailey went utterly still. I tried to focus past her and on Rebecca. She at least deserved my full attention as I brought her world crashing down around her. “Bex, I can’t mate with you. I’m sorry.”

      There were gasps and sharp inhalations from my pack, but I pushed it all away. Bailey’s hands were over her mouth in shock, but I tried to center my attention on Rebecca.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks, ruining her makeup, and she didn’t care.

      Victor put one hand on her shoulder. “You won’t get away with this,” he sneered.

      “I’m not trying to get away with anything. I don’t think the mateship is in the best interest of the pack anymore.” I held my hands out, palms up.

      “I should challenge you for this,” he snarled.

      My shoulders tensed and eyes narrowed. “That eager to have your ass handed to you again?”

      The pack started splitting, as it normally did when a challenge was about to be issued. An overwhelming majority stayed behind me, while only a few inched towards Victor. When they saw how in the minority they were, they froze. Victor had been clever in wording his sentence, not outwardly challenging me officially, but testing the waters with the pack.

      I smirked.

      “You’ll regret humiliating my family like this.” Victor gave Bailey a deadly look and guided his crying daughter away by her shoulders.

      I watched them go with a guilty heart, for once realizing just how young Rebecca was. She may be similar to Bailey and me in age, but she hadn’t been forced to grow up as quickly as we had.

      I needed a Matron who understood sacrifice and pain.

      “Well? What are you all looking at? The show’s over.” Xavier swatted the pack away, and Bailey took the moment to escape too.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. My wolf was relieved but also anxious. It wanted someone to be punished for this turn of events; for a tangible ending that would have made the drama mean something.

      I sighed.

      Regret was its own form of punishment.

      Xavier shifted into his wolf form and sniffed the air. He changed back, his eyes fixed on the point in the woods that Victor and Rebecca had disappeared into.

      “They’re heading out towards the southwest.”

      I roughly tugged my hair through my hands, suddenly feeling bone tired. “Let them go. They’ll need to blow off some steam.”

      Xavier’s lips disappeared into a thin line, but he said nothing else as he accompanied me back to the cabins. At the doorway he left me with a worried glance, but I waved him away and watched as he disappeared into the night.

      I stood dumbly in front of my cabin, knowing Bailey was inside. Likely curled around a pillow and wearing one of my sweatshirts. I should have Brett come and ensure she had not reopened the wound.

      Yes, that would be good. It would also delay the inevitable time when I would once again be left alone with her.

      Alone with her. Something I craved now more than ever, but I couldn’t.

      Instead, I went by Brett’s and gave him his orders, then slinked instead to another cabin. Even though it was late, I couldn’t bring myself to go back home with Bailey. I didn’t trust what my wolf would do. What I would do.

      Sometimes, when the world didn’t make any sense, there was only one place to go. I raised my hand and knocked firmly. The door opened, and a bemused yet compassionate face met mine.

      “Mama. Can I come in?”
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      I felt like the same five-year-old boy who’d clung to her skirts in fear as the waves thrashed around our tiny boat. Instead of a boat, I sat stiffly in a simple wooden chair. Instead of her legs, I clutched onto the ceramic mug like it was a lifeline.

      Just as they had been then, her eyes were calm and poised. Always.

      Never show fear. Never show doubt.

      “I take it you heard what happened,” I uttered.

      The cabin was unchanged from my childhood, even when she became Matron she had held onto it. The space was simplistic, non-materialistic, filled with books and herbs more than anything else. It’s probably where I got my lack of decorating skills from. There was a small couch, two chairs at a dining room table where we sat now. The communal area was an open floor plan, like many cabins because it was easier to build. The back of the house held one bedroom and bathroom, which my mother and I had shared the first few years here.

      My mother snorted, merely stirring more sugar into her own tea. “I wouldn’t be surprised if another pack heard what happened with how loudly you all were screeching at each other.”

      I tried and failed not to cringe. She was a firm believer in taking care of personal matters privately and not airing it out for everyone in the pack to see.

      Whoops.

      “Though I question your method of delivery,” my mother continued, “the overall result is the same. I never thought she had what it took to handle being Matron.”

      A smidge of irritation nagged at me. “You never said anything.”

      My mother eyed me steadily. “You never asked outright what I thought about her. I assumed my son was in love. At least, I did until Bailey came. I took Rebecca’s insults in stride, determined to put on my best face for my son. That is what the Matron does after all—puts their Alpha and pack’s needs over their own.”

      I blanched. “Rebecca insulted you?”

      One of my mother’s eyebrows raised. It was easy to see where I’d inherited that trait from. “Her father killed my mate, and she was about to oust me from my position. Are you truly surprised her ego grew bigger than that frail body could handle?”

      I put the mug on the coffee table before I cracked it. “But she insulted you? To your face?”

      My mother rolled her eyes. “She’s spent most of your engagement lording her ‘authority’ over all the other females, throwing your name around to get her way. Why do you think so few pack members were willing to support Victor’s challenge? She’s been an utter annoyance these past few months.”

      Shame and bitterness welled within me. There had been turmoil in my pack, and I hadn’t even noticed. My people had been close to dividing into factions like I feared, and I’d been sneaking kisses with Bailey. I wasn’t fit to be Alpha. I didn’t deserve to be Alpha.

      “It’s the Matron’s job to communicate any pack issues to the Alpha,” I grumbled, but I knew it wasn’t her fault.

      My mother ignored my biting tone. “The moment I aired some concerns, the cubs went missing. Then you return with them and this mysterious female you couldn’t keep your eyes off of. As soon as you set her up in your cabin, I knew things would take care of themselves.”

      My jaw dropped. “You’re incorrigible.”

      She took a dainty sip. “I’m a survivor and a winner. The real question is what you plan to do next.”

      I sank back into my chair, closing my eyes. Suddenly, there was a slice of pain in my chest, stealing my breath. Emptiness remained when I thought of Victor or Rebecca. My eyes flew open. “They’ve left the pack.”

      My mother looked unsurprised. Uncaring, even.

      I sat with my shame until I couldn’t stand the silence anymore and decided to answer her question. “I sent Brett over to check on Bailey’s wound. She probably reopened her stitches—”

      “About your relationship,” my mother interrupted, irritation on her face.

      I paused. “Oh. Uh. There really isn’t one. We’ve. . . had moments together, but one of us ends up always running out on the other.”

      My mother’s gaze grew contemplative as she tapped the rim of her mug. “Then create a relationship. Spend some time outside of pack chores or business. Get to know her in a relaxed environment with no interruptions and a romantic gesture.”

      Right. And when exactly would I have time to do that while I was trying to prevent a vampire attack? I would have almost rather gone out and fought Victor again. What would be considered romantic? Fuck that, what would Bailey consider romantic? I inwardly grinned, imagining a date with Bailey where we went on a bloody vampire hunting spree. A romantic hunting spree. I could toss roses over their corpses and give Bailey a chocolate for each one she killed.

      I snorted. With Rebecca, all I’d had to do was propose and ply her with trinkets now and then.

      And Bailey was not Rebecca. Though she seemed attached to the one trinket I had given her. Heat pooled in my belly as I remembered the arousal in her eyes as I’d yanked on the necklace, her moans rasping against my ear, her skin rubbed raw around the metal links.

      My mother tsked. “What are her hobbies? What does she spend time doing?”

      I blinked. At least I could answer this question in polite company. “She likes to train with the others and spends a lot of time in the woods on walks or runs.”

      I glanced at my mother. She gazed back expectantly.

      “Uh . . . I could take her to some of my favorite spots in the woods?”

      “Yes. Do that. And for all our sakes, whatever you were just thinking of that gave you that look in your eye, do that to her.”

      “Mother!” I chided, outraged.

      She cackled. My mother cackled. She took a moment to compose herself, adding far too much sugar to her tea than she usually preferred. That meant both of us felt rattled, then. She took a sip, doing a damn good job at hiding her wince at the overly sweet taste. “You know what you want. Likely, your wolf does as well. When all else fails, use him as a guide. Mine has never steered me wrong.”

      We sat in contemplative silence for a while.

      I gathered up my remaining courage. “Is that how you survived? Sometimes I’m in awe of everything you went through. Of everything you did for us. For me.”

      Her eyes moistened, and she glanced away. She cleared her throat, and when she glanced up the inscrutable face of the Matron was looking back at me. “Your fathers would be proud of you. I like to think that having the two of them gave you the best of both worlds. Your father’s strength, and your stepfather’s level-headedness. It makes you a formidable Alpha.”

      I thought of Bailey’s terrified face and how she used to flinch at the slightest movement. “Formidable doesn’t make a good Alpha,” I hissed.

      Her eyes sharpened, and her head tilted to the side. “Formidable and wise. Especially for one so young.”

      Her tone of voice told me that was the end of that conversation.

      “This thing with the vampires. It’s getting worse,” I stated.

      My mother’s posture wilted, her mask slipping toward the face of an exhausted mother, worried and forlorn.

      I continued, “I’m beginning to think our island was almost a test—an experiment to see what they could do to a pack caught unawares. Their success prompted them to move onto others.”

      She swelled with pride. “Our pack survived unscathed because of the measures you put in place. Remember that when you are feeling unsure of yourself. You saved this pack. You made our suffering across the ocean worth something.”

      My throat tightened with emotion, not expecting the conversation to turn so sincere.

      “The vampires will come back, and they’ll just be better prepared.” My mother set down her mug, one finger trailing the edge in thought. “You need to form alliances with the other packs. When the next attack comes, we will all fight. Were you unable to capture any vampires alive?”

      I shook my head, my wolf growling in anger. “In the end we didn’t want to risk any more deaths, our wolves were too focused on protecting, so they all burned,” I said, disappointed we hadn’t been able to interrogate anyone.

      My mother wasn’t deterred. “Reach out to the other packs while you are trying to get to the bottom of why.”

      She stood and walked over to the large wall of books. Thumbing over the spines, she pulled out a book and opened it carefully.

      I stood and peered inside. A dried flower lay on the pages, delicate and brittle. It was golden with five leaflets, the central three held above the rest. A jolt went through me. “Where did you get that?” My voice sounded hoarse, and she shot me a look.

      “This was on the body of a vampire I killed before fleeing the island. I knew it wasn’t native, so I kept it deep in my pocket to study later, hopefully after we had survived.”

      I resisted the urge to touch it, knowing it would destroy this vital clue. “It’s the same flower the patrol found near the border after the vampire attacked the cubs.”

      Her keen eyes met mine. “It cannot be a coincidence. Why don’t you show Lyra? She knows a lot about plants, right?”

      I could have slapped myself. Why hadn’t I thought of that? I resolved to show her as soon as possible.

      My mother snapped the book shut and replaced it on the shelf. “You know what to do next. I’ll take care of researching the flower, including asking little Lyra. We’ll narrow it down to its origins, and then reach out to any nearby packs. Just remember, the pack needs a strong Matron to guide them through these uncertain times. Don’t shirk from that duty.”

      A giant weight that I didn’t even realize had been weighing me down lifted. A plan. We had a plan. I ignored her barb about finding an appropriate Matron. “Thanks,” I breathed.

      I seized my mother’s shoulder in a hug, kissing her on her forehead.

      She reached up to muss my hair. “Don’t thank me yet,” she warned as I made my way to the door. “I have a feeling that our troubles aren’t over.”

      I shuddered as a sense of foreboding washed through me.
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Chapter 25 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      “How much longer?” My legs burned with exertion from hiking for the last couple of hours. I was excited to stretch my legs, but I hated not knowing where we were going. And Derrick insisted we had to stay in human form.

      Ever since the perimeter breach, more of the contingent have been stationed along our borders, with a team even leaving the boundaries with special permission in order to hunt for vampires. Xavier swore that no one could figure out how they got through. Derrick insisted on checking out the border, and with everything that had happened, I didn’t want him to go by himself.

      Damn Alpha instinct.

      I had tried to resist the need, but my wolf didn’t stop howling until I offered to come along. It was hard for me to leave the pack after everything that had happened, but Xavier was left in charge for the day, and Lyra was off running border control with Aniyah, which helped settle my wolf.

      “Just five more minutes.” The bane of my existence assured me, stepping over the trunk of a fallen tree. He turned with a hand extended to help me over. I wanted to swear at him, or at least demand to know why he insisted we walk. This would be so much quicker and efficient as wolves.

      “That’s the third time you’ve said that.” I ignored his hand and hauled my body over the tree with an easy swing.

      Derrick smirked down at me. “This time I mean it.”

      I rolled my eyes, and we winded through the trees, still within the territory of the pack. There was a lightness to him I hadn’t seen previously. I still couldn’t believe he’d ended things with Rebecca last night. It was a bold move, and one I knew he’d receive backlash from. And yet . . . looking at him, it was easy to sense that he and his wolf were more aligned now. His shoulders seemed lighter, more unburdened, and his smile came more easily.

      It made him less of a dick, which my inner wolf liked a lot.

      Derrick stopped abruptly, and I almost ran into his back. He nervously ran his hand through the tangles of his hair and turned toward me.

      “I, uh, wanted to do something special for you. I apologize for the position I put you in with Rebecca. What I did was unfair to the both of you.” His head bowed slightly, and I blinked at him in surprise. Alphas rarely apologized.

      My wolf preened at his display of submissiveness. The bowed head, the neck bent out towards me. It was the largest apology an Alpha could give.

      I was shocked, but my wolf practically wagged her tail and yipped for joy. “I thought we were investigating the vamps and doing a territory sweep to look for weaknesses,” I gaped.

      He ran his hand through his hair again, shifting awkwardly on his feet. “That too. But I may have taken a little detour.”

      No one had ever surprised me before, with anything aside from the back of a hand.

      My mouth opened and closed to say more, but I feared revealing too much, and I couldn’t be sure what he’d reciprocate. My human brain told me what we did was wrong, but my wolf told me he was mine, and there was nothing wrong with claiming what was mine. I could only assume he had a similar internal battle. But I wanted to know, not assume.

      The idea of his newfound availability had my chest fluttering, but it was too soon. I would need to prove myself to the pack again, after they lost their soon-to-be Matron. My Alpha instincts knew that was the right course.

      He smiled down at me until his eyes crinkled at the side, and the swoop in my belly had the toe of my shoe digging into the ground.

      Damn, I wanted to kiss him.

      “We’re here,” he muttered, breaking my train of thought.

      He led me through a small path with a wall of rock on either side. When the passage opened up, I gasped in awe.

      A waterfall spilled over the side of a rocky ledge, green fir trees dotting its side along with flowers, turning the cream-colored wall into an assortment of greens, yellows, purples, and reds.

      The pool beneath was crystal clear with green and brown river rocks, the water dancing with the moving surface. Fish darted about underneath, their scales iridescent and giving off rainbow sheens when the afternoon light hit them at the correct angle.

      Large, flat rocks, perfect for sunbathing, laid on the edge of the water. Freshwater plants pushed against them, adding greenery between the slabs. A hawk watched its domain high above in a perch atop a giant pine tree. It screamed when it saw us and took off.

      The bird above such a sight surfaced a memory— the place where I had first met him. So much had changed between us since then.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

      Derrick scanned the area, satisfaction and happiness easing the muscles of his face. He unslung the backpack he wore and dropped it onto a sunny slab of stone. “You really like it?” A tinge of red colored his cheeks.

      “Like it?” I met his eyes as joy bubbled inside of me and caused a smile to spread across my face. “I love it.”

      A huge grin broke across his face. “It’s my favorite place within our territory. Knowing I missed the ocean, my stepdad showed it to me when I was seven. It gave me an escape and a place to work through the trauma of what had happened to my old pack. You’re the only person I’ve ever brought out here. You can come here whenever you like.”

      I took a step to him and pressed my hands against his chest, his heartbeat pumping faster at my touch. It meant a lot that he’d share this with me. Unable to meet the sincerity that resonated from his eyes, I dropped my gaze. “Thank you,” I muttered to the ground.

      There were no words to express what this meant to me. Both of us held pain from our past, and I had very few things to cherish in my life. Sometimes it was difficult for me to find the beauty in life after so much heartache. This was a bigger gift to me than he’d ever know, and the fact he was sharing this with me meant a lot. Especially after I had refused to join his pack.

      My eyes burned with unshed tears. My laugh turned into a hiccup as his face tilted in distress.

      The unwanted tears slipped out and the pad of his thumbs swept up to catch them as he held my face. “I’m sorry about the life you had, and I’m sorry I hadn’t met you sooner to do something about it. I will kill every last wolf who has ever hurt you, so you never have to live in fear again.”

      I gave a small shake of my head, too entranced by the gold flecks in his brown eyes. “If I’m ever faced with them again, I’ll kill them myself.”

      His chest rumbled in both anger and approval. “You are the most infuriating yet fierce woman I have ever met.”

      I smirked, my chest puffing out in pride.

      He continued, “But you are not alone anymore. I don’t know why you won’t officially claim me as your Alpha, but I accept it. I accept you, and this pack is yours to whatever extent you want it to be. You are not alone anymore, and you no longer have to face things by yourself.”

      I couldn’t breathe. His words, his protection, his acceptance was all I ever wanted in this lifetime. So, I kissed him.

      Instead of brutal and lustful as all our previous kisses had been, this one was tender. My lips met his in a tentative gesture, but he didn’t need any further encouragement. His tongue traced my lips, asking and not demanding entrance. I willingly opened, and my fingers tangled into the soft waves of his hair. Our mouths molded to each other, content to simply exist, while we savored the taste of one another.

      When we pulled away, heat swirled in his eyes, more golden than usual, with his wolf closer to the surface. “Do you want to eat or swim first?” The rumble of his voice went straight to my core.

      I wouldn’t mind eating him. My inner wolf growled, and I shushed her. It was hard not to laugh as he tried to ignore what had just happened between us. If this was the way he wanted to play, then fine by me.

      “Swim,” I said nonchalantly.

      He nodded with a grin. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Alright, ocean boy. Show me what you got,” I teased.

      We shed our clothes, having seen one another naked more times than I could count from shifting. It was part of our society, and it didn’t faze us. But I still checked out his corded muscles and perfectly toned ass as he walked to the water’s edge.

      I didn’t wait for him. I ran past and jumped into the air with a yip of excitement, arcing into a dive and slipping into the water.

      It was the perfect temperature, cool after a long hike but not as cold as mountain water could be. I surfaced and Derrick stood at the edge, watching me with such an intense gaze that the breath was ripped from my lungs.

      He took a few steps back, and with a running leap jumped off the side. He flipped into the air before landing with a perfect dive into the water. He surfaced with a flip of his hair, eyes shining with mirth.

      “Show off.” I splashed him in the face, and he threw his head back and laughed.

      I almost forgot to keep swimming, ogling him with the strange sound booming from his mouth. I had never heard him laugh before, and it instantly became my favorite soundtrack; better than any music I’d ever heard. It was right up there with the sounds of the forest.

      Together, we swam. We competed to catch fish, but they were too quick for us in our human forms. The waterfall pounded the pool’s surface, and Derrick showed me a stone at the edge where it was less rough and you could sit underneath it for a natural massage.

      He swam ahead of me, diving for pretty stones, when a wicked idea occurred to me. He sucked in a breath in preparation to go under when I grabbed his foot and yanked.

      Derrick yelped in surprise, and I cackled as I swam past him as fast as I could.

      “Oh, you’re gonna get it!” His arms pumped freestyle to chase me.

      I squealed, trying to swim faster, but I was no match for him.

      His arm snaked around my waist, and he hauled me into his chest with me kicking and screaming.

      “Submit!” He screamed playfully, his voice light with laughter.

      “Never!” I hollered in a fit of giggles.

      He hauled me over his shoulder, arms tight around me so I couldn’t escape no matter how much I playfully beat at his back. When the water was shallow enough, he pulled me back to his front.

      Every naked inch of my body moved against his, and when I came face to face with him, desire shone in his amber-brown eyes. My thighs tightened together from the pulse in between.

      One of his hands drew designs on my back, sending shivers down my spine, while the other supported my waist.

      I leaned into him. “Derrick,” I breathed.

      His eyes flashed yellow, and his lips crashed against mine.

      A moan slipped out of me. I weaved my arms around his neck, and he lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist with ease as the water partially supported us.

      His hardness pressed against my core, and he growled his approval against my mouth. I broke the kiss, panting, my face flushed with heat.

      “S—sorry,” he said, but confusion drew his eyebrows together.

      I shook my head. “It’s not that. I’ve never . . .” I trailed off, unsure how to say it. Before Derrick, misogynistic assholes filled my life. I’m not saying I didn’t have a working libido, but there had never been a man I wanted to give my V card to.

      His eyes widened when he realized what I meant before hunger darkened them. A sly smile tilted his mouth. “Is it bad I find it hot as fuck at the idea of being your first?”

      My mouth opened and closed like the fish surrounding us. My core throbbed at the thought. “No.”

      He claimed my mouth again and walked us out of the water. He laid me on the edge of the slab in the shade and hovered above me. Droplets of water from the strands of his hair dripped onto my naked body.

      I wanted him, needed him. “Please,” I uttered.

      His eyes were his wolf’s now. “Soon,” he promised. “I want to be the first to taste you, the first to give you pleasure, and then I will leave my fucking scent all over your delicious body.”

      My wolf purred in response.

      He bent down, capturing my lips again with a quick kiss. His mouth traced my jawline until he nipped my ear. His tongue traveled along the curve of my neck, my collarbone, and circled my peaked nipple.

      I gasped when he took it in his mouth, his fingers squeezing my other nipple and massaging my breast. I arced into his hand, demanding more of his touch.

      His fingers continued to work me, pinching and stroking as his tongue swirled down my stomach. He went lower and parted my legs so I was laid bare before him.

      I tilted my head up and gave him a sly smile, exuding the confidence of an Alpha. I’d be damned if I’d be some blushing virgin.

      His hands glided down my waist and along my thighs. Cool wind tickled between my legs when he pushed them further apart. He stared between them. It was like I was the only thing in the world.

      Lying down between my legs, he blew against my clit, and it throbbed in anticipation. A single finger swiped my folds, and he growled his approval at how slick I already was for him.

      He dipped a finger inside, and my eyes shut with a groan. He inserted another finger, and used the pads of them to tease and swirl, pressing on the perfect spot.

      All it took was one swipe of his tongue, and I was on the edge.

      My hands gripped his hair as a gasp tore from my throat.

      Fuck. Vibrators did not do the real thing any justice.

      The more he worked me, the closer I got to release.

      “Not yet,” he growled against my core.

      My wolf panted in response, letting him play me like a fiddle.

      His tongue and fingers moved in unison, backing off when I was close in order to give him more time to lap up my taste. My legs clenched the sides of his head and my back arched.

      “I’m so close,” I huffed.

      He moved with more focus, and when he sucked at my nub, I exploded.

      I cried out as waves of pleasure crashed through my body. My fingers fisted his hair and pulled his mouth flush against my core as I rode out my orgasm.

      He pulled away with a self-satisfied smirk.

      My eyes caught on the throbbing between his legs. It was large—really large, and I fucking wanted it.

      He crawled up my body, leaving sweet kisses on my skin along the way.

      “Next?” I smiled, excited for what was to come.

      “You are insatiable.” He chuckled and gave me a long kiss. He tasted like me, and my wolf gave a satisfied purr. “Don’t worry, we’re just getting started.”

      I tightened at that, wetness pooling again.

      He moved forward, readying himself, when he suddenly froze.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Something’s wrong.” His eyes glazed over as he concentrated. When they snapped open, there was only alarm. “We have to get back. Right now.”

      We were up in a second, and I reached for my clothes.

      He shook his head. “Leave it.”

      Our wolves took over, and we sprinted back to camp.
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Chapter 26 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      Xavier met us halfway back, his eyes wide with panic. Our wolves skidded to a stop, nearly slamming into some bushes as our momentum carried us forward.

      Moments later we stood in the clearing as humans, panting hard.

      Xavier’s face was pale, his expression wide and shocked. I’d never seen him so unsettled in all our years together. “It’s your mother,” he wheezed. “The vampires have t—taken her. I assume as retaliation for not rolling over and dying like good little puppies and fighting back when they attacked us.”

      I saw red. Pain exploded in my hand. Bailey swore; I’d nearly punched a hole straight through a tree.

      She whistled. “Impressive, but not smart right before conflict. Focus.”

      I fell to my knees, not feeling much like an Alpha as I contemplated every horrible thing that could be happening to my mother.

      “It doesn’t make sense. Vampires don’t take hostages.” Xavier was talking, but I didn’t understand what he was saying. I was stuck in a vortex of rage and grief, of anger and sorrow. My mind was drowning in it.

      “Derrick. Derrick.”

      There were hands threading in my hair—Bailey’s hands.

      She tilted my chin up, forcing me to look at her. “Get up. Snap out of it and let’s go kick some ass.”

      The raw power of her order washed over me, and I didn’t fight it. More worryingly, my wolf didn’t fight it.

      My legs stood of their own accord, and some of the fog cleared from my mind. “Right. I’m going to get her. I need you both to get back to the pack and—”

      Bailey snorted. “Like hell we will. We’re coming.”

      Bailey shot a look at Xavier, glaring at him to back her up.

      He rushed to do so, his ears turning red. “Totally. And I already have Aniyah and Lyra locking down the pack and the others patrolling. Everything is handled.”

      I bristled, not wanting any of them to get hurt because of me. The Alpha in me balked at the possibility, but deep down I knew I’d need help.

      I shook my head. “Take me to where it happened.”

      We shifted back into wolves and ran. Xavier led the way, but I didn’t need him to. The smell of my mother’s blood called out to me, and I ran faster. Soon I left Xavier behind and only Bailey could keep up with me.

      I came to a stop outside a small grove of trees. Blood coated the ground, and my mother’s scent mingled with the stench of decay.

      We shifted back and Xavier whistled. “It’s mostly not her blood. She must have taken some of them down with her.”

      “And not easily,” Bailey added, impressed.

      My inner wolf swelled with pride and roared back reassurances. Mother was a survivor.

      We tracked the vampire scent, though it was unneeded with the amount of blood covering the ground. A young pup could have followed the trail.

      “You’re aware this is likely a trap.” Xavier’s voice was strained.

      “I know,” I said, walking along the trail.

      “Vampires don’t kidnap people. This means they want you to come to them.”

      I growled. “I know, Xavier.”

      “I just don’t think—”

      Bailey snarled. “Stuff it.”

      Xavier’s mouth snapped shut at Bailey’s command, and I didn’t have time to ponder the implications. My mother didn’t have time, because the further we went, the more the blood was only hers. And it kept going.

      We ran all night as wolves, only stopping to eat or get something to drink. The more southwest we went, the quieter Bailey became. I knew it was likely we would travel this way since I had tracked the other vamp’s scent this far before, but I didn’t like the unease dripping off of her.

      When we took our next break, I took her aside. “Are you alright? I know we’re getting close to your old pack’s borders. If you want to turn back—”

      “Never,” she growled.

      I held my hands up. “Just . . . know that I’ll never stand by while someone hurts you.”

      Bailey’s eyes flared with emotion. “I can take care of myself,” she muttered, but weakly.

      “Oh, I was just volunteering to hold them down while you pummeled them.” I smirked.

      She smiled at me, and my wolf’s reaction was downright giddy. It was a good thing I was in human form, or I was pretty sure my tail would have wagged.

      Bailey’s face turned serious. “I came through here once tailing you, because making sure you were okay was more important than whatever stupid fears I had. Your mother is more important than any stupid fears.”

      I grasped her hand and rested it on the side of my face. “You are important.”

      Bailey blushed and looked away.

      “Everything alright over there?” Xavier stuck his nose out from behind a tree.

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s fine. Are we camping for the night, or pushing through?”

      My wolf had very firm opinions on what we should be doing. I didn’t want to overexert Bailey while she was still healing. Adrenaline would keep me going until I dropped, but Bailey could kill herself if she wasn’t careful.

      “I’m fine. You?” Bailey raised an eyebrow at Xavier in an obvious challenge.

      He grinned. “I’m down.”

      I nodded, and we shifted back and kept running.

      And running.

      Then we ran some more.

      Dawn was just cresting the horizon when Bailey stumbled, her sore muscles giving out just long enough to send her tripping over her own feet. She somersaulted in a bundle of fur and claws, and came out of her roll in human form. I was immediately at her side, sniffing to ensure she wasn’t hurt any more than she already was. I shifted back into human form.

      “Fuck, are you alright?” I cursed, leaning over her and surveying the damage.

      Xavier was right on my heels.

      “They’re healed. Brett was supposed to remove them today. It’s just an irritation at this point. Can you take them out?” Bailey grunted, annoyance at having to stop clearly written on her face.

      Her request took a moment to register in my brain, and I gave her a look of horror. I’d rather she ask me to put on a skirt and tap dance.

      Xavier skittered away from both of us like we were spitting poison. “Uh, I don’t know if I’m qualified—”

      “You big babies, I’ll do it myself!” Bailey hissed. She slid a claw through the edge of the stitch, cutting it free. Carefully and seemingly without pain, she pulled the thread out slowly and precisely. Despite being unnerved, Xavier and I watched with fascination as Bailey methodically unthreaded her wound.

      “This is weird,” she complained, struggling at the unnatural angle she had to maintain in order to get it all out.

      “I . . . I think I can help,” I managed, not wanting to cause her more pain simply because I was being a wuss about a little blood.

      “Oh, thank you, kind sir,” she spat back. Bailey tensed as my large hands descended to her side, two fingers carefully pinching the thin thread between my fingers.

      Nauseated by the sight of the thread sticking out of her skin, I swallowed hard.

      “Don’t pass out on me,” she growled.

      I huffed and started pulling. Bailey winced, but it went much quicker since my angle was more favorable. Xavier still looked pale and quietly excused himself to go off behind some trees.

      Traitor.

      “There. I think that’s it.” I proudly held out the long length of black string and tossed it into the woods. Bailey went to stand, but I put one hand against her abdomen, keeping her down.

      I leaned over her, my dark hair hanging down into my eyes. “Promise me you’ll be safe and stop if you need to.”

      My breath caught as she reached up with one hand to tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear. Stealing her hand for myself, I brought it to my lips, kissing her palm. Her eyes closed, and she sighed, making me bold enough to slide my lips over her fingers.

      “I—I’m always careful.”

      I snorted and noticed she still wore the necklace around her neck.

      “You don’t have to wear that anymore,” I mumbled.

      I helped her up with one hand, and Bailey winced as she stretched and lunged, testing how she felt with the stitches out. It was likely she had a better range of movement now that they were gone.

      “Do you always ask for jewelry back once you give it to a female?”

      I blanched then laughed. Bailey always knew what to say to break a tense moment.

      Xavier reappeared from behind a nearby tree. “Good, it’s over. Shall we?”

      In a much better mood, we shifted and ran again as the sun crested the sky behind us.

      

      
        
        ☾

      

      

      

      We were close to the edge of the Yosemite pack’s territory. I had expected to encounter their patrol—what luck if it happened to be David again—but the woods were eerily silent. It was unnerving, and a glance at Bailey told me she sensed it as well. Xavier didn’t seem to notice anything wrong.

      She paused in front of the boundary, likely still aware of it even though she’d left the Yosemite pack. I nuzzled her neck with my cold nose in silent encouragement. Her wolf gave a huff, and together, all three of us stepped over the boundary line.

      Bailey smelled him at the same moment I did. I growled automatically, but it didn’t faze the individual at all, stepping out from the shadows. He’d been waiting for us.

      His aura radiated power, and his eyes promised murder. But not for me. His gaze was riveted on Bailey, and it was an unnerving combination of pure need and malice. It frightened me on her behalf, and I wanted to smack the look off his face. If anyone looked at one of my female pack members like that, I’d challenge them immediately.

      I assumed he was the Yosemite Alpha, as he continued to stand casually propped against a tree.

      Xavier and I locked eyes before he crept into the foliage. It was better if we weren’t all huddled together, but I didn’t plan on leaving Bailey’s side.

      We shifted back, my wolf enraged when the Alpha’s eyes traveled slowly up and down Bailey’s form. Like she belonged to him.

      “Travis,” she gasped, pure panic clear on her face.

      Oh shit. The one who hurt her. The wolf she’d been running from. It was him.

      I grabbed her hand and held it firmly, rubbing a reassuring path on the inside of her palm.

      “I was hoping you’d come,” Travis drawled and reached for her.
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Chapter 27 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      Derrick jumped in front of me and pushed me behind him.

      My wolf snarled. She thought we could take care of ourselves. But for me, my legs were about to give out. I fisted my hands to hide how hard they shook behind my back.

      Derrick partially shifted his hands until brutal claws burst from under the beds of his nails.

      “Ah-ah-ah.” Travis wagged a finger at him. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      I closed my eyes then opened them again. Travis looked exactly the same. Tall with lithe muscles, jeans hanging off his hips, and a deep blue V-neck shirt to match his eyes. His face was clean shaven per usual, making his sharp features more pronounced. His dirty blonde hair was trimmed and swept to the side. He had always cared how he looked, never a hair out of place. Now I saw it for what it was: a physical manifestation of his need to control. This was further proven by the crushing Alpha aura he forced into the wolves around him, tinging the air with his river water smell, and building up the subservience of his pack.

      The only difference from when I saw him last was the crook in his nose. I’d smashed the heel of my hand against it the night he tried to mate with me.

      My lips curled into a snarl.

      A group of my old pack moved out from behind the trees, and I cursed my inattention. They’d circled us while we were preoccupied. Twelve wolves total with no visible weapons. But I knew that was a lie, even if they preferred using their fists. Xavier had snuck away and had yet to reappear, hopefully he had gotten past them without them noticing.

      Derrick sucked in a breath.

      “Let’s make this a family affair, shall we?” Travis snickered. He pointed, and I peered around him to see Travis’s brother and Beta Jason, holding a knife to Derrick’s mother’s throat.

      Luna! Rage burned down my throat on her behalf—that this warrior of a woman would be treated the way these males treated females. It made me want to throw up.

      Cuts covered her body. They were half healed and pink, but the fact they were still there at all was a hint at how bad they likely were when inflicted. Her expression was pissed as hell, and that gave me courage in spite of everything.

      My mind paused. If my pack had kidnapped Luna, then where were the vampires? I remembered how the vampire trail had disappeared as Luna’s blood had increased, and my stomach soured.

      “You tricked us,” I snarled.

      Travis answered with a knowing smirk. “Bleeding Luna when she was taken was a good trick, right? Making you believe it was the bloodsuckers. We found a survivor from your attack and bled him dry before killing him. Handy.”

      Derrick’s lip pulled back, and he growled. “Let her go.”

      Fur rippled over his arm, and I realized he was losing his cool. If he let his emotions get the best of him, we were toast. He didn’t know the pack the way I did. They would team up, take turns between holding and beating. They would relish in our pain before killing us, and they’d spent years perfecting it. Derrick’s pack was raised with community. This one was too, but it centered around violence. I knew some of their weaknesses, but I had no way to explain this to Derrick. No way to let him know that if Jonathan went for his legs to not jump up because from the opposite direction Nelson would be going for his torso.

      I placed a hand on his shoulder, stepping beside him.

      Travis growled when he saw me touch Derrick.

      I ignored him, focusing on Derrick until he finally glanced down at me.

      His vision cleared, eyes melting back from yellow to his beautiful brown.

      “There you go, big guy,” I said. “I’m here.”

      The two of us turned to Travis, a united front.

      Travis laughed, and the surrounding wolves joined. “That’s sweet and all, but it’s going to be a lot harder than that.”

      “What do you want?” I glared. “Tell us what you want in exchange for Luna.”

      Luna tried to shake her head, but the knife sliced her skin and blood dripped down her neck.

      Derrick’s nostrils flared with a deep inhale, but he stayed in control.

      There was a shift in the shadows behind where she was held; golden eyes glinted at me for a split second. Derrick’s shoulders relaxed.

      It was Xavier, ready to protect Luna, and thankfully no one else saw or sensed him but us.

      “Isn’t that obvious, sunflower?” Bile rose in my throat at Travis’s nickname for me. “I want you.”

      “Like hell!” Derrick roared.

      I pressed my left side against his, reminding him I was right there. It helped calm the fear threatening to claim me, the same as it settled the anger in him.

      “How did you even know?” I searched the wolves for a friendly face, not really surprised when there weren’t any.

      “Looking for someone?” Travis sneered.

      “No.” I bristled.

      Show no weakness. The mantra came back to me instantly. A rule I lived by since I was a kid to stay alive. Something I reminded myself every single day I was in Travis’s pack but hadn’t thought for months.

      Travis’s pack.

      They weren’t mine anymore. Maybe they never were.

      Travis’s eyes roved over me. “Any wolves who’ve ever helped you are too busy being punished. Only those who can be trusted are present.”

      My wolf surged, and I couldn’t smother the snarl I gave him. “If you’ve hurt them. . .” I warned.

      His face ignited with cruel amusement. “What will you do? You ran from your pack—from your mother and anyone you ever tried to help. For years you took their beatings, but then you left them high and dry. You really think they want you back? You really think they care about you?”

      My throat closed.

      He was right. I abandoned my pack. Instead of stepping up like a real Alpha would, I left them to rot with this dickwad in charge. I didn’t deserve their forgiveness, and it didn’t matter how much I stood up for them in the past. I had left, and I hated myself for it.

      I held onto the belief I ran for my life and for that of my mother. But I was kidding myself. It was selfish.

      I was selfish.

      What began as a bid for survival turned into self-loathing and embarrassment over my cowardice, and I kept running when I should’ve turned around. I had the chance to be a leader like Derrick was, but I’d turned away.

      As I stood facing the man who has haunted my nightmares for years, who tormented me before that, and tried to force a mateship on me, I realized I was no longer afraid. At least not for my life. After all, I wasn’t scared of death.

      The only thing I feared was taking my rightful place, which was here with this misogynistic pack. And because I hadn’t, innocent wolves were being hurt.

      It was time I made amends. It was time I faced my past. It was time I finally stepped up and became the person I was always meant to be.

      “Fuck you,” I spat.

      “That’s no way to speak to your Alpha.” Travis’s jaw ticked, a movement so subtle, but caused fear to latch onto my breath and not let go.

      Derrick stepped closer to me, and his ocean scent washed over me, clearing my head.

      I raised my chin. “You’re not my Alpha.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Travis said, and I felt Derrick stiffen beside me.

      “What do you want?” Derrick asked Travis yet again.

      “All I want is what belongs to me.” Travis’s eyes pinned me in place.

      “I don’t belong to you,” I said, not breaking eye contact with him.

      We continued to stare one another down, waiting for the other to give in. His Alpha power pushed into me, and I nearly gagged. It was strong, and once it would’ve forced me into the ground, but not anymore.

      “You certainly aren’t mated to anyone else. I’m doing you a favor.” Travis’s gaze flicked to Derrick, a grimace twisting his face. “And you haven’t accepted him as your Alpha. I’d smell it.”

      “Says who?” Derrick piped up, and Travis’s eye twitched.

      A new voice came from behind the trees.

      “Says me.”

      There were very few things that would've made me pull my gaze from Travis, but this was one of them. Because from behind a tree, out walked fucking Victor and Rebecca.

      Instinctively, I reached for Derrick’s hand as shock tightened my body.

      Rebecca and Travis noted the movement, and their eyes glinted as their wolves pushed forward.

      “You—” Derrick choked. “You sold out Bailey to a rival pack?” His face was pained as he searched his ex-fiancé’s face.

      Rebecca’s lips pressed into a fine line, but her eyes dipped under Derrick’s scrutiny. “Don’t forget taking your mother as collateral while I was at it. I said I’d make you regret it.”

      Derrick vibrated with anger, and I squeezed his hand. “Calm down,” I whispered so only he could hear. “They’re trying to rile you up.”

      “And it’s fucking working.” His voice was more wolf than man.

      I took half a step forward, but Derrick gripped my wrist, not allowing me to go further toward the danger. “What is wrong with you two?” I asked Victor and Rebecca. “You had a good pack. You had a good Alpha. Why leave?”

      Victor opened his mouth, but Rebecca surged forward. “Why? Why?” she screeched. “My Alpha was my father, only to be replaced by another who I took as my future mate, even though he nearly killed my dad. His genes would make for strong pups and he was a good friend, so I was ready to get over it.”

      Rebecca paused with filthy glare marring her usually beautiful face. “Then he brought home some stray bitch, and my strong Alpha turned into a smitten puppy who bit me behind my back.” Tears brimmed her eyes, and she turned to Derrick. “You’re no Alpha of mine.”

      Derrick’s eyes swam with guilt. “I’m sorry, Bex.”

      Tears ran down her face unchecked. “We grew up together! It was supposed to be us!” Rebecca raged.

      “I know,” Derrick said in a soothing voice, his expression twisting in regret. “But . . . I don’t know how to explain it.” He shifted on his feet. “On paper, we were perfect, but it didn’t feel right with my wolf. You must’ve felt it too. You must’ve known. Don’t you want happiness? Don’t you want a chance at a true mate bond instead of settling for something that will be only a position?”

      She threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “Maybe I wanted the position, Derrick! Didn’t you ever think to talk to me about all of this? To get my thoughts on what I wanted?”

      “I should have,” Derrick agreed. “But it’s over now. I would’ve never been the right mate for you. I knew it, my wolf knew it, and it was unfair to continue to play house once I realized it.” Derrick’s head kept shifting to the side, in the direction of his mother, too scared to fully look but still aware of the very real danger his mother was in.

      I chanced a glance her way.

      Luna’s eyes met mine, hard and serious. Every bit the Matron she truly was, she didn’t bow down to the threat, and I admired her for that.

      Travis narrowed his eyes at me. I was surprised he was letting this happen, but I could only assume it was part of whatever deal he had struck with Victor. He got me, and they got Derrick. I turned back around, which was the wrong move because it drew Rebecca’s attention.

      “It’s because of her,” she growled. “If she hadn’t come along, none of this would have happened.”

      Derrick shook his head. “It would’ve happened at some point. If not now, then after the mateship we would’ve realized, and it would’ve been so much worse.”

      “No,” Rebecca said. She was still in denial. “You’ll see. We will get rid of her. She will go back to her pack, and we will pick up right where we left off. I will become Matron, and we can continue our lives as planned.”

      I swallowed down my horror. She wanted to be rid of me so badly, she’d send me straight back to an abusive pack?

      “No,” Derrick sighed, “it won’t go back that way. I don’t love you. Not like that, and the only thing you love about me is what my position can bring you. You need to accept it’s over.”

      Rebecca’s face crumpled into her hands, shaking her head. Quiet ‘no’s’ whispered between her smothered sobs. When her face lifted, her eyes were wild. Manic.

      “You’ll see!” she cried. “You won’t get away with this!”

      Even Victor’s face held a glimmer of worry. He took one step toward his daughter, but she shifted and ran into the woods.

      “Fuck,” he murmured. Turning to Derrick, his gaze held nothing but promise. “This isn’t over.” He shifted and chased after his daughter.

      Travis clapped his hands together, drawing the attention back to him. “That was suitably dramatic and all. But let’s get back to the case in point. I would like my mate back.”

      The muscles in Derrick’s back tightened.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why can’t you just let me go?”

      Travis brushed an imaginary piece of lint off his shirt, acting like he didn’t have a care in the world. “No wolf escapes me. You are meant to be mine. The first female Alpha? No one would question me with such a feather in my cap. You’re mine.”

      The first female Alpha. He knew.

      My vision tunneled.
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Chapter 28 Derrick

          

        

      

    

    
      I wheeled back as Bailey’s face turned ashen.

      Travis laughed in the face of my shock. “You didn’t know?”

      No, I didn’t. Not that I’d admit that to him. But with the truth in front of me, everything clicked into place. How my Alpha powers never worked on her, the way she didn’t back down from a competing wolf, and why she wouldn’t accept me as her Alpha even when her life was on the line.

      Her hazel eyes skidded to mine. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

      The words were light on her lips, nothing but a breath, but it was a stab through the heart. This fierce, brave, dedicated, prideful, and kind wolf had no reason to say sorry. She was a survivor. Just like me, just like my mom.

      I reached out, wrapping her hand in mine, and for once she didn’t flinch away. Instead, worry knotted her brows.

      “There is nothing to be sorry for,” I whispered. My thumb grazed the back of her hand.

      A timid smile warmed her face. “I should’ve told you.”

      I shook my head. “You would’ve told me when you were ready.”

      “I wanted to,” she admitted. “But I . . .”

      Fear scented the air as she peered at Travis.

      Bailey was a female Alpha, and in her mind it meant death. Of course she didn’t tell me. But she was safe now. She had nothing to fear because I had her back.

      I pulled her hand, drawing her closer to me. “You’re an Alpha,” I said with a stupid grin on my face.

      She stood straighter at the words, and I couldn’t help but hum with contentment in chorus with my inner wolf.

      “Do not bend to anyone ever again.” I brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, cupping her face for a half second.

      She nodded at me, not breaking eye contact with me. Only she had ever done that.

      How did I not see it before?

      A small yelp froze us. In unison, we turned to a gash across my mother’s chest. The blood oozing down from the cut made me see red.

      “Step the fuck away from my mother,” I spat at the Yosemite Beta.

      “He is not yours to command.” Travis’s lip pulled back in warning.

      Xavier’s wolf launched from the bushes, and sunk his teeth into the Beta’s leg. The male screamed, and the knife only dragged deeper against my mother’s chest. This time she was prepared for it and clamped her teeth down on her lower lip to stop from crying out.

      Within seconds, Yosemite pack members were grabbing at Xavier’s fur, hauling him back. It took four of them to do so, and when they successfully pried him off, a chunk of the Beta’s calf went with him.

      Somehow, the Beta managed to stay standing, more pissed than ever as he hissed between his teeth. Another wolf stepped over and captured my mother’s arm in a death grip.

      “Take him out,” the Beta growled to the men wrangling Xavier.

      One of them brought up a rock and cracked it against Xavier’s head.

      Xavier went limp.

      My heart stopped for a split second as fear pierced through my chest. Taking a breath, I concentrated on Xavier. I could still sense him, and his heart beat was strong. He was alive, for now.

      I stepped forward, my eyes narrowing on the wolf who held the knife to my mother’s neck. Bailey hissed, one hand flying out to smack me in the chest. She took a step. “Hunter, step the fuck down.”

      The wolf twitched, his gaze flicking between Travis and I, confused and not sure what to do.

      The knife lowered.

      Travis exploded. “You fucking cunt.” His anger was directed at Hunter, who finally cowered under his glare.

      I growled and took two steps toward Travis before Bailey threw an arm out, holding me back. “No. He’s mine.”

      A smirk curled my lips, knowing exactly what the fuck she was talking about. Travis’s own smug look suddenly seemed forced.

      Shit was about to hit the fan.
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Chapter 29 Bailey

          

        

      

    

    
      When Travis felt threatened, he did what most cowards do—say something stupid.

      He flashed his fangs at Derrick, ignoring me. “You’re pathetic. Letting a female control you? You’re weak.”

      Derrick didn’t flinch at the insult, and for a moment I wondered if he’d even heard it. Then he raised his head, meeting my eyes with a flirtatious little smirk.

      Travis growled, no doubt irritated at being ignored in favor of me. And Derrick knew it.

      After I gave him a tentative smile back, only then did Derrick shift his gaze to Travis. His face grew hard, his eyes two dark glittering marbles ringed with gold.

      “Weak would be mistreating someone you’re sworn to protect, or being threatened by something you don’t understand. Weak,” he stressed, his eyes taking on a feral gleam, “would be denying the needs of your pack in favor of your own.”

      I took an involuntary step back at the look of rage on Travis’s face, but Derrick’s hand rested on the small of my back. His touch wasn’t forcing me backward or forward. It simply hovered, letting me know he was there. He strengthened me, just like I strengthened his wolf. Just like I would strengthen his pack.

      My spine stiffened, and I met Travis’s eyes without flinching.

      Derrick leaned down to brush my ear with his lips, his eyes never leaving Travis’s. “You can take him. You don’t need me.”

      And that was the whole point, wasn’t it? I didn’t need Travis, or the Yosemite pack, but he seemed to need me. Whether to prove a point to the wolves or himself, he’d always needed me more than I needed him.

      But Derrick. He didn’t need me; he wanted me. Not only that, but he made everything better. His needs were secondary to that of everyone around him. In giving himself fully to the pack, he made it better. He made me better.

      I was finally ready to accept what I was, and I didn’t care who knew about it.

      “Are you issuing an Alpha challenge?” I asked calmly, the tension draining from my muscles.

      Travis sized up Derrick greedily, nearly salivating at the chance to go head-to-head with him.

      I shot a look at Derrick, whose eyes were already alight with mischief. He knew exactly what I was thinking.

      “Yes, I challenge the Alpha for my mate!” Travis roared, barely able to contain his delight.

      I cracked my neck, a slow grin stretching lazily across my face.

      For the first time I could remember, I wasn’t afraid of him. Not when I knew Derrick had my back, and the rest of the pack had his. Ours.

      I stared Travis in the eye. “I accept.”

      Shock blanched Travis’s face.

      “You can’t be serious?” he scoffed. “I want to challenge the Alpha.”

      “You said it yourself, I am an Alpha.” I licked my lips. “I accept your challenge.”

      Travis’s nostrils flared. “In a normal challenge, I would’ve been able to gain the Yellowstone pack. What will I get if I fight you?”

      “You get me.”

      Travis and Derrick both flinched, but for different reasons.

      “I challenge you, Travis, Alpha of the Yosemite pack.” I spoke loudly so all the wolves could hear. “If I win, you let any wolf who doesn’t want to be under your rule go, including me. And if you win, you get me and my mateship. I will go willingly and I will not fight you again.”

      Derrick sucked in a breath, but I leveled a stare at him.

      “I got this,” I reminded him. “You helped me realize that.”

      He pursed his lips, but nodded and stepped off to the side. Based on the glow in his eyes, he’d been fighting his wolf this entire time—to allow me to take care of myself.

      I faced Travis and raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

      A grin pulled at his mouth. “Agreed.”

      Before the word finished issuing from his mouth, he turned and flew at me.

      Travis’s grey wolf slammed into my human body, taking me to the ground. My breath was knocked from my lungs, and I struggled not to panic. His teeth locked around my thigh, right over top of the scars he left before. He didn’t do it to claim me this time, not while I was in human form, but as a promise of what was ahead for me.

      I screamed in pain.

      Derrick lunged, fists balled, but members from the Yosemite pack held him back.

      I shook my head at him. Distractions got wolves killed in these situations.

      He stepped back under the watchful eye of Travis’s pack.

      I slammed my knee into the side of Travis’s face, splitting open his wolf’s lip. When Travis detached, I transformed.

      I hopped onto all fours, ignoring the fur drenched in blood. Teeth bared, I ran at Travis.

      He skirted out of the way, but I caught his tail between my teeth. I swung him back around, the crunch of his tail in my jaws pushing my wolf to howl for more. For redemption. For revenge.

      My first scar was on my knee at four years old. Travis had pushed me into the ground and laughed until I’d punched him back. He gave me my first bloody lip. My first patch of ripped out hair. He was everything I hated in this world, and I would make him fucking pay for everything he’d done to me and every other female wolf in the pack.

      Travis tumbled along the ground until coming to a stop.

      I padded over to him. Looming over his still body, I lowered my muzzle to snap around his neck for victory.

      His eyes opened, piercing straight through me. My blood stained his teeth as he twisted, taking my legs out and reversing our positions while trapping me with his weight.

      Every dodged blow and every hit I landed was thanks to my time spent training with Lyra and the others. Each drop of blood I spilled, each strike I dodged, was thanks to them.

      I wiggled underneath him on my back, swinging side to side to avoid his snapping mouth. His giant paw smacked across my face. My neck snapped to the side, and I blinked away the dots. Turning my head, he slapped again. This time, his claws drew blood across my cheek.

      After everything I’ve been through, if he didn’t think I could handle a few scratches . . . Well, the joke was on him. I was a much better fighter than I used to be.

      My wolf gave Travis a toothy grin. His wolf paused, cocking his head to the side.

      It was all the time I needed.

      My hind legs reared under his belly and I pushed into him. His skin ripped from my claws, his blood spewing across my underside as he flew through the air.

      I was up and already on top of him when he thudded into the hard ground.

      My mouth barreled down toward his neck, ready to kill. I should give him a chance to yield, but after everything I’d been through, the females have been through, this fucker didn’t deserve it.

      A soft groan, but a familiar one. If I hadn’t been in my wolf form, I might have missed it entirely. But I didn’t miss it, because my wolf was now intimately familiar with that voice and the low groan made in the back of his throat.

      Derrick.

      I paused, my mouth inches from Travis’s throat. Keeping my weight on him, I turned around. Horror slammed into my chest like a block of cement.

      Derrick was on his knees, staring down at the knife protruding from his chest. Blood seeped from the wound.

      Hunter’s hand was half transformed, claws ripped from the tips of his fingers. He held Derrick by the throat, ready to make a final slash and end his life.

      “You have a choice.” Travis’ smug voice reached my ears.

      I stared down at Travis’s now human form underneath me. He was bloodied, and it was obvious he was having a hard time breathing based on his shaking breaths. But that shit-eating grin on his face was like he was King of the World.

      “Yield,” Travis said, “or he dies.”

      I blinked at him in utter shock. This mother fucker cheated, and now Derrick’s life was at stake. Travis knew he wouldn’t have won. They’d probably planned this ahead of time, but with me or Luna in Derrick’s place to get him to yield.

      “Don’t do it,” Derrick rasped. His shoulders slumped forward as he tried to keep himself from crumpling to the ground.

      “He doesn’t have much longer,” Travis noted. “We put wolfsbane on the blade. It’ll keep him weak, make it hard to heal. But if we pull out the knife soon, he will live. But only if you yield.”

      Rage spotted my vision. Blood boiling, I transformed back, and wrapped a death grip around Travis’s throat. “Or I could snap your neck now, and order Hunter to stab himself for being a little shit!”

      Then Luna gasped in pain, another one of Travis’s cronies standing over her with a blood-stained hand. Another member held Xavier’s sleeping head in his hands, ready to twist and snap his neck.

      “They’ve already been ordered to make fatal strikes the moment you go for my neck. I don’t think you’re that fast.”

      My wolf was practically convulsing in frustration, seeing no way out of yielding. I couldn’t either. I was straddling Travis, my hand pressed against his chest.

      Derrick’s gaze captured mine. “Don’t.”

      I shook my head, holding back the tears threatening to fall.

      Don’t show weakness.

      But no matter which way I thought it through, I saw no other option.

      Travis gave a knowing smirk. He knew what I’d do. I’ve always given myself up for others, and he knew this time would be no different.

      The worst part, he was right.

      “I yield,” I uttered.

      Derrick raged. Snarling and snapping, uncaring how Hunter’s claws dug into his neck. “No! Bailey, don’t! Don’t do it! Don’t you fucking yield!”

      I stood, getting off Travis, and he rose from the ground with me.

      “Let him go,” I told Travis.

      His hand grasped my wrist so hard I knew it would bruise. But I didn’t show any pain. “Once we are safely away, he will be.”

      “No. I want to see him released. And Luna and Xavier,” I added.

      Travis yanked my hand, and I stumbled into his side. “Making demands, are we? You’re in no position to do that.” He trailed his finger over the blood on my cheek. “But as a mating gift, I suppose I could do this for you.”

      I swallowed down the bile back into my clenched stomach. Not because I was afraid of Travis, but because I was scared for Derrick and the others. I would do what I needed to ensure their safety, and I would kill this motherfucking wolf beside me the moment I got a chance. The moment everyone I cared about was safely away from any danger.

      Travis nodded at Hunter, and when Hunter let go, Derrick fell to the ground with a thud.

      Derrick pushed himself onto all fours. When he looked up at me, all I saw was anger and pain. “Don’t,” he pleaded.

      I bit my lip, refusing to cry. There was nothing I could do or say. He would never stop if he thought I didn’t want this. I could only do one thing. Lie.

      “Yellowstone was never my pack. Yosemite is my pack. I’m meant to be with them.” I didn’t look away from Derrick’s stricken face for a single word, urging him to leave with every word.

      “I love you.”

      I sucked in a breath at the three words Derrick whispered. My mouth opened and closed as shock settled through me.

      “Don’t yield,” Derrick said. “Come with me. Rule with me. Be with me.”

      Travis growled beside me, reminding us of our audience. “She is mine. She will be coming with me.”

      And I would go with him, because that’s what being an Alpha meant—putting aside your own needs and wants in the best interests of the pack. The Yellowstone pack needed Derrick alive, and mine needed me.

      So, fighting my instincts, fighting my wolf, I turned my back on him and willingly walked back into the pack I had left behind.
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      I thought I’d die before returning to the Yosemite pack, yet here I am. It’s just as brutal and terrifying as I remember. Nothing’s changed. Well, except for one thing-- me.

      

      I am done running. I will find a way to return to Derrick, and save as much of this pack as I can in the process.

      

      There’s something brewing in the supernatural world, putting all shifters at risk. We need to find a way to set aside our differences and work together before we all perish.

      

      It’s time I claim my rightful place, as Alpha of this wolf pack.

      

      SNEAK PEAK

      

      Chapter 1 Derrick

      

      “Get the hell up.” Xavier’s hand fisted at his side.

      I was bleeding. He was bleeding. We panted heavily, our bodies slick from a combination of sweat and the pounding rain.

      Xavier looked up from his place on the ground, covered in mud. His hands raised toward me, shaking with effort and exhaustion. The rain was a deluge around us, making it hard to see let alone hear each other over its roar. “That’s enough, Derrick,” he said firmly.

      Fury rose in my veins. It would never be enough. Not until I had Bailey back. Not until Travis’s eyes were empty and clouded with death.

      “I said get up,” I snarled.

      Xavier staggered to his feet under the Alpha order. “Don’t be a fucking dick,” he spat back.

      I snarled. I’d be whatever I wanted to be. I didn’t feel guilty. I didn’t feel anything. My mother was back at home, shaking and jumping at the slightest noise. My mate was trapped with my rival and her former abuser.

      Xavier grabbed my collar, our noses bumping at our proximity. “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. You did the best you could. Quit beating yourself up.”

      I ducked down, swiping Xavier’s legs out from under him and breaking his grip on me. He hit the ground with a satisfying thunk.

      “A good Alpha wouldn’t have lost two members to another pack. A good Alpha wouldn’t have fucking left Bailey there.” I lunged forward again, but Xavier was on the defensive now, dodging around me.

      Too angry to wait for him to fight me again, I turned to the massive oak tree behind me and beat into it with my bare fists. Bark flew as I tore my way into the tree, my pounding putting large gouges in the trunk. Snapping sounds filled the clearing, and I didn’t care if it came from the tree or my hand. The pain was cathartic, and I deserved it.

      “Derrick! Get a damn grip!” Xavier tried to wrench me away. I growled, refusing to budge. I wanted to hurt.

      With a last growl, Xavier shifted into his wolf form and attacked me.

      My human brain would have happily allowed him to maul me as some sort of sick punishment, but my inner wolf would never allow it and perhaps Xavier was counting on that.

      His teeth sank into my shoulder and my wolf reacted instinctively, forcing me to shift as well. It wasn’t even a contest, not really. In moments I flipped Xavier and had him writhing on his back underneath my paws, my teeth inches from his neck. He whined in submission, and I backed away, hollow and empty.

      He shifted back underneath me, and I followed, my eyes closing as the rain pounded away the blood and sweat. Xavier held out a hand to me, his face full of such compassion and understanding that I snapped again.

      No one would understand my pain. No one could touch my suffering.

      I lunged at Xavier again. He twisted away, and I overbalanced and fell on my face in the mud. His knife at my neck was the only thing that kept me down.

      “Motherfucker! We weren’t supposed to use weapons!” I roared, furious my Beta had resorted to cheating to best me. My wolf was angry at such a cheap shot, but I had enough control to freeze.

      Xavier lowered the knife and slapped me hard across the face.

      My hand flew to my cheek, more out of shock than any true pain. I blinked up at Xavier, finally looking at him for the first time since we’d started sparring. Blood dripped down his face from a nasty cut above his eye, and bruises covered his chest. He held his right arm awkwardly down by his side, and I realized as I watched him that he had a slight limp.

      I lowered my head, ashamed. “Let’s go,” I whispered, swallowing heavily.

      Xavier didn’t say anything.

      I picked myself out of the mud, and we wordlessly made our way back to the pack. We were a few miles out, but I needed the slow walk in human form to get my head straight before I was in front of my people again. Out here was the only place I let my guard down.

      Only I’d lost my damn mind and took it out on Xavier. I paused in front of him. “I’m sorry. I just . . . I’m sorry.” I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. The shame heated my cheeks.

      Xavier rested against a tree, shaking out his ankle. He rolled his eyes. “Don’t give yourself so much credit. I let you go on. I’d rather you take it out on me than the pack. That’s my job as Beta.”

      I sighed. “No, it’s not. But thanks anyway.” I moved to go, but Xavier stopped me, a hand on my chest. I glanced up at him, my brow furrowed.

      “You are a good Alpha,” he stressed. “And trust me, I’ve seen my fair share. The people here would die for you, Derrick. Do you know how rare that is?”

      Horror rose in me. “I don’t want anyone to die for me,” I mumbled.

      Xavier sighed. “That’s not what I meant. Quit being a blockhead and get your head out of your ass. We’ll figure this out.” His voice went soft at the end, giving me a good-natured punch on my shoulder.

      I nodded stiffly, not wanting to discuss it any further.

      We headed back toward the pack, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Bailey. Now that I knew she was a female Alpha, everything about her and our tumultuous relationship made sense. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t put all the pieces together earlier. That I hadn’t realized it was the driving force behind every decision she made.

      That’s why she refused to submit to me when she laid in my arms, nearly dying. Not because she didn’t care for me or didn’t want to be a part of my pack. Because she couldn’t.

      Alphas never submitted. They never gave in. They were always thinking about everyone else because that was their job. No thought could be spared for ourselves until everyone else had been seen to. It was how a pack survived.

      Maybe that was part of Bailey’s attraction—she understood what it was like. She thought the same way I did. Nevermind the chaos that would ensue if we actually mated. Bailey wouldn’t mean to, but she’d question me in front of others. She would push back against decisions she didn’t like. How long would I be able to reign myself in until my wolf took over, seeing her as a challenge? A threat?

      We’d fight. One of us would kill the other.

      The pack would fall.

      I shook my head. Regardless of the solution, I needed to get her back. I had so much to say to her. So much I wanted—no, needed—to make right. Yet at the same time another voice whispered in the back of my head. A traitorous voice.

      Maybe this is for the best. You can’t have two Alphas in a single pack. Bailey would never submit to you. Would you risk your entire pack for her?

      “Of course not,” I mumbled to no one.

      “What’s that?” Xavier asked, hobbling along behind me. His limp was getting less pronounced. It was likely he’d be all healed by the time we returned. Thank God, or Lyra would likely be up my ass.

      “Nothing,” I sighed, my shoulders collapsing.

      Xavier gave me a knowing look. “She’s your mate, isn’t she?”

      My nostrils flared in indignation, even as my thoughts spiraled with the reminder. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it ever since I’d been forced to leave her there with that smirking, pathetic piece of shit Travis. Sleep eluded me and getting any other work done was nearly impossible. How could I focus on anything else if Bailey was my mate and currently at the mercy of another male?

      It drove my wolf mad. It humiliated me that I was unable to help her.

      Bailey can’t be my mate. She is another Alpha! Two Alphas can’t be mates.

      Two Alphas couldn’t ever be mates. They’d simply be sucked into an endless cycle of challenges, neither refusing to yield until one of them died.

      I refused to think about it anymore.

      We made it back to the outskirts of the commune for the Yellowstone pack, the small cluster of buildings that served as the hub for our pack. Rainwater pinged off the metal roofs of the animal pens, and stalks of corn swayed slightly in the wind. My cabin was here, as was my office. Xavier, my mother, and a few others lived in this clearing as well. The air was heavy with the scent of mud and wet rock, and I inhaled, feeling immediately calmer. More centered. Thunder rolled slightly in the distance, spurring me to keep up with Xavier.

      I stopped short as we entered the clearing, immediately spotting our pack medic leaving my mother’s cabin. I rushed toward him, and his eyes widened at the sight of me. I waved his obvious concerns away since my injuries weren’t important. I earned them and didn’t want him fussing over me. My natural healing abilities would have me fixed up enough soon anyway.

      “How is she?” I asked him. My mother had returned from the Yosemite pack sustaining quite a few injuries. My rage at Travis threatened to boil over again, and I clenched my fists reflexively. I had to keep it together in front of the pack.

      Brett gave me a knowing look but didn’t inquire after me any further. Sometimes I appreciated the fuck out of him. Well, all the time, to be honest.

      “She will be fine, if she rests,” he said pointedly.

      I exhaled heavily, running a hand through my hair.

      Brett shot a glare over his shoulder at the closed door. “No, but seriously. I don’t know what exactly happened with Yosemite, and I’m not asking since she threatened to pluck out an eye,” he quickly said, seeing my mouth open to respond. “What I do know is that her healing abilities are completely fried. Would you know the reason for that?”

      My mouth went dry, remembering how Travis had mentioned deliberately bleeding my mother the entire way back to his territory so we’d be sure to follow. Fucking bragged about it.

      “Yeah,” I finally managed, willing myself to tell him if he asked. He didn’t.

      Brett huffed instead. “She wouldn’t heal from a papercut right now. Make her eat, make her rest, and let’s hope there isn’t another attack soon.”

      The thought made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end, so I pushed it away. Brett lifted an eyebrow, but I scowled. “I don’t want to be healed. But . . . look at Xavier. Please.”

      He gave a dramatic sigh but immediately pointed his feet in the direction of Xavier’s cabin. Perhaps Xavier was right; my pack respected me more than I gave them credit for. All I could do was try to live up to their trust.

      My shoulders slumped, and I pushed open the door to my mother’s cabin. The sight of her bent over on the floor scrubbing greeted me, and I glared at her.

      She froze when she saw me then straightened and crossed her arms. “Don’t you bring that look in here. Take it off before I do.” She threw her rag into the bucket. “It’s been weeks and the floors need done.”

      I snatched the bucket and the rag, putting them up high on top of the refrigerator.

      She whirled back around, the edges of her shawl flying around her in a tattered halo. Her eyes flashed gold as her wolf rose, then fell again at the look on my face.

      “Let some of the other women help,” I pleaded with her. “Brett said you need to give your healing abilities a rest. You’re probably only upright because you’re still making them work overtime. Just because you feel like you can keep going doesn’t mean you should.”

      Her face twisted with rage at the mention of another female in her domain.

      I switched tactics immediately. I grasped her hands in mine, her light brown eyes meeting my dark ones. “Mom. Listen. If there’s another attack, I need to know you’ll be alright. I can’t be worrying about Bailey, my pack, and you. Please.”

      Her nose wrinkled, unimpressed at my blatant attempts at manipulation.

      I held her gaze steadily, pleading.

      She sighed heavily, all the fight draining out of her in seconds. “Fine,” she said, looking away. “But I want Lyra, and if she’s not around, Beth. My home isn’t some social hall.”

      I reined in my smirk, knowing it wouldn’t help. I leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      She huffed, pulling away. “If I promise to keep my feet up, do you promise to come up with a plan to get her back?” My mom’s face was strained, just for a moment letting her fear and pain show through. It was awful to see. My mother had always been stoic and strong. In a way, it felt like part of my childhood was being peeled away, layer by layer. Perhaps my mom had always been scared. I’d just never seen it before.

      I guided her over to the worn sofa in the living room, and we both sat down. She clutched me tightly and I put an arm around her. It was one of the few times I could recall ever comforting her. My whole life it had been the other way around. What a strange new world.

      Surviving vampire attacks, fleeing the island, nearly dying at sea, trying to fit in with a new pack . . . she’d helped me through it all. Now it was my turn to help her.

      My mother’s hands tangled together in front of her, the whites of her knuckles showing through. “Promise me you’ll get her back. That you’ll get her away from him,” she begged.

      My wolf’s hackles raised at the mere thought of what else Travis had done to my mother that I didn’t know about. What she would likely never tell me. “That’s the plan. Is there more you’re not saying?”

      A disturbed expression crossed her face. “Had Bailey ever really explained to you what the Yosemite pack was like?”

      Xavier had alluded to it, and my imagination certainly filled in what Bailey’s hadn’t said. Regardless, Bailey’s time with Yosemite had not been something either of us were willing to bring up unless absolutely necessary. I shook my head.

      My mother’s eyes grew distant and hazy, unfocused at something over my shoulder. “It’s another world, Derrick. Those females aren’t just second-class citizens. They’re slaves.”

      I chuckled, despite it all. “If anyone would give them ideas, it would be you.”

      She didn’t speak again. My mother simply laid her head on my shoulder, her fingers entwined with mine. Slowly, I felt her muscles relax one by one as her head drooped. Her eyes drifted closed, and she fell asleep against me.

      Exhausted physically, I leaned back against the sofa and closed my eyes. Thoughts swirled around my head as I sat with my mother, simply taking comfort in each other’s presence. Together we dozed, unsure of what lay ahead but knowing for certain we would never look back.

      The past was for regrets, but too many lingered in the present. I would never regret my feelings for Bailey, but my heart ached thinking of her back with Travis. The destruction of my island was the worst night of my life, but it had also brought me here. To Bailey. I couldn’t bring myself to regret any of that no matter how awful it seemed.

      The issue of the vampires loomed over my head. It didn’t make sense. They were obviously following orders, but why eradicate wolf packs? We’d never been friendly with vampires, but a sudden need to totally exterminate us didn’t ring true.

      If I could find out why, perhaps I could start to unravel a way to end the attacks. That would require actually having a conversation with a vamp and not biting heads off first and asking questions later. I wasn't sure if I would be able to contain my anger for long enough, but I would have to. Just as I've pushed back my need to free Bailey.

      

      Chapter 2 Bailey

      

      “Eat,” Travis demanded with a rumble behind the word.

      My hand squeezed around the fork. What I wouldn’t give to shove the prongs straight into his eyeball. I breathed out slowly through my mouth, forcing my fingers to relax. I couldn’t fight him openly; I’d just submitted to him publicly, after all.

      My wolf growled in my chest. It was all she’d done for the past two weeks since we’d returned to Yosemite. She was a constant vibration of irritation and frustration. She was pissed I’d caved. She was pissed Travis cheated to win the challenge, and she was pissed we hadn’t claimed Derrick when we had the chance.

      Damnit.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, not even flinching at the metal taste of blood. I was so angry I could barely see straight, but I couldn’t go back on my word. Being a wolf shifter and yielding was a binding, magical agreement, similar to a blood oath for a witch or vamp. If I broke my word without due cause, the consequences would make this situation feel like a Sunday picnic. I’d likely die—slowly, and painfully.

      I could make a run for it, technically. Running away wouldn’t necessarily affect my agreement to submit to Travis. I wouldn’t though, and not just because of my yield in exchange for Derrick’s life. I knew if I ran back to Yellowstone and they came after me, it would be more than just my life hanging in the balance. The only way out was if Travis died. Now there was a solution I could get behind.

      The kicker was how the losers in all of this were the females of this pack. Returning had brought back all of the trauma of my childhood; a brutal reminder of how they treated females. Now that I had tasted the sweet nectar of equality elsewhere, it made coming back even more painful. The grass was always greener, but here it was dead and rotted.

      “I said eat!” Travis slammed his fist onto the table, rattling the glasses.

      My nails dug into my thigh, the innate movement hidden by the tabletop as I tried to control my breathing. His father was a horrible Alpha: entitled, misogynistic, and thought the sun showed out of his own ass. But Travis . . . somehow he was worse. It was because he craved more. Being top dog (or should I say wolf) in this pack alone wasn’t enough for him. This was proven when he stole Derrick’s mom. This made him all the more dangerous. A snake that needed its head cut off.

      “Hun,” Rebecca purred, leaning into his arm across from me. “Let her waste away if that’s what she wants. We don’t need her.”

      Victor wasn’t far from his daughter, smiling indulgently at the two of them. He was still running high off his victory as the new Beta of the Yosemite pack. Apparently, it had been part of their deal when he sold Luna, Derrick’s mom, out after Derrick cut off his engagement with Rebecca. Speaking of sneaky bitches, she didn’t seem fazed at all with the sudden turn of events, hanging off her new Alpha like she’d known him her whole life.

      Bile rose in my throat. This was disgusting. They were disgusting. They’d left their pack and betrayed everyone they knew simply because they weren’t in charge.

      The sudden sound of a hand hitting flesh jolted me out of my musings. Travis’s hand lowered onto the table and closed into a fist. Rebecca flinched back toward her father, cradling her cheek in her hands. Victor’s eyes flashed with murder, but he hesitated to act.

      I sat numbly, watching it all go down. Part of me wanted to rage at her idiocy for wanting to come here.

      That’s what you got for joining the misogynists, you twatwaffle. Rebecca was unhinged if she thought she was in a better place.

      I scowled down at the chicken and string beans on my plate. I’d rather continue to eat PB&Js in my room. Or nothing at all. My wolf raged inside of me, beating against my chest so hard that it pounded in my ears. I swore the others could hear, and I had to close my eyes to try to calm her. She wanted Travis’s throat and it was only the yield that stopped her from getting it.

      Travis sneered down at all of us, as if being in our presence was a heavy cross to bear. “I will not have my betrothed waste away to nothing. She needs to be healthy when I put pups inside her.”

      My chest tightened and I couldn’t breathe. My wolf howled in retaliation, taking his words as a direct threat to me and Derrick. I withdrew my trembling hand into my lap before he could see, my palm grazing the area of my thigh where he had left scars the last time he’d tried to force a matehood on me.

      Tits up, girl. You agreed to this.

      No, I’d agreed to be Travis’s mate to save Derrick’s life, but I never agreed to breed with the asshole. I’d be damned if I would let anything more than that happen.

      Rebecca pouted, her hands pulling away from her face. I noticed without satisfaction the raised red mark on her face. I raised an eyebrow at Victor, daring him to say something. Wouldn’t it be poetic justice if the two dickheads in charge mauled each other to death and I got to prance home?

      I blinked. I’d just referred to the Yellowstone pack as home. My chest tightened again, but for a different reason.

      “I don’t understand why you want her so badly. She doesn’t want the power or honor you offer her.” Rebecca’s voice was softer, more feminine. Helpless, almost.

      Damn, that girl knew how to improvise and adapt to the situation. I mentally gave her a point.

      “Me, however,” she continued, batting her lashes above her bright blue eyes, “I would happily carry your bloodline.”

      I bit the inside of my other cheek, knowing at this rate I’d be a bloody mess if I had to bite something every time someone said something idiotic.

      Travis snarled, baring a fang at Rebecca. “My bloodline will be carried by one bitch; the strongest, the most stubborn, and the only female Alpha! Together we will create the strongest wolves to have ever existed!”

      A growl ripped out of me before I could stop it. “Fuck you.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened, while Victor merely simpered, like he was watching his favorite soap opera unfold in front of him.

      Travis’s head whipped toward me. His hand lashed out, wrapping around my throat.

      I caught his wrist and held him back, but his claws dug into my skin. Our wolves growled at each other.

      “You are mine, bitch.” His lip curled up in warning, displaying one white canine. “You gave your word. Remember where you stand.”

      We held eye contact, neither of us backing down. The angry furrow of his brow twitched as exhaustion set in with our standoff, but I didn’t let up. I let my wolf move forward and Travis’s responded, turning his eyes yellow. Pressure built along my neck and chest, pain blossoming that had nothing to do with Travis or his claws around me. Was it my oath? While it would be amusing to die on the table in front of them, I wasn’t done fighting yet.

      With a snap of my teeth I submitted, turning away first.

      Travis smirked, shoving me away and nicking my neck with his claws just because he could.

      I continued to stare, even as warm blood dribbled down my collar bone. I kept my back straight, and my attention flitted to Rebecca who stared at my neck in mild shock.

      She’d better toughen up because she would witness a lot worse than this.

      “Eat,” Travis repeated, shoveling a bite of roast chicken into his mouth.

      “I want to see my mom,” I said instead, my voice flat. Uninterested. Expressionless.

      “No,” Travis snapped, snagging another piece of chicken and biting into it savagely.

      “I want to see my mom,” I gritted back. I wouldn’t back down on this. I agreed to come back, to be his mate, but that didn’t mean I would be walked all over. I needed to make sure she was okay, and that he hadn’t been taking his anger issues out on her these last two weeks. He was already pissed he hadn’t fought Derrick. He’d made that apparent a couple of times since my arrival. Luckily only with words so far.

      His fist slammed onto the table, rattling the plates and silverware. “I said no!” he hollered.

      “Alpha, if you will,” Victor lowered his head, keeping his gaze on the table as he showed deference to Travis.

      “What? Speak, Beta,” Travis ground out the last word like it was poisoned.

      Oh-ho, so Travis wasn’t as enamored with Victor’s new position as Victor was. I could work with that. Unrest was never good in a pack. An Alpha and Beta at odds could form factions. Create division.

      “Thank you, Alpha.” Victor bowed his head a little deeper and I rolled my eyes. Now he was all Mr. Submissive. What a load of bull. “You could allow her to see her mother. It may placate her into being a little more obliging. For example, if she eats her dinner, she gets ten minutes with her.”

      I smothered my surprise at him helping me see my mother, but Rebecca failed at doing so as she gaped openly at him. Then again, he was referring to me as though I were a rabid dog and not sitting right in front of him. I glared at them both, keeping up the facade that I’d sooner rip his face off than accept anything from him. It wasn’t far from the truth.

      “Would it help?” Travis quirked an eyebrow at me. Patronizing.

      No, it fucking wouldn’t.

      “Yes,” I mumbled. Total fucking lie, but it was a price to pay to see my mom. I even hung my head for good measure.

      There was a pause, and I held my lowered gaze as I waited for Travis to make his decision.

      Please, please, please let me see her. Even my wolf was quiet, waiting for his decision with bated breath.

      “Fine,” Travis finally conceded. “Eat your dinner.”

      Inside, I did a little happy dance with my wolf. Outside, I gave a small nod of thanks.

      “Rebecca will escort you,” he added.

      I shot an acid-filled look her way that didn’t even touch the disgusted glance she sent back. Travis’s eyes filled with a storm, and it was almost comical how fast Rebecca rearranged her face into a sweet, submissive smile. “Of course, darling, anything you want,” she assured him.

      Barf. I waited until she glanced at me again and wiped the tip of my nose at her. Her head cocked to the side, confusion marring her perfect face. Again, I wiped at my nose to indicate she had something on hers. Using her napkin, she delicately swiped her nose, and a smirk pulled at the corners of my mouth as I held back a laugh.

      Brown-noser.

      Rebecca narrowed her eyes at me, dropping her napkin back into her lap.

      The rosemary and salty smell of the chicken wafted up to my nose, and my stomach grumbled in return. I mentally awarded a point to Travis and Victor and took a large bite.

      When I had first left, I thought it was for the best, and it was nothing I could undo so I didn’t regret it. Because of that decision, with my mother’s prompting to save myself, I was able to see a new way of life. However, it made coming back that much more of a travesty. I was angry, my wolf frothing; there was so much rage inside of me sometimes I was worried I’d explode. I wished Derrick was beside me, calming my wolf and me in a way only he could. I wanted to hear the deep rumble in his voice as he told me to ignore this asshole and eat my food, telling me how together we’d take him down.

      I bit my tongue as tears threatened to fall. Fuck. No. I gave up my freedom to protect him, and I was stuck with this decision. Thinking of him would only make it worse. Plus, now that I’d come back and seen everything, been reminded how horrible it was while actually having something better to compare it to . . .

      I couldn’t leave again without changing things for the better for those left behind.

      My wolf wouldn’t let me either. She wanted to act, to fight, to free this pack. For two weeks I’d battled her, pleading with my wolf to wait. I knew if I was patient, a time would come when Travis would slip up because he was an asshole, and assholes always fucked up at some point.

      But we had to wait. It was just me against an entire pack of asshole males, and I refused to lose a second time. I needed the females to be free, but I had to wait until the perfect moment. Otherwise, I’d fail for good.
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        When the humans and angels left, they forgot one thing... me.

        A supernatural’s touch is like a stun gun for me. I avoid it at all costs.

        Doing what I do best, spying and getting information, a supernatural dies at my feet. Lo and behold, I’m the one blamed by none other than the Demon Lord himself.

        He gave me two choices: die or help solve the murder. I’m not an idiot, so I made a pact with him to clear my name. Wait… maybe I am an idiot because I just made a deal with the son of Lucifer.

        There’s one caveat, when I shook his hand it felt good, really freaking good, and now I can’t stop thinking about him. Working with the Demon Lord is the last place I should be because if he finds out what I truly am, I’m as good as dead.

      

      

      

      
        
        Perfect for fans of Jaymin Eve, Kelly St. Clare, Leia Stone, Linsey Hall, and other PNR Indie Author Goddesses. If you enjoy sexy, dominant men and a headstrong heroine, with humor, steam, and action, this is for you! Recommended for 18+ due to explicit scenes and language.

      

        

      
        Pre-order Deal With The Demon Lord HERE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More by Raven Storm
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        A vampyre, a werewolf, and a warlock walk into a bar…

        But seriously.

        Aggie gave up that life long ago--even moving across the ocean to avoid it. Power, spells, and the coven's manipulations were supposedly left behind in the States.

        When Aggie thought to treat herself on her fortieth birthday, the last thing she expected was to be followed home by three hunky, magickal men. She's spent most of her life keeping everyone at arm's length, so why is she suddenly attracting the paranormal like flies to honey?

        Now, these three men are competing for one prize--her. The only problem? Aggie isn't up for the taking. If she gives up her virginity she unlocks her full powers, and loses her life of solitude once her coven finds her.

        What's a horny virgin to do? It's like her mother always said, you can't take the itch out of the witch--especially one who's a forty-year-old virgin.

        *This book contains adult themes and situations, and ends with a cliffhanger.*

        GET IT HERE
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