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      Wolf child (.n.) a human transformed by an alpha’s bite into a wolf shifter
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      “Why do you weep, child?”

      The female jolted at my question, and I knew why.

      I spoke to my children once in their lives, and here I was, communicating when I wasn’t supposed to, but her grief called to me. As did her idiocy.

      So many mistakes… I’d made them, too, in my long life. They were powerful enough to eat me up inside, terrible enough to make me regret not just the bad, but the good also.

      Having traveled along the path of this one’s life with her, I understood her grief.

      Two sons abandoned.

      One mate lost.

      Such a waste.

      “I miss him, Mother. I miss him so badly.” She gasped again, a keening cry escaping her, as if she couldn’t contain her grief. “And the worst thing is, I miss Paul too. My soul aches for them both.”

      Of course it did.

      Her first mate had strengthened her, but he’d never achieved the balance an omega needed. That was why I’d sent her the second mate. To soften her Paul’s rough edges, to bring an equilibrium she’d been lacking, and to be the light in the dark.

      I’d just never foreseen the dark swallowing the light.

      That was my fault.

      It was my sacred duty to attach mates to one another. To bring them together.

      To shape their futures for the best of the community.

      Yet I’d failed.

      I blew out a breath, which had the wind dancing around the circle where the child lay sobbing.

      “I know you’re punishing me,” she whispered. “I should be dead by now.”

      She should.

      That was no word of a lie.

      Both her mates had passed, and normally, that would sever her life. Yet live she did. But it wasn’t for a punishment.

      She had a purpose. Her children served a greater role in this world than she could ever imagine.

      “I’m not punishing you. I’m making sure your child is strong enough to live without you.”

      “Another punishment,” she rasped, evidently not listening to me. “He has no mate. You didn’t give him one because of me, because of what I did.”

      I had, but that wasn’t for her to know.

      Staring at her, watching her as I watched over all my children, I thought about her distress, about all the mistakes I’d made, the ones that led to the errors she’d wrought.

      To err is human, they said. To forgive, divine.

      But who forgave the divine?

      My eyes burned with tears, and I could feel the storm clouds growing heavier around me, swelling with rain that was on the brink of falling. But neither rain nor tears would cleanse us of our mutual foolishness.

      When a shard of sunlight breached the clouds, piercing the circle in which I stood and had been standing for thousands of years, it was a moment of revelation.

      We could both have our time again, and in doing so, she could serve her children as she’d never been able to in this life.

      “What would you do to right the wrongs you’ve made, Merinda?”

      She gulped. “Anything.”

      “Do you truly mean that?”

      Her eyes were bright red, her cheeks puffy as she scrubbed at them. But not unlike that ray of light which she was now pooled in, hope danced around her like the wind did the circle. “I mean it. With all my being.”

      “You won’t always like what you must do, what might happen—”

      “Anything, Mother. Anything.”

      I thought about it, thought about how we could right our wrongs, then I whispered, “This is what you must do, child…”
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      Weirdly enough, it was the whimper I heard first. So soft, that it should have escaped my attention. So gentle that, over the noise of the carnival, I should never have been able to hear it, and yet hear it I did.

      I tilted my head to the side as I looked at Austin, wondering if he’d heard it too. If a man’s ears could be cocked like that of a wolf’s, then his were alert. Just as I knew mine would be.

      We stared at one another, squinting and narrow-eyed, as we tried to place where the sound was located.

      Unfortunately for us, we were standing beside a hotdog stand. The scent of beef and pork sausages, as well as relish, mustard, and other condiments, scorched our olfactory senses while also messing with our others, because there was a long line and we had been waiting in it for a while.

      Beside us, there were three kinds of rides, most of them with kids squawking at something, and on the opposite side, there was one of those old-fashioned shooting ranges with water pistols that you had to aim at moving targets. The water rushed in our ears as though we were swimming through it, making that whimper and the scream that followed all the harder to hear.

      As shifters, we were always hungry. That was pretty much par for the course. We burned through eight thousand calories a day, and that had to be made up somehow. Though we often thanked the Mother for providing us with the miracle that was protein and whey shakes, nothing beat meat. Especially not for a wolf.

      Ignoring our grumbling bellies, we both stalked off, letting our place in line be eaten up by the people behind us. I mourned it only for a second, because my hunger wasn’t more important than the girl who’d just cried out.

      Grass crunched underfoot as we crossed the carnival. There was trash everywhere, messing with our senses even further. Tracking anything in this mess would be impossible, even if we were looking for the worst kinds of scent—blood.

      As we rounded a large area that was set aside for bumper cars, I heard it again, a whimper, and this time, the scent of blood hit me. It wasn’t just a tiny cut, wasn’t even something that could be healed with stitches.

      This was a gushing, gaping wound that bled from the heart.

      I didn’t wait to see if Austin was there at my side, didn’t wait to see if he had my back. I ran off, letting my nose lead as that thickly metallic scent overtook everything, making me see red as the blood poured from the poor woman’s body.

      When I approached a stall selling candy, I found her at the back. She was small in stature, but there was a hint of maturity about her face that told me she wasn’t a child. Her bones were definitely fragile, and the outfit she wore—a kind of gauzy piece that made me think of fortune tellers—was saturated with blood. I saw her scarf covering her throat, and I realized that was where the wound lay.

      Austin skidded to a halt at my side, and when he did, he dropped to his knees and deftly tugged the fabric out of the way. With the barrier gone, we both saw for ourselves exactly what we were up against.

      This was no ordinary attack.

      This wasn’t a woman who’d been assaulted and stabbed in exchange for her purse.

      She’d been bitten.

      My mouth dried at what that meant, and even though I didn’t have to, even though I could feel the moon’s sluggish crawl through the night sky, I looked up, tipping my head back so I could see the full moon.

      “We need to get her out of here,” I rasped, when I heard the odd gasps escaping her mouth.

      I’d never changed a human into one of my kind. We weren’t supposed to. It was forbidden. Only pack alphas were given that opportunity, and even then, it wasn’t something they did frequently. Usually only mates were allowed to be changed, but that was after being part of the pack for a few years.

      Extending someone this gift wasn’t something we did often, but the woman’s choice had been torn from her.

      As had her carotid.

      I gnawed my bottom lip as I peered around the back of the tent. We were in the area that was for the workers. People wandered around from stall to stall, buying snacks here, playing a game there, but it was all happening at the front, not the back.

      Even as I wondered why the carnival worker hadn’t come out from her stall to see what was going on, because there must have been a helluva racket, I heard noises coming from within—a hushing sound, a soft giggle, some moans.

      Whoever was in there was making out with someone.

      My brow furrowed at that, but who was I to question someone’s inability to hear another person having their throat ripped out while they were doing the nasty?

      Even though the candy stall worker was evidently busy, I could hear movement coming from the stand behind us.

      I reached down, grabbed my brother’s shoulder, and muttered, “Someone’s coming out.”

      “I hear them,” he replied, his tone as loaded with urgency as mine was.

      Though this wasn’t our mess, it was our pack’s, and we were duty bound to help the female. Of course, that went beyond just our duty to the pack. It was basic human decency.

      If this was any other night, if this was any other time of the month, she’d have just perished and there wouldn’t have been a damn thing we could do to save her.

      But it wasn’t just any other night.

      It was a full moon. The second full moon in the month, which meant it was a blue moon, which… crap. That was the only time you could turn a human into a shifter with an alpha’s bite. An alpha I couldn’t even scent thanks to all the detritus in the area. Dammit to hell!

      The motives behind this attack were beyond questionable. Why go to the extent of converting someone, if you didn’t give a damn about them? Why leave them to drain out on their own? The woman had to be terrified, and the fear I saw in her eyes was only a fraction of the outright horror I knew she had to be feeling inside.

      Crouching down and trying not to wince as I heard the odd little sounds that came from her throat where air escaped—I wasn’t exactly squeamish, but even that made my stomach churn—I reached over and rubbed my fingers over her bloody forehead.

      “All will be well, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes fluttered wider, transmitting more of her fear. She rocked her head to the side, barely moving a scant inch before she conceded defeat and stopped moving period, the pain evidently too much.

      “You’re not going to die,” I crooned, trying to ease her pain, her discomfort. She didn’t understand, couldn’t and wouldn’t until it happened, and when it did, she needed to be far from here. “We have to move you,” I whispered. “We have to give you some breathing room.” Away from other humans.

      I didn’t say that last part, didn’t want her to be even more scared than she’d been before. Because the last thing I needed her to know was that the second she shifted, every single person in the vicinity was under threat.

      That first shift was a bastard.

      The wolf wanted blood, meat. It was like the human side needed vengeance for what it had been through when its body transformed.

      After that initial attack, after the ‘sacrifice’ was found and both wolf and human were at peace, they’d pass out for days. Sometimes even a week.

      In both cases, they needed to be watched over.

      Needed to be shielded.

      When I shuffled the small woman into my arms, Austin was at my side, helping me get her comfortable without causing her more pain than strictly necessary. I winced, hearing more of the faint grunts that were just loaded with her agony.

      Guilt filled me, but I shoved it aside. This was for her own benefit.

      When she’d bled out fully, that was when she’d transform, and I could tell from her sluggish breaths and the dull throb of her heart that the pivotal moment was upon us.

      With her now in my arms, Austin and I took off at a fast pace. Faster than a human would ever be able to compete with, faster even than some might be able to register, but we had no choice. Just running in this manner put us in danger of exposure, but what alternative did we have?

      We were in a carnival, for God’s sake.

      The last place a rabid, newly transformed wolf needed to be was around so many people. So many scents, so much…

      Dear Mother, just thinking about it broke me out in a sweat more than the run itself did.

      As we raced away from the commons where the carnival was being held, we veered onto pack territory. The pack actually owned most of Highbanks, everything from Main Street out into the other five major avenues in the shopping district. Only a few acres didn’t belong to us, and they were farms that had been managed by the same human families for centuries.

      As for the rest, it was ours, just the pack’s, so running into a forest that belonged to us wasn’t a big ask, but finding something that the wolf wouldn’t consider prey was another matter entirely.

      My senses were loaded down with the scent of her blood. My nose was clogged with it, and all I could hear was her dying breaths. I didn’t have it in me to scan for any stags that might be in the vicinity, nor did I have it in me to wonder if there were any other kinds of smaller beasts that might suit the ravenous hunger that was about to overtake the small female.

      Wincing at the thought, I rushed through hundreds of trees, ignoring the scraping of branches and the loam underfoot that was crumpled by our weight. We registered the smaller prey—rabbits and the like—who popped out of their burrows to see who and what was making all the noise, but they dove back under the second they scented what we truly were.

      Only when we were deep in the forest, surrounded by thousands of trees on all sides, did we slow to a halt. As always, Austin and I were on the same track. We were twins, and twin shifters that were born, not transformed, always had a more unusual connection than most could even begin to comprehend.

      He was my other half.

      The other part of me.

      Sure, we had our own thoughts, opinions, and autonomous responses, but where things of this nature came into play? It was like two minds working as one.

      Because fall was approaching, the trees were turning. The leaves were dying, and the branches were sparser than they would have been just three weeks ago. Through those bare canopies, I could see the night sky, the blue moon’s glow hitting us. Carefully, I placed the woman on the ground.

      She barely weighed anything, and that had nothing to do with my strength either. She wasn’t a good candidate for a shifter, and that added to my concern. Not only were we helping her without aid from the pack, but we were going into this without her being strong enough for the change.

      It would be so easy to shift, to call on our brethren, but if we did that, we might trigger the awakening wolf inside the strange female, and that was the last thing we could afford. The creature was already going to awaken furious and starving, but if we cornered it too? If it awoke fearing for its safety? We were beyond screwed.
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      The moon had a potent scent that night. It was always that way when it was a blue moon.

      Blue moons were iconic in all facets of human culture, but to the supernaturals? Blue moons were magical beyond a non-supe’s comprehension. They were moments of power and spirituality, which I experienced more than most as alpha of my pack.

      Tipping my head back, I inhaled deeply, appreciating the heady aroma of magic in the air. Some said blue moons thinned the veil, creating a gateway between this realm and the next. I’d never believed that, though I, more than many, was aware of exactly what they enabled to manifest.

      “Eli? It’s time.”

      The omega’s voice was soft, polite. She was always that way. Her duty was to the pack, not to me. Politeness was all I merited from her for that reason. She tended to the emotional wellbeing of our community, and it was going to be difficult over the next few days without her.

      My mouth tightened as I turned around to face her. As expected, she was the only one of the council who was on her feet, the rest were on their knees as my position demanded.

      Casting a glance over Merinda’s face, I saw no expression, no concern or even fear, but I felt it for her.

      “You should wait,” I rasped. “You shouldn’t push this.”

      “The blue moon is a portent. It would be churlish to ignore it.” Merinda’s crinkled face was filled with a peace I didn’t share. Her eyes were tired, not from lack of sleep, but from age, and her wrinkles were layered on top of more wrinkles…so there was no denying her age. No denying that she’d lived a long life and deserved to rest.

      But…

      “The pack needs you.”

      She smiled at that. “The pack always needs us. However, you will find your omega in the upcoming days. You know that’s how it works.”

      There was no one else whom I could imagine becoming the omega. Our pack was strong, healthy, but there was no omega within the ranks, other than the one I was looking at now.

      We had four hundred members, and over a hundred and eighty of them were female. Half of that number were of childbearing age. A pack’s strength was founded on its female population, because for every ten boys that were born to a shifter couple, only three girl children ever saw the light of day. We had to even up our numbers by transforming humans, but we’d been blessed with a large quantity of naturally born female wolves.

      Some might say we were lucky, blessed even, but I saw no reason or rhyme as to why we were so fortunate.

      Omegas were always female and were usually mated to the alpha of the pack. Of all the females among my people, I knew of none who could slip into Merinda’s role. None who had the patience or the temerity to take her place.

      She reached up to cup my chin. “Fret not, child. All will be well.”

      Clamping down on the words I wished to speak, I shook my head instead.

      How could it be well?

      How could anything be well?

      “I need to be with your father,” she whispered. “It’s my time.”

      “Mother,” I rasped. “You’re still needed here.”

      “No. You shall see. My sacrifice will not be in vain.”

      Losing Father two years ago had been hard enough, but to lose my mother too? I understood her suffering and her choice as a leader. But as a son?

      I’d never understand.

      Because she was, in her own way, as stubborn as me, I didn’t argue. I just grabbed her hand and squeezed. I had been a late child for my parents, and I mourned that lost time, even as I helped guide her up to the totem.

      We were in the Highbanks’ forest, right in the center where the council always gathered. Hundreds, maybe thousands of years earlier, one of my ancestors had carved a totem pole and placed it here. We still worshipped the same Mother, still believed in the same deity and the same practices, but we were different. This was the new millennium, after all, not the past one.

      In a concentric circle, the highest ranks within the council supplicated themselves before me and the totem. Only I had the right to stand. Not even the omega could, unless…

      The new and old millennium were about to coalesce in a way I’d never envisaged.

      Two weeks ago, when she’d spoken to me of the rite she wanted to fulfill this evening, I’d thought she was joking, but she’d swiftly shown me otherwise.

      Her blood would spill tonight, and all for a ceremony that might not even work.

      As we approached the altar, I rasped, “This isn’t necessary. I’ll find another mate.”

      She sighed. “Your mate is the pack’s omega. This is vital, my son. Without a mate, you aren’t whole. Without an omega, the pack is lost. You know this as well as I do.”

      We weren’t born knowing who our mates were, but at thirteen, when we were of age, each of us had a ceremony at this very totem and learned if our mate was out there.

      As the next alpha, my mate was important to the pack, not just for myself. When I’d learned I didn’t have one, we’d been reeling ever since.

      Thirty-two years of reeling was wearisome, but it hadn’t been a problem, not with my mother still living.

      “It might not work,” I whispered, even as I helped her stand in the totem’s shadow.

      Four wolves were carved into the totem that soared dozens of feet into the sky. The trunk as large as three men, it was an impressive sight, but at its base, there was a kind of pedestal where a single person could stand.

      It was stained red with blood, for any ceremony that took place here required a sacrifice.

      My mother’s sacrifice would be her life.

      Her life so I could find my mate.

      “The totem never fails us, my son,” she said huskily, and it hurt me to hear the delight in her voice.

      She wanted to die.

      No mate outlived the other for long. I’d known each day I had with her was a blessing, but I’d never thought she’d seek this route. Had never imagined—

      Her soft, wrinkled hand reached up to rub over my scowl. “All will be well, child. It’s my time. Your father needs me.”

      The words had me almost choking on my misery, but I stepped back when she pushed at my shoulder.

      The totem stood in a clearing with a twenty-foot wide perimeter. It was clear of the leaves and debris that were prevalent in the rest of the forest. It had always amazed me as a child to notice how not even a single leaf or ant could cross the circular barrier.

      As far as we knew, there was no magic that could craft such a force field, and it had always been considered the Mother’s blessing on this holiest of places.

      All around me, I felt the council’s expectations, their grief, their excitement, their fear. Only in the circle could I sense this. Normally, it was cut off from me and the omega handled it. For that reason, I spent as little time here as I physically could. Ceremonies and rites were one thing I couldn’t avoid, however. Without me to complete the circle, the ritual wouldn’t work.

      Gnawing on the inside of my cheek, I stared at my mother as she reached within the folds of her coat and retrieved a knife.

      The sight of it glinting in the moonlight made me close my eyes, but I did as she’d asked, did as she’d begged—I made no move to stop her.

      “Mother, in the light of the moon, I gift you my blood. I return my powers to you, and I present my son. He seeks a mate, an omega, one who will help the children of the Highbanks pack flourish for another five centuries. I gift you all that I am, all that I have been and could ever be, and hope you honor my sacrifice and gift my child the mate he needs to reign over his people.”

      Raising a hand to cover my eyes, I heard her gasp and knew she’d sliced into her flesh. I could scent the blood spilling from her, hear the horrendous gurgles as she made the sacrifice on my behalf.

      As the blood coated the foot of the totem, a wind whipped from out of nowhere. The howling sound whispered throughout the rows of the council, and I felt myself being caught up in its gust. It wasn’t strong enough to knock me off my feet, but was powerful enough for me to feel its lash against my skin.

      I counted down, waiting for the wind to drop, and when it finally did, I ran toward my mother, who had crumpled against the totem. She fell to her knees, the bones colliding with the shiny pedestal with a cracking noise that made me wince on her behalf. As she slumped against the carved wolf I remembered stroking as a child during my first rite, I leaped forward and dragged her against me.

      Tears wet my eyes, blurring my vision as I stared down at her, looked at her beloved face as she smiled at me. Smiled. I shuddered, missing her already as she bled out in my arms.

      “He’s there, Eli,” she whispered. “Waiting on me. Oh, Mother, how I missed him.”

      “Go to him, Mom,” I whispered back, holding her tighter in my grasp. “Be free and be happy.”

      My cheeks were hot with trailing tears, and when she stiffened, I felt like howling out my rage and grief.

      How long I rocked her, I couldn’t say, but when I heard my council shuffling around, when I was torn from the fog of my loss, I sought control, for an alpha couldn’t act without it, and carefully, with the utmost respect and all the love I felt for her, I placed her body back on the pedestal.

      It was ruby red and glinting with her blood, but as I shuffled her limp form onto it, I waited for the Mother to accept her into her embrace.

      When light flared at the tip of the totem, I braced myself for what was about to happen. I’d read the same tomes my mother had, knew of this only because of what she’d shown me. The totem wasn’t used for this anymore, wasn’t supposed to—

      A gasp shot up around the council at my back as the totem burst into flames. It burned hotly, enough to sear my skin and melt it, but I didn’t fret. This was how it was supposed to be.

      As wrong as it was, this was right.

      My mother’s body was caught in the flames, and I watched her burn for a second before I could take no more and closed my eyes.

      The scent revolted me—burning fat and roasting flesh. How I didn’t vomit, I’d never know, but when the wind whipped into being once more and the heat from the fire disappeared, I looked upon the totem.

      She was no longer there. Not even the dust of her remains was left behind. And the totem? The fire was no more, but the wood was charred black, rich and gleaming with red hot embers. As though my mother’s death, the fire, had breathed new life into it.

      Maybe it had, like vineyard owners set fire to vines every season to replenish the soil for the next year. All I knew was that the sacrifice was too great and my loss too huge for me to appreciate it.

      Unable to take another moment of this pain, I shifted, turning into the baser creature who could mourn but whose nature was earthier.

      The second I shifted, I howled my grief, the melancholic sound reverberating around the clearing. In response to my shift, the totem turbocharged my power, forcing the council to transform too.

      I ran before they could follow.

      Tonight was not the time for a pack run.

      I needed space, I needed to hunt, I needed to shore my connection with this land.

      Alone.
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      “Did you hear that?”

      Uneasily, I blinked at my brother. “Yeah. I heard it.”

      “We can’t leave her,” he rasped, peering around us as though the alpha was in this very clearing with us.

      “No. We can’t.” I bit my bottom lip. “He isn’t beckoning us.”

      A sharp moan escaped the woman, forcing our attention her way. I stared down at her, at the rippling skin that looked as though she had worms under the top layer of epidermis, and at the sheer agony on her face.

      I could only imagine what she’d gone through as she crossed over. I couldn’t begin to understand the pain she’d been in, but what I knew was this—that pain would be nothing compared to what she’d endure now.

      “When do we shift?” I whispered over her low, agonized grunts.

      “We shift when she does. Not a moment sooner,” Ethan muttered, then he reached up and rubbed his chest. “Do you feel that?”

      “Feel what?”

      He wriggled his shoulders. “Like something’s…”

      When his words waned, I peered around the area, trying to figure out exactly what he was sensing. We were alone, and there was no one nearby except for trees and a few rabbits, potentially a couple of stags and some foxes. There were leaves everywhere, branches that had been torn from their trees, thanks to the high winds we’d been having the past few weeks, and that was pretty much it.

      When I scented the area with purpose, not just mindlessly, I could smell the stench of a fungus that was flourishing nearby, some shit, and…mostly, the blue moon was what filtered through everything.

      Just when my mouth popped open to ask him what was wrong, I felt it. My jaw clenched at the chasm inside me. It opened up from out of nowhere, slicing into my soul so quickly and so ferociously, that though I hadn’t been cut with a knife, it sure as hell felt like metal had torn into my skin, tearing me apart.

      “What is it?” I demanded, gasping the words at him.

      “I don’t know,” he whispered, and in his eyes, there was fear of the same chasm I was experiencing.

      “It hurts,” I rasped.

      “I know.”

      Both of us dropped to our knees, in tune to the female’s agonized cries, our heads bowed as we processed what was happening to us. I had no idea what we must have looked like—I didn’t give a damn either.

      This was a living nightmare. That was how it felt. Then, she screamed. A hoarse, horrified screech that morphed into a howl which snatched my attention away from my own personal misery and drew it to her.

      She was half shifted, and I winced at the sight. That was always painful. We usually fell into a half shift at time of great duress or stress. It was like we were distracted during the shift, so we were tugged in both directions.

      Her bones cracked and crunched as her back arched at an inhuman angle, and her fingers tore at the ground, ripping into the earth with claws that were pure beast.

      Her skin had stopped writhing, but now, there was fur sprouting out of each pore, and with another howl, one that saw her jaw elongating, her nose morphing into a flatter, more angled snout, she popped out—the she-wolf.

      From a noise that was loud enough to pierce anyone’s ear drums, to the sight of the prettiest she-wolf I’d seen in all my life. I gaped at her, aware that my brother was doing the same.

      Unable to stop myself, I shifted too. When Ethan followed, I ignored him and moved closer, sniffing around her as she sat there panting, her tongue lolling out of her mouth as though she were utterly exhausted.

      Nudging her with my snout, I was surprised when she didn’t snarl at me, when she only released a low keen that was loaded with her distress. Though the beast felt less in this form, we were still empathetic creatures, and I hurt for her. Truly, I did.

      Softly, I nuzzled into her, trying to impart my sympathy, and when she nuzzled back, a feeling of elation whirled around inside me.

      As Ethan approached, she didn’t tense up, just stared at him before her knees seemed to collapse out from under her. She slid forward, then slammed into the ground. When she rolled onto her side, tongue still lolling, I whined at her.

      She was supposed to get up, go on a rampage.

      Why wasn’t she doing that?

      When Ethan whined too, rubbing his nose along the length of her body, snuffling as he tried to scent what was wrong, I felt his concern like it was my own.

      When she just stayed there, panting like she’d been running for days on end, and then eventually closed her eyes and began to doze, I shot him a look, then shifted back.

      The power in the air that came from the shift had her tensing a little, but not enough to awaken. When I saw Ethan staring at me, I whispered, “Why isn’t she hunting?”

      “We need to get her to the alpha.”

      “He wanted to be left alone. His howl told us that.”

      “He’ll go home at some point,” Ethan muttered, running a hand over his head. Gnawing on his bottom lip, he stared down at her, studying her as intently as I was.

      “We might get blamed for this,” I pointed out warily.

      “If we do, we do. Our scent isn’t on her.”

      “No, but if we carry her to the alpha’s house it will be. Plus, our scent is on her. There’s no escaping it.” Rubbing the back of my neck, I mumbled, “But we don’t have a choice, do we? She needs him.”

      Ethan pulled a face. “Don’t we all?”

      Bending down, I began to shuffle her into my arms. Ethan helped by tipping her slightly onto me, then bracing me as I hefted her upright. We were strong, stronger than the average human, but shifter she-wolves weighed a helluva lot. As deadweight? Sheesh.

      Not wanting to associate the beautiful silver wolf with the word ‘dead,’ we began the trek through the woods toward the alpha’s home.

      Eli lived in the big house, just off Highbanks forest. It was a mansion, somewhere even a rich human would want to live with all its swanky rooms, but essentially, it was the home to all the pack. Eli owned it, but it belonged to all of us.

      So did this female now.

      She was ours, even if she didn’t want to be. Even if one of us had forced her to be like this.

      I had to admit, she scented good. Different. Kind of flowery, and that was saying something because she’d just been tossing around in a bunch of leaves. It was a wonder she didn’t stink of something else. But nothing marred her beautiful silver coat.

      As we stepped through the forest, over fallen branches and the like, I relied on my senses and on my brother to keep me traveling in the right direction, because I couldn’t stop looking at her.

      Something about her, her scent, the feel of her in my arms, the beauty of her gold-tipped silver coat, kept that awful ache inside me at bay.

      That pain hadn’t disappeared, but my mind was focused elsewhere, on this new she-wolf who was going to be a part of our pack.

      We were silent on our walk, which was unusual. Especially when it took forty minutes to get there. By silent agreement, we didn’t run, not wanting to disturb her too much, but I was relieved by the time we made it to the alpha’s den because her breathing had changed, turned raspy almost.

      Tucking her closer to my chest, hoping the heat would help her, we crossed the drive to the estate. It was long, a mile down to the road that would eventually lead to the highway. In the distance, I could hear all the people in the den.

      Their voices were only at a conversational volume, but to me, even at this distance, they were like whispers. I could hear every word and what I heard was enough to explain the distress I was in. Mother, that we were all in.

      The omega had passed over.

      That was why the alpha had howled. Why he’d sought solace in his other form.

      Shooting my twin a look, I muttered, “He won’t be here for a while.”

      “Do we take her to our place?” he replied warily, well aware that we weren’t flavor of the month with the council.

      Eli liked us. We were good at what we did. But the council considered us mischief makers. Mostly because our duty was to watch over them and make sure they were sticking to the Mother’s path.

      They’d just love to throw this at us. An unapproved transformation? We could lose everything if the council saw us with the she-wolf.

      Twisting around without a word, I began to retreat down the driveway. At the bottom of it, right in the middle of the turn, I saw him. He was sitting there like he was waiting on us.

      Maybe he was.

      My throat grew thick at the sight of Eli in his shifted form. He was the only member of the pack who spent the least amount of time as a wolf, so whenever you saw him, it was always impressive.

      Shifters were always bigger than their natural twins. We weighed three times as much as a regular wolf, for example, but Eli? He was five times heavier, and that much longer, stronger, and ferocious too.

      But at the moment, he was quiet. Pain dulled him, I supposed. I could see the glint of grief in his eyes, saw it in the slow steps he took toward us. I didn’t feel threatened, there was only curiosity as to the she-wolf in my arms, and slowly, I crouched down, keeping hold of her but tilting her so he could scent her.

      She looked small in comparison to the alpha, making me realize she was smaller than a regular she-wolf, but her silver-white coloring, with the golden tips that I knew would make her look blonde in the sunlight, contrasted sharply with the alpha’s pitch-black fur.

      The pair of them were a sight to behold, and when Eli nuzzled into the female, I somehow wasn’t surprised when her breathing calmed, and her eyes sleepily opened to investigate who was touching her.

      When Eli licked at her mouth, snout, and even her eyes, and began snuffling at her, running his nose down her body to comfort her, she let him. All the while, through heavily slitted eyes, she watched him, then, when he yipped at her, the noise almost a demand, she released a big sigh and slumped in my arms.

      For a second, I thought the worst, but the heavy, dull pounding of her heart reassured me that she lived—she was sleeping once more.

      I wasn’t startled when Eli shifted in the next instant, his naked body gleaming in the moonlight. Nor was I taken aback at his harsh command of, “Explain.”

      Straightening my shoulders, I muttered, “We found her bleeding out at the carnival.”

      “Someone bit her?” he growled, his eyes widening since it was forbidden for anyone other than Eli to transform a human. Essentially, this abomination, proof of mutiny in the ranks, was a challenge to his leadership.

      “Yes. She was dying, and we feared the carnage when she shifted.” Ethan licked his lips. “But she never even ran. She started dozing almost immediately after the shift.”

      Eli’s jaw clenched. “She’s—”

      When he fell silent, I didn’t prompt him, instead, I whispered, “Is it true? About the omega? We feel her absence in our souls.”

      He tensed. “Yes. My mother’s dead.”

      “I’m so sorry, Eli,” Ethan and I muttered at the same time. “Anything we can do, just ask.”

      The look he shot us was surprisingly wry. “Thank you, boys.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. We’d been called ‘boys’ since we were children. Didn’t matter that we were turning thirty-nine next week, we’d always be the ‘boys.’

      Either that or trouble.

      Clearing his throat, Ethan muttered, “What do we do with her?”

      “We’ll take her to the house. I’ll say I found her. The council would prefer to think you were involved.” That he believed us was something I didn’t question. He trusted us as much as we trusted him. It had always been the way of it. When he beckoned with his hands for her, dread filled me. It deepened when he stated, “I’ll take her.”

      Everything inside me clamored to refuse, but I couldn’t disobey him. It hurt me, physically pained me to let the she-wolf go, to shift her in my hold, and when I did, I felt the loss of the omega more keenly than when she had passed over earlier that evening. How had she died? Though we were important to Eli, we weren’t council, so we weren’t privy to any information until it was pack knowledge, but the grief inside me was like a brewing storm. When the she-wolf was in my arms, it had been kept at bay.

      Now? I felt faintly adrift. A little lost.

      Maybe Eli saw that, or maybe he sensed it, because he gave us a purpose.

      As he so often did.

      “Return to the carnival,” he ordered, his gaze on the she-wolf. “Find the scent of her attacker. When you find them, don’t kill them. Leave that to me.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Eli

      

      

      

      The bundle of femininity in my arms was something I’d never anticipated dropping into my lap tonight.

      After losing my mother, even with her promises of finding my mate ringing in my ears, I’d never thought…

      Did the Mother always heed a sacrifice this quickly?

      I didn’t even need to blood her to know she was mine. I felt it deep in my being.

      My mate.

      My omega.

      But how?

      She’d been transformed against pack protocol, had endured the horror of that metamorphosis without any guidance, without any warning, and yet, here she was.

      And because of the bastard who’d put her through that terror, who’d put her through something that no one should endure without aid, I had my mate.

      It was difficult to be happy when I knew what she’d gone through. I’d transformed relatively few people in my term as alpha, over seventy percent of them women, and I knew how painful it was. I’d been there to witness the first shift, had helped them through the first hunger and the first hunt.

      I’d never, not in all those times, seen a she-wolf as beautiful as this one. Our purebloods were the brightest colors, had gold and silver tints to their fur. The mixed bloods were less shiny. Like natural selection had weeded out the beauty in their animal half. This one, however, was breathtaking.

      I’d scented her from the bottom of the drive, aware the twins had been up to their usual mischief, but when I’d seen her, well, the old phrase was true—seeing was believing.

      It had been easier to trust my eyes than my nose, and now, with her in my arms, it was even more difficult to believe.

      Though I was concerned for her, concerned that she hadn’t eaten yet so soon after the initial shift, I was unsure what I could do for her.

      Was it wiser to take her to the house? To settle her in a room and make her comfortable? I could prepare the pack then for her ‘arrival,’ get things ready so that when she awoke, everything was in place.

      Or I could take her to the woods, bring her food, help her…

      Though the former option made more sense, instinct clamored at me. She didn’t need a soft den, didn’t need the warmth of a centrally heated bedroom with a bathroom nearby.

      She needed the woods.

      She needed nature.

      At times like these, I would have asked my last living parent for advice, would have sought her guidance, but this was all on me now.

      Until this female awakened and ascended to the place that was shaped like my mother.

      My throat tightened at the thought.

      Mother had said within a few days I’d have my omega, but… So uncanny, so surreal, because here was my mate. In my arms. Like a miracle. Except, miracles didn’t come with a blood price.

      Releasing a shaky breath—because I was shaken to my core—I made the decision to follow my gut. I usually never questioned my instincts, because what was an alpha who doubted himself? But in this, I was treading on new territory in a world without the one constant I’d had since childhood.

      So, instead of plowing ahead to my home, I ignored the warmth, the scent of wine that the council was drinking down as they discussed the evening’s events, trying, without success, to plug the chasm my mother’s passing had created, and totally bypassed any and all of my responsibilities to them this night.

      I was alpha to be sure, and my presence was required at the party they were holding, but I figured there’d never been more reason than now to evade my duty.

      Not only had I just lost a parent, I’d gained a mate, and the pack had just lost and gained an omega—in the most unusual ways imaginable.

      The desire to see her in her human skin ate at me as I trudged around to the back of the house, where there was a thick gathering of trees. Fall had shed a canopy of leaves, and that would be perfect for her when I settled her down and went hunting to feed her.

      I could feel her weakness, and my wolf was both repulsed by it and enticed. Our baser natures preferred strength over vulnerability, yet my beast wasn’t sure what to make of this. Didn’t know what to do with a creature who was somehow both. Somehow alien. Yet somehow ours.

      The farther away from the house I moved, away from the chatter of the council who was dealing with their own grief, away from the pollution in the air with each step I took, I could breathe her in better, could scent her true essence more easily, and what shook me even more was that her scent wasn’t just her own, but it was tangled with the twins.

      My father had never understood my appreciation for the boys. Well, I called them that, but they were only six years my junior. I’d forever been protecting them, shielding them from his awareness, because I knew he didn’t like their father, but since when was that a child’s fault?

      It had become second nature to watch over them, to put them in a position that was untouchable, where only I had a say in what they did.

      Yet, though I trusted them, though I knew they weren’t lying about their involvement with the attack on the she-wolf, that their scent was embroiled in hers set me on edge.

      It wasn’t uncommon, exactly, for an omega to have more than one mate. The more powerful she was, the more grounding she needed, but powerful omegas were few and far between. Where better to ground a strong omega, however, than in several powerful males who could not only protect her physically, but could shield her emotionally?

      I’d just never imagined that I’d be like that.

      That my omega would need several mates, that I wouldn’t be good enough to be everything she needed.

      Was that why I’d sent the twins away?

      Was that why I was taking her to the woods and keeping her to myself?

      Because my wolf already knew what I wasn’t willing to accept?

      It was a night for feeling like I was walking on broken glass. My blood was pouring from several wounds on my feet, every part of me torn to emotional shreds from what had happened, and this wasn’t helping.

      Overhead, the moon called to me, demanding I shift, and I knew why.

      The Mother was guiding me.

      Showing me the way.

      Because I had no choice but to heed her call, just as any shifter had no choice, I placed my omega on the ground in a dense pile of leaves which was near one of the cache of clothes I had stored around the woods. The crunchy, crispy crackling filled the air as her weight shifted onto them, and she twitched, her eyes opening as she stared at me in a daze.

      I saw her confusion, felt her fear, but also sensed her acceptance.

      The she-wolf—if not the woman herself—knew what I was to her, and she was accepting of my care.

      I cast a look around the area, discerning that there were no eyes to watch, no animals who might think she was prey, but mostly, I just saw my land. It was pack land, to be sure, but it was legally the alpha’s, and no one ever argued with that.

      The endless sea of trees was all I truly looked upon, and in the air, now that it was getting late, there was a chill. A nip that had my breath gusting in front of me.

      I didn’t feel the cold, didn’t wince at it, but I had to wonder if she did.

      Normally, I’d just shift and get on with my business—be that hunting or play. But tonight, I reached into the cache, grabbed one of my jackets, and pressed it around her. When she was swaddled, her eyes opened once more, revealing gems that bathed me in their luminescence.

      There was feeling there, affection. Already.

      I didn’t understand it, but neither did I have the heart to question it.

      She was everything I needed, and arguing against that would have been stupid.

      Swallowing down the sudden surge of emotion that had overtaken me, I shifted, allowing my wolf to take control again.

      My beast held pure dominion over me as I moved closer to her, scenting her once more. I’d had too many questions before, too many things to ask the twins about where this she-wolf who didn’t scent of my pack had come from.

      Now?

      She was here, she was mine, and I had the time. All the time in the world.

      As I ran my muzzle along hers, I scented the twins once more, but beneath that, there was an earthiness that was beyond unusual.

      It should have been repellent, but it wasn’t. How could the scent of freshly tilled earth, damp from the morning’s dew, be repugnant? How could the scent of fire being whipped away into the air be disgusting?

      She was, as we all were, an elemental being, but I’d never scented it as richly as I did in her. She was petrichor in the flesh.

      With a soughing huff, I grabbed my jacket with my teeth, rearranging it better. I understood her needs more now in this form, even if I didn’t have the thumbs to make her more comfortable with ease. She yipped at me after a while, and inwardly, I found myself amused at her telling me that enough was enough.

      Tongue lolling from my mouth, I scampered off, aware that if she could yip at me in irritation, she was well enough for me to leave.

      Again, I felt the moon’s call, guiding me, urging me forward, and I answered it. Letting the Mother take me where I needed to be.

      As she guided me to a clearing where a stag was gnawing at something on a bush, I accepted her offering with thanks, gave my appreciation to the animal for his sacrifice to nourish my mate, and pounced.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ethan

      

      

      

      “He was being weird. You can’t deny that,” I muttered, elbowing Austin, who was peering at the back of the candy stand as though it held all the answers.

      Sure, it was the scene of the crime, but there were too many people here to discern one scent over another, and though we were enforcers, renowned throughout the Pacific Northwest for our tracking abilities, even we weren’t miracle workers.

      “She’s a new she-wolf. Of course he was acting weird. Someone just committed a heinous crime on his territory,” Austin mumbled as he crouched. His boots squeaked as they scraped against the wet grass, and I sighed.

      “You’re destroying the evidence,” I snapped at him when he didn’t move away from where he was trampling.

      “There is no evidence. You and I know that.”

      “Then why are you staring at that piece of grass as though it holds the answers to the known universe?”

      Austin huffed before he turned to glower up at me. “Because I want to give him as much information as we can. You’re right, he was acting weird, and when Eli acts weird, it’s best to have all the facts at hand. You know that as well as I do.”

      Because he wasn’t wrong, I just grunted and did as he had—squatted down. My jeans creaked with the motion, making me wish I hadn’t worn the new ones to impress Sally Anne tonight, especially since I hadn’t even had the chance to show her the damn pants before tearing new holes in them on our run through the woods. Though we could shift with clothes on and return to our skin still dressed, the more powerful we were, the less likely the clothes were to stick around. Eli almost always reappeared butt naked, like he had back at the house. Whereas Austin and I tended to go through clothes like a six-year-old in the middle of a growth spurt, because shifting and reverting was a part of the job. Still, couldn’t be helped, so I shoved my irritation aside and focused on the crime scene.

      “She didn’t work at the stand,” I mused out loud. “If she did, someone would have come looking for her. And there are no footsteps in the blood except for ours when we found her and picked her up.”

      “She can tell us that herself,” Austin pointed out.

      “Yeah, in a few days’ time. We need to act now. Before she wakes up.” Because I was right, he didn’t argue. Instead, I carried on, “Someone hasn’t reported all the blood, so that means they either haven’t left the stand since we took off, or they just can’t see it.” I peered around, and figured the low lighting around here would probably make it hard for a human to discern the mess of the attack. To be honest, that made more sense. After all, the reason we’d taken off at a run was because we’d heard movement in the stands that suggested someone was about to leave a stall. “But her outfit…she’s definitely a carny.”

      “Without a doubt. Just not one who was popular enough for them to get concerned about once she went missing,” Austin reasoned, his nostrils flaring as he tried to differentiate between the scents.

      It wasn’t as easy as just sniffing and picking up on something. Every scent was layered, filtered almost, condensing down until there was a pure essence that revealed itself above the others.

      The only trouble was, blood was one of the worst things because it had a cloying scent that suffocated the sources of other smells in the vicinity. Our beasts reacted to it on a visceral level. I wasn’t sure if they considered it a threat or a warning, but it fucked with our senses, making it harder to figure out what and who the woman was.

      “Maybe an attendant and not the main draw?” I stated as I, too, tried to pick apart the scents.

      There was the faint essence of apple, maybe even lemon? As I caught onto that tendril, I discerned cinnamon. Maybe pumpkin spice?

      Frowning, Austin muttered, “Do you scent pie?”

      My lips twitched. I loved our twin brains. “Yeah, I do. Apple, right?”

      He dipped his chin. “So what? She was wearing a costume as a waitress? Or she was selling pie somewhere on site?”

      “Maybe. Or it was her final meal.” I heaved out a sigh. “Okay, we need to clear the blood away.”

      “Happen to bring along twenty gallons of soapy water, did you?”

      “Smart-ass,” I mumbled under my breath, but I reached into my pocket and said, “We need to set fire to the stand.”

      His eyes rounded. “There’s someone in there.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting we kill them,” I grumbled at him, shooting him a scowl that would have felled a lesser man. “You need to distract them. Get them out of there.”

      “How am I supposed to do that? There’s one way in and one way out.”

      “I’ll start the fire, you tell the server you can see smoke, then run around the side, and I’ll head in and grab them and get them out without standing in the blood.”

      “Not a bad plan,” he mused. “Do you have a cigarette on you?”

      I glowered at him. “No.”

      He simply cocked a brow. “Don’t bullshit me. This is no time to be in denial about your habit.”

      Though I carried on glowering at him, I reached into my coat and grabbed the packet of poison sticks that had been manhandled over time.

      They were old. Not as old as my habit, but I had them in there just in case. Some days, you needed a crutch, and in our job, those days came often.

      Still, I hated being dependent on human poison, so I went as long as I could before falling on my sword.

      He flicked a glance at the packet, then instructed, “Make sure it’s the cigarette that starts it. Otherwise, the fire department will look for arson, and it needs to appear accidental.”

      “This isn’t my first rodeo,” I muttered, flipping him the bird as he wandered around the side of the stall. Halfway around, when the back of the stand caved in to reveal the contents on sale, he shot me a look and grinned.

      From that grin alone, I knew there was at least one woman manning the stand.

      When his charm came on thick and fast in the next few minutes, I looked around for some paper that would get the fire going nicely.

      If we were in the city, or maybe even a bigger town, I knew there’d be a major problem with our plan. But this was Drake’s Point County. The firemen were volunteers and weren’t exactly experts. On top of that, most of the town’s crimes were handled by the pack, leaving the sheriff and his two deputies to deal with the parking and speeding tickets, as well as domestic issues that were out of the pack’s reach.

      If things came to a head, which I doubted, I knew Eli would smooth things over with the sheriff, who knew about us, as did all the sheriffs who served the county, but I preferred to keep things nice and simple.

      Using the season to my advantage, I grabbed some of the leaves that had been tossed all over town, thanks to the nasty winds that had torn through the county, clumped them together, and tossed them on the bloodstain. When the area was covered with foliage, I grasped some more, checked they weren’t wet from the day before yesterday’s downpour, then lifted the lighter to them and waited, patiently, for them to catch on fire.

      I rolled my eyes when I heard Austin charm the staff tending the stall. There were two of them, two females as luck would have it. I never understood why women always lifted their skirts for Austin. His charm wasn’t charming at all, but it always worked.

      Gently blowing the lit leaves until the flame was stronger, I carefully placed it onto the pile of detritus I’d crafted and watched as the fire slowly began to grow. I fanned the flames until a mushroom cloud of smoke billowed up from the pile.

      Eying it and trying not to cough, I reached for the door to the stand and opened it. As I peered through the gap I made, I saw my brother flirting with the women, and waited until I caught his eye. Nodding slowly, I opened it farther, smiling when the blaze caught the bottom edge of the particle board. With the lit cigarette still in hand, I set it off to the side, just out of reach of the fire, but close enough for it to appear to be the source of the flames.

      As the edges of the door became charred, my brother yelled, “Smoke!” Before the women even knew what the hell was happening, he ran around the corner and I switched places with him.

      Slipping out of my coat, I slammed it against the flames like I was trying to beat the fire out, but my shearling coat caught on fire too.

      My one regret was the women’s fear. Their terror wasn’t my intention, and their screams of fright were real, so I stopped playing the hero and leaped over the fire to help them scramble over the counter to safety before I followed them.

      I caught my brother’s eye, and saw he’d shifted and was running off to the woods. With him gone and the attendants thinking I was my brother, I dragged the women back as the flames tore through the cheap door and caught onto the rest of the painted particleboard that made up the stall.

      Within seconds, someone appeared with a fire extinguisher, but even though the small blaze was quickly destroyed, I knew the combination of the leaves and my coat would scorch the grass, shielding the bloodstain from untrained eyes.

      “Thank you for saving us,” one of the stall workers whispered, staring up at me with big blue eyes. She batted her lashes, making me want to laugh at the flirtatious move, before the other woman cuddled into me.

      “You’re more than welcome,” I replied, but I wasn’t interested in the doe eyes she was shooting my way.

      Austin liked to tumble anything in a skirt, but I didn’t.

      Untangling myself from their clutches, I waited on the town’s one fire engine to appear, saw the sheriff bustling through the crowd that gathered in the aftermath, and disappeared through the throngs of people.

      They recognized me, but most of them were pack, and if they did register who I was, they knew to ignore me.

      Everyone ignored us.

      That was what fear did to people.

      What they didn’t, couldn’t understand, they didn’t trust.

      Austin and I had long since come to terms with that fate when we were younger and excluded from every aspect of pack life for the simple fact that we were twins. Only Eli had ever stood up for us, only he’d ever had our backs.

      It was why we were loyal to him.

      Not the pack, never them. But Eli? He’d hold our loyalty until the day we died, even if that day came sooner rather than later because of the shit he had us doing.

      When I rounded the crowd until I was at the back of the candy stall once more, I watched the one permanent firefighter poke through the mess I’d made with a stick. When he found the tiny butt of a cigarette, I saw him shake his head in irritation.

      Knowing he credited that for the fire, I moved to the shadows, shifted too, then rushed off to find my twin.

      He wasn’t far away, and as a pair, we dashed through the woods to the back of the carnival where the carnies lived in trailers.

      Austin went one way, and I went the other, each of us seeking the unusual apple pie scent we’d discovered earlier.

      It wasn’t much to go on, but over the stench of blood, we didn’t have much else on our side.

      There was a ton of crap everywhere at the back, and I used that to my advantage. The fire hazard of all the boxes would have the council clamping down on the organizers, and to be fair, it was warranted. They didn’t give a damn about public safety—who on Earth used particle board to build stalls? Any health and safety inspector would have a field day when they were assigned to the carnival.

      Then, I registered the likelihood of that ever happening—they’d just move on first. Faster than a squall until they were away from us, in another county, Mother, maybe another state.

      Inadvertently, we’d shortened our timeline.

      A soft yip had my ears pricking up as I rounded one rusty camper after another. The only advantage to the fire was that this place was deserted, and I darted across the clearing, passing more boxes—the kind you saw in attics loaded with stuff from a hundred years ago. Particle board was evidently their wood of choice for their storage boxes, except these were lined with some kind of rusty metal foil for insulation. Even though Austin yipped again, I reared up to peer into the boxes and saw just a huge pile of dirty tools.

      Considering the state of the vehicles in the vicinity, that made sense, as did the engine that was bleeding motor oil onto the grass a few feet away, and was evidently in the process of being stripped down.

      The odor clung to me as I went on the hunt for my brother, but the scent of cinnamon swiftly overrode it when we approached a trailer that was just as rickety as the others but had little red curtains in the window.

      Austin shifted and, after a quick look about, I did too. The second I did, I muttered, “Cinnamon.”

      “Not apple pie,” he replied good-naturedly. “What a perfume.”

      “I smelled flowers on her before. Maybe she bakes?” My lips curved as I went to try the door, but it was locked. Thankfully, a bit of muscle persuaded the ramshackle lock to open, and we quickly surged inside, closing it behind us just in case the residents began to return once the excitement from the small fire dispersed.

      There was a soft light glowing in the corner, one that had made the red curtains gleam in a gentle welcome, and the rest of the place was just as cheerful. Everything had an old feel about it, but it was clean and well-maintained, if tired. And eureka—there was a pie on the side.

      I shot him a look. “Be a shame to waste it.”

      Grinning, he reached for a knife, sliced it in two perfect halves, then grabbed his piece while I grabbed mine.

      I moaned first. “God, that’s good.”

      His pupils were blown. “Better than beer.”

      Without having to utter another word, we split up, armed with pie and sharp eyes. Austin went to the tiny living area, and I went to the bedroom, which was even smaller.

      Neither of us wanted to make it look as though the place had been searched, which was easier said than done when you really were on the hunt for something, so we moved slower than either of us would like, something the pie facilitated. Still, there was no point in bitching about it.

      As jobs went, this was the least of our worries.

      Leafing through the drawers, I found her papers, and though I’d only known her a handful of hours, it was odd how relieved I felt to know her name.

      Sabina Krasowski.

      Softly, I called out, “I have her passport, driver’s license, and social security card here.”

      Austin stepped through the trailer, treading so quietly, not even I heard him until he was beside me. “That’s fortuitous.”

      I snorted. “Fortuitous is the word.” Finished with my pie, I peered around the space but saw nothing of any real value. Which made me feel mean, but it wasn’t intended that way. There was nothing except for a few trinkets in a dish on the dresser beside the tiny bed, which I scooped up and shoved into my pocket. Everything else in here was pretty quaint, but there was nothing that I envisaged her missing, nothing we couldn’t buy or replace. Still, we had to try.

      If the carnival staff disappeared before the night was out, heading on their way before any officials could close in on them, then I figured we needed to look around for things she might want when she awoke once the metamorphosis was complete.

      “Aside from clothes, what should we take?”

      “Nothing. I don’t think we should even take clothes,” Austin replied.

      “Why?”

      “If we take anything with us, it might look like she ran.”

      My brow furrowed at his logic. “Isn’t that a good thing? Technically, she’ll have disappeared. Let’s face it, the fire department here might be a piece of crap, but they’ll still fine the carnival. Before the day’s done, they’ll be out of here. If they think she’s run away, then won’t that work to our advantage?”

      Austin shrugged. “If you say so.”

      I rolled my eyes at that. “Ever helpful,” I told him with a grunt. “Look around and see if there are any pictures. Any keepsakes. We don’t want her to lose everything. Her entire world has already burned down around her. Let’s soften the blow.”

      He dipped his chin at that and went to do as I directed—that in itself was unusual. I cut him a look, catching only the back of his head, but I knew my brother. Knew him well.

      If the she-wolf had addled my brains, then she’d messed with Austin’s too.

      And what that meant?

      Well, I had to figure we’d learn soon enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Austin

      

      

      

      After grabbing some essentials, at least, what we figured as being essential to a woman—we were guys, who the fuck knew what a woman needed when she’d been forcibly changed into a shifter and had to leave behind the life she knew—ducking out of the trailer was as easy as sneaking in had been.

      There was shit for security in this place, and I guessed it didn’t help that the management would be having their asses reamed over the fire. Still, it made our jobs easier because we didn’t have to shift to leave the quadrant that was earmarked for the carnies’ mobile homes, and we could walk out on two legs with the few bits we’d grabbed for Sabina.

      Sabina.

      I savored the name, thought about it and all its unusual vowels. It tasted good. Sounded weird, to be sure, like I should be saying Sabrina.

      “You’re thinking loud enough to disturb me,” Ethan muttered as we made it onto the back road that would take us from the carnival and on to Eli’s place. Our pace was faster than that of a human’s walking cadence, more like a jog, but to us, this was us going slowly.

      “Her name…” I mumbled.

      “What about it?”

      “It’s unusual.”

      “Not the most unusual name in the world,” he countered.

      “Polish, do you think? Russian?”

      “Definitely Slavic.” He shrugged. “She’s American though. Her passport was from the U.S.”

      “I wonder why she had a passport anyway.”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      “She was a traveler,” I pointed out, eying a fox that was peering at us from the trees. It began darting between them, tracking our movements, able to sense that we weren’t all that we seemed and wanting to keep an eye on us.

      Stupid fox.

      That told me her den was around here, and that she had kits in there.

      Of course, in this form, I’d never dream of hurting the creatures, but in my other? It was fair game.

      That made me feel like a bastard, but in my other skin, I was a wolf. I didn’t think about forest conservation or protection of the species. I just thought about the state of my belly and whether it was full or empty. Her trailing us wasn’t preventative, she was just making me want to shift.

      “Lots of people have passports,” Ethan retorted, butting into my earthly thoughts.

      “Yeah, but her life was about moving from town to town, not country to country.”

      “True. Still, it’s not that unusual.”

      “I bet no one else in that carnival has a passport.”

      He frowned at me. “Where are you going with this? They might slip in and out of Canada on the road.”

      “I don’t know,” I replied warily. “I just know that she’s different.”

      “We already established that. She didn’t go on a hunt immediately after her transformation. That makes her weird as hell.”

      I couldn’t deny that, so instead, I asked, “She was pretty, wasn’t she?”

      He snorted. “You mean beneath all the blood?”

      “As a she-wolf,” I snapped, pissed that he wasn’t taking me seriously. Ethan tended to do that. He was smarter than me, and we both knew it, but I hated when he turned condescending on me. It really fucking grated.

      As a partnership, I tended to deal with people, and he dealt with the facts. It made us pretty unstoppable—as our record attested to—but also, every now and then, I wanted to headbutt him for being a robot.

      Our past didn’t help us. He’d turned to books and I’d turned to girls, but still, that didn’t make me a dumbass.

      “Yeah,” he admitted after a while. “She’s beautiful. Haven’t seen that coloring on a mixed blood before.”

      “Gold and silver?” I shook my head. “Me either. Very rare. Wonder what it means.”

      He shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out.”

      We walked in silence back to the mansion and, from the gates, when we saw that the council party was still going strong, we both groaned, knowing we’d have to face them to leave the clothes and other items in place for Eli.

      “Do we have to?” Ethan muttered under his breath.

      I shrugged. “We should.”

      “We could take them around in the morning. Eli looked like he was more focused on her than her stuff.”

      “He’ll want answers first thing,” I stated, certain about that if nothing else.

      “Or we could keep an eye out for the fuckers to leave, and then we could swoop in.”

      I shot him a grin. “I’m game for that.”

      Veering off the drive, we headed toward our place. We were the only people in the pack to live on the alpha’s grounds. That was an honor bestowed to only the alpha’s enforcer. Except in our case, there were two.

      Historically, the alpha trusted his enforcer even more than he did his beta. It was why the enforcer lived on the same grounds, because he was always supposed to be there, waiting for his alpha’s command.

      The beta was like a right-hand man. The go-to guy for most of the shit that came as part of leading the council.

      But an enforcer was at his left. Doing all the crap that no one else wanted to do. As a result, enforcers were always feared, but we were disliked too. Mostly because we were twins. Pups born in multiples weren’t trusted. Ever.

      Still, Eli had always had our backs, had always protected us, and as a result, he had the most dedicated enforcers the pack had probably ever known. Our relationship was forged on a loyalty that few could begin to understand, because no one truly knew what it was like to be hated simply for being a twin. Yet Eli? He didn’t hate us. He didn’t even simply tolerate us. He liked us, and we him.

      Our house was about a mile away from Eli’s large mansion. It was tucked in the woods, surrounded by trees on all sides, and though small, the cabin was ample for our needs. It blended into the surroundings, easing our security concerns, and from the bedroom at the front, we could see into Eli’s home and know that all was well without having to leave.

      Our pace increased now that we knew we were close to the cabin, and as we made it there, I wasn’t the only one to release a relieved sigh.

      Both of us hated dealing with the council even more than they hated dealing with us, which was really saying something.

      A howl sounded from somewhere nearby, making my brows rise.

      “He didn’t return to the house like he said he would,” I murmured, my wolf riding at me to go out and run with my alpha.

      “No,” Ethan said slowly. The first inside, he switched on the lights and placed Sabina’s things on the hall stand. I did the same, but I shrugged out of my coat.

      “Something had him on edge tonight. And I’m not just talking about grief after Merinda’s death. Did you see how he was with Sabina?”

      “No missing it.”

      “What’s it mean?”

      He shrugged. “No way of knowing.”

      “What do you think the council meeting was about tonight?” Just because we were Eli’s left hand didn’t mean we were a part of the upper hierarchy of the pack.

      “What is this? Twenty questions? I don’t know, Austin, and it’s not like he’s going to tell us either.”

      Punching him in the arm, I muttered, “You’re in a piss-poor mood.”

      “Seeing an innocent woman forcibly turned does that to me. What can I say? I’m all heart,” he grumbled.

      “Not enough to stop you from eying up her pie,” I muttered back, but because he wasn’t wrong, as I trudged down the log-lined hall, I added louder, “Well, you can take first shift. I’m hungry and tired. Call me if the council leaves and we’ll go over and wait on Eli.”

      Ethan didn’t grumble because we both knew he was the night owl anyway.

      The cabin had three bedrooms. One at the front on the top floor, one at the back—his room—and then mine, which was a new addition. Until this point, enforcers had only come in single units, and because everyone only ever had one child, there was no need for a third bedroom in any pack member’s house.

      Eli had built onto the log cabin, giving me a room on the ground floor because, though we were twins, and while we were glued at the hip, Ethan irritated the fuck out of me as much as I did him. Everyone needed their own space.

      Plus, my room was off the kitchen, and who was about to complain about that?

      As I slinked toward the fridge and grabbed the makings of a ham sandwich, I kept my ear cocked for the sound of Eli howling again. He did it several times, and though I wasn’t sure what each howl meant in this form, I knew something was wrong.

      Not in a ‘we need to get out there and break some bones’ kind of way, but inside him. Something wasn’t right.

      Although we were probably closer to Eli than anyone else in the pack, except for his mom, Eli kept his own counsel. As was the way with alphas. He’d tell us if he wanted us to know, and I had to take comfort from that, even if it made me sad to think he was out there with Sabina, doing his duty to a new member of his pack, all while something was eating at him as he dealt with his grief.

      When my ham sandwich was made, I didn’t bother cleaning up. Ethan was as much of a slob as me and, undoubtedly, he’d be down for some food later. Though we’d intended on stuffing our faces at the carnival, that hadn’t exactly happened, had it?

      Traipsing into my room, I switched on the TV and flicked through the channels until I found a Seahawks’ game. I didn’t hate them, and it was better than just sitting in silence.

      Once I toed off my boots, I left them by the door, then climbed onto my bed. I had a little seating area over by the TV, and I even had a desk, but I felt like lying down. Council parties could last for hours, and I was actually tired, so I considered taking a nap before we had to head out to Eli’s.

      As I ate, and even when I fell asleep, the sounds of Eli’s howling haunted me.

      I didn’t think about why that was more so than usual. Why would I?

      I didn’t know what had happened tonight.

      Didn’t understand the ramifications.

      But I would soon.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sabina

      

      

      

      I felt weak, weaker than usual. My body always ached now, and the fibromyalgia made some days a nightmare just to get through, but this weakness was different than how I usually felt.

      Some mornings, just getting out of bed made me want to cry, but it wasn’t like I had a choice. My life didn’t come with any kind of grants or federal aid. How could it when I was a ghost? When I’d been that way for twelve years?

      So every morning, when the pain made me want to weep, I just had to suck it up, and trust me, it was easier to give birth than it was to suck it up—and I’d know. Labor was on par with the constant pain in my bones, so when I woke up and I felt just weak, it was kind of nice.

      After all, weak was better than childbirth.

      When I opened my eyes, I recognized that I wasn’t in my trailer back at the fairground. In fact…

      I blinked and slowly sat up as I registered where the hell I was.

      For a second, I could do nothing but gape at the wolf who was sitting before me, proud and tall and straight, his black fur gleaming in the early morning sunlight, and then I took in the fact that I was in the woods.

      I wasn’t sure which made less sense.

      The fact that I was in a forest or the fact that a massive wolf was standing close to me. Like, within touching distance close.

      Fear tried to filter through my system, but even as I felt it, it swarmed away, replaced with a warmth that couldn’t be denied. But why would looking at him make me feel warm?

      I always felt cold. Always. So this warmth was enough to make me feel sleepy, and the longer I looked at him, the better I felt!

      The beast’s bright green eyes glimmered in the light too, making them sparkle like emeralds as he stared at me. When I sat up, he tipped his head to the side before he tilted it back and released the most piercing, mournful howl that I’d ever heard.

      It was crazy that, until today, I’d never realized just how much emotion was in a howl, and yet, here? I could tell the creature was hurting. I just didn’t know why. And I really wanted to.

      I also needed to pee, was hungry as hell, and wanted to know why I was in the woods with him watching over me.

      In no particular order.

      After he released that howl, he began to approach me. At first, I reared back, scrabbled away even, unsure where to go or if I could even outrun the beast. I mean, it wasn’t like I’d been a sprinter back when I’d been in the peak of health, so now? Yeah, there was no way I could outrun a wolf that looked to be in the prime of his life. So I stayed put, kept as still as I could, and prayed that he wouldn’t rip me to shreds.

      My heart pounded in my chest, my lungs bellowed with fear, and then, as he approached, instead of expiring from fright, that warmth appeared once more.

      It took away the terror, eased the dull throb of my heart as it fluttered like a frightened bird, and my lungs stopped burning from breathing too fast as well.

      When he nuzzled into me—there was no other word—I flinched. He shot me a mournful look from those doe-like eyes and nuzzled into me once more. The brush of his fur didn’t tickle, though, and I was surprised by that. I’d thought it would rub against my cheek and make me itchy because I’d always been allergic to dogs. Instead, it felt…good.

      Right.

      Perfect.

      I twisted my head to the side, aware of how close he was, and then he licked me. Except, when his tongue collided with my nose, my nose wasn’t my nose. It was long. Longer than ever before because I watched that pink tongue shoot out, even watched it move along my—

      My—

      No.

      No way.

      I did not have a snout!

      A moan of fright escaped me, but it didn’t sound like it did usually. I was used to moaning and groaning, I knew what I sounded like when I was in pain. But this? It was more like a whine.

      A doggy whine.

      The wolf beside me yipped, then, dragging his nose over my snout, he took a few steps back. As he did, I realized that there were some bones beside him. Bones that were covered in blood. While I was stunned at the sight, what stunned me more was that I didn’t want to puke.

      Oh, no.

      I wanted more.

      The bones triggered a memory. I wasn’t sure how that was even possible, but hell, if I was tripping on some bad weed from the pouch Liana had bought for me yesterday, then this was the weirdest fucking high I’d ever had before… I could taste the fresh meat, the rich, iron flavor that came from the blood spurting into my mouth…

      Looking at the wolf, I whined again, and he darted forward, licked my cheek—did wolves have cheeks?—then he retreated to the bones once more.

      He sat there, watchful. I thought he was just staring at me again, but he wasn’t. He was doing something. Something that called to me.

      Before my eyes, his fur retracted, his snout turned back into a nose, his jaw shortened, morphing into that of a man’s, and his back appeared to break before he was in human skin once more.

      The force of the shift had made his spine bow, so when he stared at me again, and I caught sight of his face, I whined again.

      He was beautiful.

      Absolutely beautiful.

      I could honestly say that I’d never seen any man like him before. He had hair so dark that it wasn’t just black, it didn’t gleam blue—not at all—and was glossy like silk. We had a few Roma at the carnival, so the rich dark hair wasn’t utterly unique, but his skin wasn’t tinged café au lait from his heritage. If anything, he was bronzed, like he was tanned, everywhere, except for the faint redness of his cheeks. Amid those black locks were dashes of salt and pepper that only augmented the rich onyx.

      His jaw was stony, his nose was straight and free from breaks, and his brow was wide and topped with a widow’s peak that had his hair cascading about his ears in a shaggy mop that surprised me. He looked too serious, too somber to have such a relaxed and down-home hairstyle.

      But as I took all of him in, what I noticed more than anything was the pain in his eyes. A pain that, I realized, had been reflected in his howl.

      It was also a testament to how crazy this was that I registered then and there he was also naked.

      And one word summed him up—wow.

      But he was moving. Toward me, behind me, before I heard him rustling around. I twisted my head, watched him dress, and as I did, he started speaking.

      “It’s okay,” he told me softly, his voice low and deep. At a tenor that I sensed was meant to soothe and keep me free from agitation. “I know you’re scared, but you don’t need to be. I’m here for you. I’m here with you to help you.”

      When he said the words, ‘I’m here for you,’ something about his phrasing, about the dip in his tone, told me he meant something else. I wasn’t sure what else those four words could mean, but I detected something that didn’t exactly put me on edge, although it certainly made me eye him warily.

      I shoved myself up so I was standing, almost falling over when I realized I had four feet to balance on. As I did, tumbling into the leaves he’d settled me in the night before—yeah, I remembered that too—he leaped forward and went to help me stand.

      “You’re still going to be shaky on your feet,” he muttered, watching me to make sure I wasn’t going to fall again before he took a step back. “You should be resting. I’m not sure why you’re not.”

      Well, if he was confused, what the hell was I supposed to be?

      With my weight distributed between the front and rear of my body now that I was standing, it felt weird, but what I reveled in was the lack of pain. The relief and the freedom from it made me realize just how much it had bogged me down, ruining every part of my day with its taint.

      The pain with fibromyalgia was unbearable because it was everywhere and nowhere. I couldn’t point to my elbow and say, “I twisted it playing tennis when I was fourteen, and it’s never been the same since.” How could you describe the pain when it was like a hive in your bones? One that had wasps surging out to assault you? To invade every nerve ending until an attack could have you feeling as though your entire being was shutting down?

      But here? Now? I was free, liberated, and even if I was terrified about why I was like this, even if I knew the story about how it had happened was going to be beyond nuts, I was mostly just happy.

      Happy.

      I was pain free. What wasn’t to celebrate?

      He cleared his throat. “I’m going to try and get you to shift back.”

      A growl escaped me at that, because I’d stay like this forever if it meant never experiencing my illness again.

      The man frowned, then sighed before he crouched down in front of me. As he did, I eyed him all over and recognized the expensive cut of his clothes, the fineness of his boots—clothes he felt comfortable storing in some hole in the forest floor.

      He had money.

      A lot of it.

      I recognized that because, conversely, I had none.

      Still, it wasn’t his fault that I made a pauper look rich. So instead, I just enjoyed the pull and play of the denim covering his legs as it bunched at his groin.

      I totally looked.

      Shoot me.

      “I think we need to start things off the right way. I’m Eli.” He reached over like he was going to take my paw in his hand and shake it. Well, that’s what I thought at first, except instead, he fondled my ears, tickling them in a way that had my tongue wanting to do something weird.

      In fact, beyond weird.

      I couldn’t stop it from dropping out of the side of my mouth, and I couldn’t stop the keening sound I made as he scratched a little harder.

      A laugh escaped him, but it wasn’t mean, and truth be told, I was glad to hear it. He looked so sad, and I wanted to take that sadness away so badly. It was almost as though I could feel his sadness deep inside me.

      Huh.

      Now that I thought about it, there was no pain in my body, but there was a weird feeling. A kind of energy. It didn’t belong to me, but I sensed that it didn’t belong to the wolf either.

      What it was, I had no idea, but I jerked back to the present when I realized Eli was talking and I wasn’t listening.

      Shit!

      “—this is my pack, and I’m the alpha. I know you must be scared, but there’s no need to be. Whoever did this to you will be caught and punished but, in the interim, you are a part of my people now, and I will not only keep you safe, but I’ll also do everything in my power to ease this…” He winced. “I want to say transition, but I can’t even imagine what you’re going through. How scared and confused you must be.

      “The choice was taken from you by someone who had no right to make the decision to do what they did. I can only apologize for them and—”

      Wait, was this guy for real?

      He was apologizing for something he hadn’t done, when he was the only person trying to help me? To guide me through this transition, as he’d called it?

      Because words were literally beyond me, I stepped closer to him on legs that were still shaky, because I wasn’t used to walking on four of them, and butted my head against his chest. It wasn’t much comfort, but it was the most I was capable of at that moment.

      I didn’t imagine he’d want me to lick his nose, that was for sure!

      Eli’s smile deepened, making the tiny lines at the side of his eyes crease. The sight made me happy, and I yipped and bounced slightly on my toes, which was the wrong thing to do. Like I’d reared up instead of just jumping slightly, I toppled to my side like I’d fallen off a pogo stick.

      His laughter, when it came, was just as gentle as his smile. I felt no humiliation or mortification at his amusement. Sure, it was at my expense, but it was different. And with my past? I knew the difference.

      Eli crouched down, placed one knee on the loamy ground to support himself, then reached over and helped me stand. When his hands moved over my body, it felt good, which was somehow stranger than anything that had happened to me today.

      I’d woken up as a wolf, but the weirdest thing was that I appreciated this stranger touching the wolf’s body.

      I knew that sounded odd, and though it assuredly was, there was just something right about his touch. Like I knew him, knew his touch, even though I definitely didn’t. I’d never seen the guy before in my life, and if he was from this area, then that made sense. I’d never been to Washington before, never traveled this far northwest. My family was based in the South, and the carnival I’d hooked up with three months ago had been traveling down from Canada into the States. So, even though there was no way I could have known the man, my body disagreed.

      “You need to take it slowly,” the guy cautioned. “Normally, you’d be asleep for a long time, until your body was ready to deal with this. I’m not sure why you’re not resting,” he said again, like he was looking for answers, but I couldn’t give them to him.

      He looked, I realized, puzzled. More than that, he appeared genuinely concerned.

      Why?

      Because he felt the link between us? Or was he just a decent man?

      I’d known decent men before, knew how they could be like gentlemen, knew that they could have big hearts and warm souls. I felt that in this man. Felt it and, as I stared at him, I saw that even in this form, I could see his aura.

      There were greens and blues fading into one another, merging like they were two different rivers flowing into the one source. I felt his ambition, saw his desire to strive for more, but I also saw his goodness, saw that he cared.

      It was when I saw the overshadowing gray that I recognized he was in pain. Hurting from something. The notion had me shuffling forward, carefully because I was still wobbly on my feet, until I could push my snout into his chest.

      He laughed softly, but he didn’t push me away. If anything, he let me lick the underside of his jaw and allowed me to stand so close that it was kind of awkward. For a second, both of us just enjoyed the moment, enjoyed the strangest, weirdest moment of my life, then I felt it.

      More pain.

      A mass kind of darkness that made me whine a little.

      It didn’t come from him. It was too large. Too—

      My whine deepened.

      Hundreds of people’s pain.

      It wasn’t physical. Exactly like this man’s. It was emotional.

      Loss.

      Only the loss of someone beloved could cause this amount of pain. It had to be grief.

      And though I was strongly empathetic, not as much as my sister had been, but strong enough, why did I feel it in so many people? Normally, I could pick up on the emotions of those around me. Nothing more, nothing less. But this, now, numbered in the several hundred. It was weird and made me feel kind of hollow. Like there was no room deep inside me for anything other than these feelings.

      His hand scrubbed over the curve of my head, and when he scratched my ear, I grunted with delight. I wasn’t sure if he’d distracted me on purpose, if he could feel this overwhelming sensation too, or if he just wanted to touch me—to touch me as much as I wanted to touch him.

      But when he scratched me, distracted me, I forgot about the other people, about their grief. It whispered out of my mind as though the wind caught it.

      “You’re different,” he said softly, and the words, though whispered close to my ear, seemed to shiver along the wind too. “I don’t know your name, but I will the second you shift back. So, for the moment, I’m going to call you Silver.

      “You don’t know this, but silver and gold wolves are very rare. Werewolves, shifters, have been around for thousands of years, as long as humans, and we’ve shared terrain with you. Some humans know of us, some don’t. But the ones who do, have kept our secrets safe, just as we protect them and our territory.

      “It’s to my dying shame that this happened to you last night. I will find out who’s responsible for turning you against your will even if…”

      As he released a sigh, I tensed, wanting to know ‘even if’ what?

      He scratched my ear again, distracting both of us until he built up the courage to mutter, “Even if it was Mother-blessed.”

      Mother-blessed? What the hell did that mean?

      His mother? Whose mother?

      The no pain thing was beyond epic, but not being able to talk sucked. Fuck.

      I pulled back, looking him square in the eye. Or at least, trying to. I had to tilt my head this way and that to get a good picture of him because in this form, my vision was odd. I saw different stuff, the colors weren’t the same too which…

      Crap!

      If the colors were different, then how could I read his aura?

      Blue might have been murderous, and green might have been passion for all I could discern in this skin!

      He surged to his feet, even as he kept his hand on my head. The connection felt good, and I peered up at him when as he stated, “You need to learn to walk.”

      My tongue lolled out at that.

      Walking couldn’t be too hard, could it?

      “The first instinct, when you shift that initial time, is to go and eat. But once you awaken from the stupor, it’s like being a pup. So I’m going to assume that your stasis has been on fast forward for a little while. Let’s get you started so we can go home.”

      Home?

      I hadn’t had a home for a long time, and the way he said it, it wasn’t like he was saying it was his home solely. Like it was my place too.

      The yearning inside me made me release a keening sound that drew his attention. He tilted his head to the side and studied me, but I didn’t think there was much he could read in that form. Somehow, I was able to communicate the things I’d kept buried away inside me for over a decade in this shape, but he couldn’t translate them.

      Wasn’t that bittersweet?

      He released a breath, closed his eyes, and within seconds, he was like me again. Walking on four legs rather than two.

      When his nose ran down my back, along my side, scenting me, I didn’t stop him. It felt good. And since he was a wolf, it didn’t feel weird, because I knew this was how creatures like this interacted. His nose ran over my hindlegs, and when he sniffed up my tail, only then did I yip at him to back off.

      As he returned to face me, his tongue dangling, I’d swear that I saw amusement in his eyes. It was like he’d known I’d yell at him for that. Shakily, on legs that felt as fragile as saplings, I attempted to take a step forward.

      My body heaved with the effort of staying upright, of not falling over, and when the male wolf nudged me, eagerly helping me along, a warmth blossomed inside me.

      I wasn’t alone.

      Even the grief that had weltered deep in my being from out of nowhere, while a negative emotion, was further proof that somehow, I’d been merged into a collective.

      I wasn’t an individual anymore.

      Maybe another person wouldn’t have been happy about that. Maybe they’d mourn the loss of their independence, but they weren’t me.

      With my background.

      With my history.

      Each paw connected with the soft ground, and I felt the earth in a way I wouldn’t have ordinarily. I liked walking barefoot. In truth, it was my favorite way to move around. But standing here, now, feeling the loam squish between the pads of my paws, smelling the scents blossoming from the pressure of my weight atop the soil burst into being…it was magnificent.

      Just walking was an experience.

      Before I knew it, I’d made it from one end of the clearing to the other, and all along, the male was at my side.

      Sure, my chest was heaving like I’d walked a thousand miles, but I’d fucking done it.

      I’d walked!

      Yeah, it didn’t escape me that I’d managed to achieve what a toddler could do, but still, I felt triumphant.

      Mostly, I felt free from pain, and it was enough to make me feel delirious.

      I wanted to thank Kali Sara from the bottoms of my paws to the tips of the ears that now sat on the top of my head rather than at the side of it.

      The relief and joy I felt at being free from the ever-present discomfort my condition had granted me was like a bright light being shone through the darkest of tunnels.

      On some days, yesterday included, the pain was so strong that I could feel the echoes of it down my nerve endings. The shadow wasn’t excruciating, more of a memory. One that made me realize that, for certain, I should be angry about being forced into this transformation, and yes, there was someone out there who’d meant me harm—which was nothing new, not with my having been on the run for twelve years—but for this freedom?

      I’d take it.

      Gladly.

      And for the smile in that man’s eyes?

      Well, that was too difficult a question to answer. I just knew that not even Kian had made me feel this way, and while that was a betrayal in and of itself, he was gone now, dead, and I was alive and barely living.

      If this man, this stranger, could make me feel something other than misery? Well, I wasn’t about to turn my back on it or him, or this strange new world I found myself in.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ethan

      

      

      

      I’d been on edge all night. Uncomfortable ever since I’d crossed the threshold into my home and had stayed up watching the council.

      They’d long since left, and the roosters on the surrounding farms and ranches had long since cried their joy at another day dawning, but I hadn’t bothered to leave the cabin, nor had I bothered making my brother take over my post.

      The urge to sleep wasn’t a strong one, and my ears told me he was still awake too. Which meant we were both feeling the same way—unnerved.

      Altogether, that shouldn’t have surprised me. We were similar in that, even though, in many ways, we were completely different entities. That usually surprised people. Especially our people. It was like, because we had the indecency to share a womb, we were clones. Carbon copies of one another. But we weren’t.

      I loved reading and learning, and Austin wasn’t happy if he couldn’t get his ass in front of the TV to watch some stupid game at least once per day.

      He never read, and I never watched TV.

      Of course, that wasn’t the only marker as to our differences, but one way in which we were similar—our wolves. The power we had. The ability to discern nuances about a situation that kept us out of the crapper.

      Our instincts.

      And ever since we’d found that woman, bleeding out, dying, shifting, changing…she’d been calling to me like a goddamn siren’s song.

      I wasn’t used to that, even though I usually found ways to scratch an itch among humans. She-wolves never let us near them because of who we were—not Eli’s left hand, but twins—so it wasn’t too unusual I’d find a human attractive. But this seemed different than attraction.

      My cock wasn’t totally in charge. It wasn’t that usual itch I got every now and then. It was…strange.

      Deep.

      Resonating through every beat of my heart and sending the weird feeling around my body.

      I tugged at my bottom lip as I stared at the packhouse, a place I knew Eli hadn’t returned to. A place I knew the female wasn’t in.

      The urge to find her was imperative. She was in safe hands. There were none safer. Eli was a damn good alpha but, more than that, he was a fine man. He’d look after her. Help her.

      Trouble was, I wanted to do that too.

      And if I did?

      I knew Austin was right there with me.

      One way in which we weren’t different?

      The women we liked to screw.

      “Stop it.”

      I jerked in surprise at his hard bark and grunted over just how damn out of it I was. To fail to hear him stomping through the cabin? My brain was whirring with particulars it had no right to be focusing on when I was on duty.

      “Stop what?” I grumbled. “Just sitting here.”

      “I can hear you thinking.”

      I winced. “Fuck. Sorry.”

      His lips twisted into a smirk, because he knew I rarely swore. “Yeah. Fuck. That’s about the long and the short of it.”

      Few knew we could talk to one another that way. It was beyond uncommon. The omega was the only one who knew, and she’d been the one to tell us that it was unusual and that we shouldn’t share the ability with anyone else.

      Not even Eli or the alpha who, at the time, had been her mate.

      We obeyed the omega with as much devotion as we did the alpha, so there was no way we’d argue, but for her to put such restrictions on us meant the ability was unusual in the extreme.

      It was also a pain in the butt.

      No part of my life was free from his touch, and some damn days, that was more than I could stand.

      Austin stomped closer to the armchair I was slouched in, my feet resting against the window ledge as I stared out into the woods and at the packhouse beyond. But he still stayed behind me. His hands going to the back of my chair as he peered out onto the property we guarded like it was our own.

      “Eli wants her.”

      The statement was simple, but his tone was loaded with more nuances than if he’d raised his goddamn voice and started shrieking.

      “Yeah.” I’d seen that. Both as wolf and man, the alpha wanted the she-wolf with the unusual coloring… The problem was, I wanted her too.

      “Doesn’t stop me from wanting to help her though,” he admitted, keyed into my thoughts as always.

      Because I never lied to him, I confessed, “Me either.” I cleared my throat. “Think she went hunting?”

      “I doubt it. She seemed weak.” His brow puckered when I twisted to look up at him. He helped me by shuffling forward and perching on the windowsill beside my feet. Folding his arms over his chest, he tipped back until his spine collided with the glass, then muttered, “Her weakness should be repugnant to us.”

      We were alphas by nature, and we usually liked stubborn bitches with more attitude than sense, but the she-wolf emitted none of that.

      And it had nothing to do with her being weak from blood loss or the transformation.

      That initial shift?

      She should have made a marauding, raping, and pillaging Viking look like he was on Valium.

      Instead, she’d passed out.

      I carried on plucking at my bottom lip as the urge to go to her messed with my mind.

      Eli had given us direct orders, which we’d followed. He was the only one we’d ever followed blindly, and that was another reason why the council hated us, but for the first time, I wanted to disobey.

      I wanted to see the she-wolf for myself.

      So did Austin, because he asked, “Think they’re still in the woods?”

      “I haven’t seen him come in through the back way,” I muttered.

      Our eyes met and held because we knew that was the only way he slipped into the house when he wasn’t dealing with the council BS.

      One of the reasons Eli rocked as a friend and alpha was because the posturing that went with the job slipped over his head. He had nothing to prove—N. O. T. H. I. N. G.—and the council, even if it pissed them off, knew it.

      Some people liked to show dominance when they didn’t have it, but Eli’s power oozed around him like a second skin. It made him a powerful leader and a difficult enemy.

      I was glad to be on his good side, at any rate.

      Eli didn’t need the pomp and ceremony of his position to be damn good at what he did, unlike his asshole dad and half the council, who thought because they were a part of that body, their crap stank of roses. It didn’t. All of them were asshats, selected by an asshole who’d been fortunate in his years that no one in the pack had been strong enough to challenge him.

      Well, that was a semi-truth. Austin and I could have taken him. Easily. But getting the pack to follow us was another matter entirely. And Eli? He’d have been able to squash Paul like a bug, but he’d never hurt his mother that way.

      “Want to secure the grounds?” he queried gruffly, breaking into my thoughts.

      My lips twisted at the stupid excuse, but damn if it didn’t sound like a good idea to me.

      Rather than answer, I just surged to my feet, and the pair of us ambled out of the room with a leashed energy that told me we were both feeling the strain and neither of us wanted to show it.

      When we made it outside, we let the change hit us, and the relief that came with being in our second skin was acute. It felt damn good to be back on four paws mostly, I knew, because I could scent her better in this form.

      And she was a she-wolf.

      And awake.

      A whine escaped me at the realization, and Austin shot me a look that said he’d sensed that too.

      The she-wolf who ought to be weak, considering she was a wolf child, was somehow not overcome with the desire for blood, nor was she dozing in the post-transformation coma that was an integral phase of the gift of shifting.

      Weirder and weirder.

      The pair of us took off at the same time, loping through the forests that we knew as well as our own faces in the mirror. The early morning scent made everything richer, more pungent. Dew slicked the ground, the brisk chill in the air spoke of the sun not yet having had the chance to warm things through, and the woods were starting to awaken to the day with our prey just beginning to emerge from their shelters.

      We weren’t on the hunt, and they knew that. Knew, still, to avoid us.

      No point in pissing off a predator.

      Every now and then, Austin would ram into me. Not to be an ass—which he was—but just to connect. Our wolves were close, probably closer than the human forms, which I knew was odd. Especially since we lived together and, more than that, led most of our lives knocking up against each other. However, that was different.

      As humans, we had so much to prove. In wolfskin? Things were simpler. We were who we were, and our wolves loved each other, regardless of the crap that gnawed at us about each other.

      The tumbling and playing slowed down as we sensed the clearing where Eli had taken her.

      It surprised me to note it was close to the council meeting grounds. The energy from the totem slalomed through the ground with the force of a pneumatic drill that made my paws vibrate, even though we weren’t that close. I heard Eli chuckle and the she-wolf keen…sounds that had my ears pricking high and sharing my surprise with Austin.

      Very little surprised him, and his eyes were narrowed as he slouched forward, slinking quietly toward the clearing in an effort to get closer to the scene without disturbing things.

      In my other form, I’d have rolled my eyes.

      Eli had to know we were close, so Austin trying to pull one over on him was just amusing.

      From between the stark, stripped trees, I saw Eli holding the she-wolf, who was shaking a little. But before I could absorb more of the scene, Eli’s head twisted toward Austin, and his face twisted too, but the expression morphed too quickly for me to recognize what was going on with him.

      I saw exasperation and acceptance before I really knew what else I was seeing, so I stepped toward my alpha and the newest member of our pack with little to no shame.

      Ambling forward so I didn’t frighten the she-wolf, I lowered my haunches and kept myself springy. Yeah, I knew that sounded weird, but I didn’t want her to think I was stalking her.

      I was, sure, but she didn’t need to know that.

      Her head twisted to face me, and Mother, it was rammed home once more just how beautiful she was. Not only was her fur glowing in the dim morning light like a precious metal, but her eyes? I hadn’t seen the gleam in the darkness, but now I did, and the power of them struck me in the gut.

      She had bright blue eyes.

      Bright. Fucking. Blue.

      I’d never, not in my entire life, seen a wolf with eyes that color. Bland colors were for the humans who’d been transformed. Naturals got all the beauty…as well as the power. So with her coloring, everyone would know she was one powerful beast.

      A keening sound escaped me at the sight of those eyes, and her ears twisted like she knew what I was saying.

      Beautiful.

      She dipped her chin coyly, and if I’d been a man, I’d have laughed at that.

      “No need to laugh at my expense.”

      I broke to a halt at that. My paws skidding in the leafy loam as the words filtered into my mind. It was on the same channel that my brother communicated with me on, but in this form, we didn’t really talk that much, except for in emergencies, and with her, the connection seemed faulty. Like a poorly tuned radio station in the car. Slipping in and out of clarity with every second.

      I didn’t see Eli’s expression change, but I felt his body spring into an alertness that hadn’t been there before.

      Had he heard her too?

      What in the Mother’s name was happening here?

      Austin recovered first, and he padded through the trees, no longer trying to be stealthy, rushing over to Eli’s and the she-wolf’s sides.

      He butted into Eli until the alpha grunted and rubbed his hand over his ears before scratching them. I huffed when the she-wolf did the same, mimicking Austin, butting her snout against Eli’s other hand until he scratched her too. When the alpha laughed, my heart stuttered a little. He did that so rarely, and on the morning after we’d lost his mother? The omega? The natural balance in the pack? It came as more of a surprise.

      Cautiously, I stepped forward, not wanting to intrude, but also feeling a need to be a part of something I didn’t understand. I didn’t want to be on the outside looking in. Austin and I existed on the outside, and it was a cold and lonely place to be. Here, in this small circle, I knew there was no cold.

      Only warmth.

      When I pressed against the she-wolf, she grunted slightly, twisting until her hindquarters rubbed against mine.

      Eli muttered, “What the hell is going on?” even as he patted me on the head too.

      Why I wanted that, to be treated like a damn dog, I had no clue, but to be included felt like heaven. Christ, it felt like a kiss straight from the Mother’s lips.

      My throat almost closed at that, and because it was too weird, too powerful, and made me feel raw inside, I shifted. It put me in close proximity to Eli, but he didn’t mind. Neither did I. We were pack. We were used to being this close and being naked at the same time. The she-wolf? Not so much.

      The pair of us laughed as she sprang up, jolting with her surprise at the speed of my shift, before landing. Badly. She tumbled back onto her rear with an inelegance that really didn’t suit her.

      Every inch of her was elegant. She oozed it, just like Eli oozed power. But her lack of dexterity wasn’t unusual, not so close to her transformation.

      When Austin shifted back too, the three of us sat around in a circle with her.

      “I’m surprised she hasn’t shifted back.” Being around powerful shifters triggered the change in weaker wolves.

      Eli cast me a look. “She’s my mate. She’s strong in her own way.”

      My throat closed at his statement. Austin’s, on the other hand, didn’t. “What? She’s your mate?”

      Eli reached up and rubbed his chest like there was an ache there. “Yeah. She is.” He blew out a breath, and I got the feeling his next words pained him to say them.

      When he uttered them, I totally understood why.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Eli

      

      

      

      “Is she your mate too?”

      I couldn’t look at them, couldn’t take them in when I was feeling this fucking vulnerable.

      I was alpha, not just the alpha, but alpha to my marrow. Right in my very soul, I was dominant. Being vulnerable wasn’t something I did on the regular, not at all, but fuck me, I knew my life was changing, and not just by my mother dying yesterday either.

      I could feel my world shaking from the inside out, and even though I hated change with a passion, how could I hate it when this beautiful she-wolf was a part of the transformation?

      Neither Austin nor Ethan put me out of my misery. Instead, Ethan—ever the clinical bastard and always the fucking thinker—muttered, “Only omegas have multiple mates.”

      I bit my bottom lip to stop myself from snapping at him. Instead, I glowered, and his eyes widened as he muttered, “Oh. Of course.”

      “Oh, what?” Austin questioned. Unlike his brother, he was as slow as fucking frozen maple syrup some days.

      “Oh, he thinks she’s the next omega, dumbass.”

      Austin’s mouth worked. “Omegas are always naturals.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “I know. But she’s mine. I can feel it. She’s my mate, which means she has to be the omega. She’s different than I expected though.”

      “More ways than one,” Austin mumbled.

      “Well, that’s just rude.”

      The three of us froze, and I knew the twins had heard that too.

      “Am I losing my fucking mind?”

      The boys cut each other looks before, slowly, Ethan murmured, “No, I heard that too.”

      Licking my lips, I focused on the she-wolf, and questioned, “How are you doing that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Austin snorted. “Least she’s honest.”

      The she-wolf grunted at that, then butted his arm with her nose.

      However I’d anticipated spending the morning after my mother’s passing last night, this wasn’t it, and yet, I couldn’t complain.

      My mate was here.

      And the men who’d always had my back were too.

      Brow puckering, I asked the one question that plagued me. “What’s your name?”

      She tilted her head to the side, those glacial blue eyes glinting like frozen stalactites in the sun. “Sabina.”

      Austin and Ethan shot each other looks, and though I was accustomed to seeing those glances, ones that were a silent communication, it pinged into my head like a true eureka moment. “You’ve always been able to communicate this way, haven’t you?”

      Ethan’s eyes widened, but Austin answered with a shrug. “Since we were kids.”

      Shit. For so long?

      I frowned at Sabina, who whined and pressed her face into my chest again, not stopping until her nose was tucked under my arm. My lips twitched as her breath huffed into my armpit, but I understood. In her wolf form, not only was she seeking and offering comfort, but to her senses, that part of me was the most powerful. Loaded down with all my pheromones.

      And she was my mate, after all.

      Even if she didn’t know what that meant. Or the repercussions that came with not only being newly transformed, but also with her position as my other half.

      Or was she?

      Maybe half wasn’t the right word.

      I dug my hands through the thick fur on her head, stroking her, gentling her, then addressed the twins. “Tell me the truth.”

      “I feel a connection to her,” Ethan muttered, not beating around the bush. But that was his way. He wasn’t curt, just abrupt. Which might be synonyms, but there was a difference. He wasn’t rude, just quick to get to the point, and in my position, I appreciated that. The council was made up of wafflers. All of them. They used words as weapons and as a means to inveigle their way into my inner circle.

      Truth was, the only people who’d been in that were the twins and my parents—neither of whom I’d seen eye to eye with most of the time.

      I’d lost two of my confidantes, but the twins were still here. I knew they always would be as well.

      “I feel something tying me to her,” Austin confirmed, sighing as he rubbed a hand over her flank. “Mother help me, she’s pretty. I’ve never seen a human with this coloring.”

      “I’ve never seen a natural with that coloring either,” Ethan stated firmly, and in his eyes, I saw a question he wasn’t voicing.

      “What is it?” I prodded, wanting to know. They were smart, both of them. Even if Ethan did get a little arrogant from time to time. Austin was smart in his own way. It wasn’t all about books, but Ethan had a habit of forgetting that.

      “There has to be a reason she’s like this, that’s all.”

      I shrugged. “You know what it means to be omega.”

      “I know that omegas are naturals. Not transformed. I know that—”

      “Nothing about this is usual. You know I didn’t have a mate. I wasn’t blessed that way.”

      Ethan tensed. “True.”

      “Merinda sacrificed herself last night to the Mother.”

      Austin gaped at me, his body twisting so he could face me fully. “That’s what the council meeting was about?”

      It always galled me that, because their positions weren’t official, they had no right to attend the meetings.

      “Yes. She’d found some piece of nonsense in a tome or other.” I blew out a breath. “Only, it wasn’t nonsense. She believed in it, and she was right to.”

      Ethan gulped. “What happened?”

      “Exactly what I said. She gave the Mother a sacrifice, and the Mother answered.” My fingers tightened briefly in Sabina’s fur. “A mate. An omega to replace her. A future for the pack.” I blew out a breath. “I just never thought—”

      Austin reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “We know to expect the loss of our parents, but we can never anticipate it or how we’ll deal with their passing.”

      Surprised by such a serious and somber response from Austin, who was usually the more lighthearted of the two, I nodded. “Thanks.”

      He shrugged. “It’s true.” He speared the she-wolf with a look. “Now what do we do? This is unprecedented.”

      It was, and in all honesty, I should involve my beta, Brandon Wright, in the discussion, considering my mate was the new omega of the pack, but somehow, I couldn’t find it in myself to even think about that.

      “We just have to wait until she’s ready to shift back.”

      Ethan’s brows rose. “Don’t you think we should try to force the shift?”

      “Why force it? She’s on this path for a reason. And now that we can communicate with her, even if it isn’t perfect, we can make sure we start on the things that really matter.”

      Austin frowned. “What’s that?”

      “Finding the son of a bitch who thought it was okay to transform a woman at a carnival.”

      Rage swirled through me at the thought.

      “There aren’t any other alphas in the pack.”

      “No. Not except for you two.” I scrubbed my chin. “You know the council is going to point fingers at you, don’t you?”

      They tensed beside me, and I shot Austin then Ethan a glance. “You know I don’t think you did it, right?”

      Ethan frowned. “Why don’t you?”

      “Because you’re not that way. Plus, you’re loyal and, as far as I can see, have no inclinations to be the leader of the pack.”

      Austin snorted. “Fuck that.”

      Ethan simply quirked a brow. “They wouldn’t answer to us anyway.”

      There was that.

      The pack was incredibly shortsighted where litters were concerned.

      They treated Ethan and Austin like they were the second coming of Satan, not a pair of boys who’d been cosseted in the same womb at the same time.

      “Appreciate your faith in us though,” Ethan said gruffly.

      “Me too,” Austin chimed in. “Brandon wouldn’t have believed us.”

      I grunted. “Might be time for a new beta.”

      Ethan’s eyes flared wide. “Why would you say that?”

      “His prejudices are starting to piss me off.” And that was no goddamn lie. He was also a superstitious motherfucker, which drove me insane.

      We had our customs, and I was fine with following them, even if, sometimes, they felt a little crazy to me—case in point, last night, which, fuck me, had worked—but Brandon always wanted to take it to the extreme.

      There were some progressive thinkers like me, who didn’t need to go to the totem every time they couldn’t decide whether to go for a shit or to take a leak.

      “Been thinking about it for a while,” I told them. Had been thinking, in truth, of making one of them beta, and leaving the other as my enforcer, which wasn’t an official role, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make it one.

      For the past two years, I’d tried to follow in my father’s footsteps, wanting the transition to be easy on everyone, my mother included. With her gone, I could do whatever the fuck I wanted without fear of besmirching my father’s memory in her eyes.

      I loved him, and he was a great dad, but as an alpha? He’d been fire and brimstone. That wasn’t my style.

      “What do you remember of the attack, Sabina?” I asked softly, rupturing my own thoughts, which were painful. Memories and grief swirled together to form a clusterfuck that made me want to go to bed and just sleep for a week.

      Instead, I had someone posturing on my territory. But this level of posturing far outweighed a challenge.

      It spoke of an alpha who knew he couldn’t best me in a fight. Which made him a Mother-damned coward.

      “It was dark. I didn’t see them.” The reception was spotty, and I knew that phrasing was crazy, but it was how it was. I felt like I wanted to turn up the volume in my head.

      “It wasn’t a ‘them,’” Sabina,” Ethan pointed out softly. “It was a wolf.”

      She shook her head. “No. There were two.”

      Austin groaned. “Motherfucker. They’re really going to think it’s us now. We were the first on the scene, and I know Annalyn and Jessalyn knew we were at the carnival because they asked me about it at the diner yesterday when they served me breakfast.”

      I pulled a face. “Think they’re trying to frame you?”

      Ethan raised his brows. “Could be.”

      Austin grumbled, “Wouldn’t put anything past the council.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “You’ll want to smack the shit out of me for this, but I’d prefer this to be a challenge over you than my position.”

      Ethan grunted. “Thanks.”

      My lips twitched. “The former is easier to handle.”

      “Your hold on the pack is absolute,” Austin stated with confidence.

      “I thought as much to be honest, that’s why this came as a surprise.”

      Ethan dipped his chin. “If they are trying to frame us—”

      Before he could say another word, I muttered, “Who have you pissed off lately? More than most, I mean?”

      Austin hummed under his breath. “You know that’s our job, right? To piss people off on your behalf?”

      He didn’t sound too upset about that.

      “True. So, who have I sent you after of late that would be willing to go to these extremes and who’s powerful enough to transform someone?”

      “The old Rainford alpha would have, but we all know what happened to him. Other than that bastard though, I don’t know anyone in the pack who’d want to go up against you.”

      As I pondered that, Sabina shivered. My attention immediately reverted to her.

      “Are you okay?”

      “C-Cold.”

      I frowned but said, “We’re about a mile away from my home. Can you walk it? It will warm you up.”

      She shivered harder.

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Austin’s dry remark had Ethan snorting. For me, I wasn’t altogether shocked. Just walking across the clearing had been hard enough, but women liked to be asked, didn’t they? So I’d oblige. Especially when it came to an unclaimed mate…

      Just the prospect of her rejecting the bond made cold sweat bead down the length of my spine.

      I straightened and muttered, “This might be uncomfortable.”

      “K-K-Kay.”

      Wincing at just how damn cold she sounded, and the deep shudders that racked her small form, I reached for her and hefted her into my arms. The second she was settled, I sucked in a breath, asked the Mother to make this easy on my woman, and set off for home.
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      When Sabina didn’t puke all over Eli, I had to applaud her, even if it was only silently. If a wolf could look green around the edges, she did, and when he put her on the floor in the house, she trembled so fiercely, it made me feel dizzy just watching her.

      “Is she just trembling because of the run or because she’s cold?” Ethan asked, addressing no one in particular.

      I rolled my eyes. “Could you sound any more like an asshole?”

      “N-N-No.”

      Unable to help myself, I laughed at Sabina’s insertion, then crouched down on my knees and said, “Ignore Ethan. He can be a stickler, a pain in the ass, and a dick, but he’s good people.”

      “You’d never tell from that description of me,” was my brother’s droll retort.

      I ignored him and focused on the she-wolf. She nuzzled into me, and I knew why. Warmth, plus I was solid ground she could use as support.

      “Why’s she so cold?” I demanded, even though I knew they were in the dark as much as I was.

      “The fire will be roaring in my office,” Eli stated. “I should have taken her straight in there, but I wanted to be able to dash out in case she felt like puking.”

      Not waiting on him to agree, I hauled her up into my arms, ignoring her whine of distress, before I elbowed into the council room and over to the hearth.

      This room was, technically, Eli’s office, but it was also where the council met, hence the name.

      There were a few remnants from last night’s party, proof that the staff hadn’t come in yet, but I ignored it all to head over to the fire.

      The room was elegant, exactly the opposite of what a room like this should be. But I got it. Different times and all that. We were no longer focused on survival of the fittest, just obsessed with maintaining our wealth because, in this world, money afforded the most protection.

      We owned most of the town for a reason—and that meant our territory was safe. We’d always have land to roam around on, woods and forests to run over. Our land also enabled us to have a twin pack in the city. Double the protection. Double the territory.

      The council room consisted of a three hundred square foot space. With an oversize hearth at one end, Eli’s desk—four times the width of him—was an imposing statement beside the fireplace. The wooden mantel had wolves carved into it, so the Chinese-style desk looked all the plainer for it, and yet its size and the throne-like chair were a statement no one could deny.

      Along the length of the room, which was like a tunnel and utterly lacking in character, there were overlarge, overstuffed sofas that ran parallel to the walls. They weren’t shitty sofas either. Down stuffed and with a price tag that went above my pay grade, it was more indication of the level of snobbery the council was capable of. What with the antique cabinets that also took up the space, loaded down with pack treasures, and fancy ornaments here and there…it was a room I’d never been comfortable in.

      It probably had something to do with the fact that this was where Paul, Eli’s father, had reamed us a new asshole when we were kids.

      He’d always disliked us, and we’d expected that hatred to pass onto his son. Hate begat hate, after all. But Eli had been the exact opposite. Supportive, helpful, encouraging.

      Always had been.

      Was the woman in my arms why?

      Had the Mother been waiting to tie us together all along?

      I didn’t usually believe in superstitions. Mostly because I was a living, walking one. The pack, on the whole, hated me and my brother because we were twins, so I knew most of the lore in our world was bullshit since I wasn’t evil. I wasn’t this obnoxious abnormality that should have been put down at birth because I’d dared to share a womb. So why would anything else be true? I’d never expected a mate of my own, nor for Ethan, and I’d never been granted one at our covenant just like Eli, but the mate bond was something I had faith in.

      How couldn’t I?

      A gift from the Mother wasn’t anything to sneer at on the regular, but a woman who got you? Who knew you bone deep?

      That was more than a fucking gift.

      I headed toward the fire, settling down on my knees as I lay her down on one of the many fur rugs on the floor. She sighed, instantly soothed by the heat, and when she rested her head on my lap, I was a fucking goner.

      I mean, man, she’d already had me twisted into knots, so much so that, last night, even after a long ass day, even after what had gone down with her at the carnival and the adrenaline of trying to stop chaos from falling on the pack before it was too late, I hadn’t been able to sleep.

      Not one wink.

      All night long, I’d been thinking about her. Her weirdness, who’d hurt her, why they had hurt her, her coloring…

      Now, here she was, fucking breaking my heart by doing shit like that.

      Sure, as wolves, we were tactile and affectionate by nature, but not to strangers. Not really.

      She released a chuffing sound, then almost dug her nose into my fucking crotch before settling down even more and sagging, as though any and all of her tension could dissolve from her being, now that she was here.

      Warm.

      Safe.

      I cut my brother a look when he slouched behind me, taking a seat on one of the armchairs in front of Eli’s desk. He’d twisted it around so he could watch over her, and when Eli took a seat on the side of the desk, perching his ass there to look us over as well, I just sighed and slumped a little.

      “This is gonna be messy,” I predicted.

      “All the good things in life are,” Eli muttered.

      And he wasn’t wrong.

      The next week was weird but good. Sabina didn’t shift, but she slept. A lot. We didn’t reveal her to the pack, mostly because we weren’t ready to announce how we’d come by her. Not without us implicating ourselves in something we hadn’t fucking done.

      The two-dozen-strong council, after hearing and experiencing the omega’s death, as well as the rest of the pack, were quiet, and though we felt the grief just as much, we were working too many hours to really mourn Merinda’s passing.

      The day after the attack, as predicted, the carnival had disappeared. There one moment, gone the next. Though we hadn’t scented anything that night, in the aftermath, it had been even harder because there were even more strange scents. The only thing we could say with any certainty was that we hadn’t scented a strange alpha. But they could have used something to mask their essences, and in all honesty, that wouldn’t be shocking, considering their intent.

      Ethan spent a couple of days in the next town to the west, and I went to the east, meeting with the alphas there to try and ascertain if they had a problem with us on the guise of business. Eli sent us with some trumped-up missive that gave us a reason to visit, but we found nothing in those packs, nothing that could help us, at any rate.

      And finding that I hated being away from Sabina wasn’t something I considered to be a lesson well learned.

      I spent those two days longing to get back to her, and from what Eli said, she’d pined for us as well. Yelping in her sleep more, being restless rather than rested as she slumbered.

      It wasn’t like we were letting the investigation die, but when the head of the council asked Eli if he could hold a meeting, I knew that meant our stay of peace had come to an end.

      The council wanted to get back to regular working hours, which meant that Eli would have to return too, and we’d be back doing our usual job.

      With no answers, I wasn’t even sure if Eli would claim he was behind Sabina’s transformation so as not to make waves. That was down to him, but I’d lie my ass off to the council.

      Every. Fucking. Time.

      They were too up their own asses to really think much of it, except for the fact they’d be pissed at not being a part of the ceremony, especially when they learned she was the next omega and Eli’s mate.

      As well as ours.

      My lips curved as I patted her on the head, almost in the same position now as I had been a week ago the morning after her first shift.

      She hadn’t turned back into her human skin once, and I was getting used to seeing her this way. Enough that it made me want to be in the council room as a wolf too. Even though that was forbidden.

      No shifting in the alpha’s council chambers… Unless you were the alpha’s mate, of course.

      “You look tired.”

      Eli’s statement had my brows lifting slightly. “I am.”

      “You should go rest.”

      “I get more R and R here than I do back at home.” I popped my neck to the side. “Wish we knew who the fuck was behind her attack.”

      Eli winced and reached up and rubbed the back of his neck too—that was a bitch of a spot to get tension. “Yeah. Me as well. It doesn’t help that we’re running out of fucking time.”

      We were both well aware that tomorrow was the day of the first council meeting since his mom’s death, and I had no doubt he was dreading it. Not only because of the shit he was hiding from his people, but also, because the omega was an active part of the council.

      His mom had often kept Eli from getting riled up.

      And Eli got riled up a lot. Not only because his council was full of annoying motherfuckers, but because he was aggressive.

      I didn’t blame him.

      The best alphas were aggressive. You got nowhere as an alpha by handing out fucking candy and flowers to everyone, but Eli needed the calming presence of his omega more than ever, and she was still sleeping on the rug in front of the fire like a real wolf—no cares in the world.

      “Did she eat earlier?” I asked softly.

      Eli sighed. “No. She hasn’t eaten anything since we brought her here.” I heard him scrape his hand against his chin, the stubble rasping against his palm. “I’m glad she feasted that night.”

      “What did she eat?”

      “I caught her a stag.”

      “She ate all of it?” My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Yeah,” he confirmed. “Stunned the hell out of me too. At least she has something to keep her going. I’ve never seen anything like this before. Her waking up and dozing all the time. It’s different than usual. They’re passed out solid. Not wavering in and out like she is.”

      Before I could reply, the doors to the chamber opened and, spying my brother, I cocked a brow at the sight of him so excited.

      Of course he’d been more chipper since Sabina had come into our lives, even if she did little else than sleep all day and wake up for maybe twenty minutes total to communicate with us in that oddly-tuned radio way she had, but it made me feel brighter to see him happier.

      We didn’t always see eye to eye, but he was my brother, and I loved the asshole.

      “News?” I inquired softly, knowing my voice would carry to his ears without needing to raise it and potentially disturb Sabina.

      “Yeah. News on her.”

      That was something else Eli had set us on. Finding out who she was, if her papers were real or fake. Discovering if anyone might come looking for her.

      There was a distinct possibility that the reason she’d been targeted had nothing to do with us, Eli, or the pack.

      Of course, I doubted it, but we had to check every avenue. Even if it did take us away from her side more than I’d like. We all had jobs to do, and I envied Eli for getting to work in here and sit with her all the damn time, even while I was grateful that she was never alone.

      “Her papers are real?”

      “Yep, they’re not forgeries. Sabina Krasowski was born in Louisiana in 1990.”

      “It’s rude to disclose a woman’s age.”

      My eyes widened at her voice which, lo and behold, sounded a bit clearer. Probably because she was huffing at Ethan’s revelation.

      Women.

      Even as she-wolfs, they didn’t change all that much.

      “You could have just asked me for that information. You didn’t have to look into my past.”

      Eli shook his head as he scraped his chair back so he could get to his feet. When he walked over to her, she flopped off my lap just as she’d flopped onto it earlier and spread out between us, her head between her paws.

      “We meant no offense,” Eli told her gravely. “But it’s hard to hear you, and you rest so much. We didn’t want to disturb you.”

      “Well,” she said with an inner sniff as well as outer huff, “I can tell you that someone does want me dead, but no one would want me to come back as a wolf. In my family’s culture, cats and dogs are impure.”

      Ethan cleared his throat. “Her father is Draga Krasowski.”

      I hitched my shoulder. “So? Who’s he?”

      “He’s a Roma king,” Ethan replied, rolling his eyes at me.

      I narrowed mine at him. I hated it when he made me feel like I was a moron for not knowing some random motherfucker’s name.

      “What the fuck is a Roma king?”

      Sabina’s eyes cut to me, and she gave me a nudge with her nose. “He’s famous for all the wrong reasons.”

      “I’ve never heard of him,” Eli stated, making me sneer at Ethan.

      “Not everyone knows random people,” I sneered at him mentally.

      Some of us had lives and didn’t just absorb nonfiction books like they were going extinct before the end of the year.

      “Roma, like Romany? Gypsies?” Eli blurted out, before he muttered, “Sorry, Sabina.”

      She sighed. “Not my culture anymore.”

      Was it just me or was her voice clearer than ever today?

      “Anymore?”

      “I was born into it,” she muttered, shuffling around, and it didn’t escape my attention that she moved so her nose was still touching my leg and her butt was pressed into Eli’s side.

      The way she needed to connect warmed me, because it told me I wasn’t alone in this. We weren’t out in the cold—we were in this together.

      “I was born into the life, but I escaped when I was eighteen.”

      My eyes flared wide. “That’s a strong word. Did you run away?”

      A whine escaped her, and she tucked her face into my side, no longer just touching her nose to me. She was hiding. Outright.

      Ethan released a soft breath. “I found out after I scoured the papers online for news on her.”

      “What happened?”

      Eli’s query had Ethan moving over to sit down on one of the armchairs beside the fire again. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he let his hands dangle between them.

      “Drago’s an important man in the Roma community down in Louisiana. Arranged marriages are common there. As are honor killings.” He cleared his throat when we all tensed. “They’re rare, but not in Drago’s community.”

      “What happened?” Eli demanded, his voice turning low.

      Deadly.

      “By the sounds of it, at least from what I can make out, Sabina was his eldest daughter and was promised to a family rival.” He shrugged. “Sounds crazy to me, but they had some kind of turf war going down. Kept stealing shit from one another. She was supposed to broker peace between the two families.”

      “Only, I’m not a commodity,” she rasped, her head still turned away.

      “No. You aren’t.” I rubbed between her ears, trying to soothe her with my touch.

      I wanted this conversation, so badly, to be with the woman, but that wasn’t about to happen. I had to figure that the Mother would decide when she’d shift back into her human skin, so for the interim, we had to deal with this level of communication.

      It didn’t outright suck, but not being able to hear this from her lips, to see the nuances in her face, hear them in her voice? It made this a thousand times harder.

      “She fell for a boy in her school.”

      “Daddy was mad because he didn’t want me to graduate, but Momma insisted. We’d had CPS sniffing around that year because of kids being truant. The families said they were homeschooling the girls, but they weren’t.” Her voice wavered. “I met him there.”

      “Quarterback of the football team,” Ethan said softly. “High school sweethearts.”

      “I got pregnant. On purpose,” she admitted. “We agreed that was the only way Daddy would ever let us be together.” She shuddered.

      “Police are still investigating Kian’s death and Sabina’s disappearance,” Ethan finished, but I knew there were plenty of holes in the story. Holes he didn’t want to pick apart when she was within hearing range.

      Had she carried the baby to term? Or lost it?

      The question was on the tip of my tongue but, though my brother thought I was a moron, I really wasn’t.

      Instead, I whispered, “Would your father still want your blood?”

      It wasn’t the most diplomatic of questions, but it was prudent, considering the current situation we were in.

      “Yes. That’s why I’ve been in the carnival ever since. I was new to Ollywood’s, but I’ve been with four the past twelve years. It takes me around the country. Out of his way.

      “But he wouldn’t tear out my throat. We’re Roma, not shapeshifters. And even though I’m impure to him now, even though I betrayed our family, he wouldn’t use a dog to change me.”

      “It wasn’t a dog, Sabina,” Eli corrected her softly. “It was a wolf. A shifter. You don’t have rabies.”

      She sniffed. “No. I guess I don’t. Maybe that’s something to be grateful for.”

      I thought about that pathetic little trailer she’d lived in. How small it had been, how clean and neat, even if it had been a sign of her poverty, and I thought about her being in that type of place for years. Years and years. Hiding away. Leaving everything she knew behind because her family wasn’t a safe place, it was something she knew to fear.

      I gnawed on my bottom lip as I also thought about her childhood sweetheart.

      Did she still love him?

      Mother, how wrong was it, and how stupid, to be jealous of a dead boy.

      I ground my teeth down, shame flooding me at the uncharitable thoughts. I couldn’t begin to imagine the horror she’d been through, and my feelings were a moot point.

      “You’re still looking for the people who bit me?” she asked, breaking into my thoughts, making me grateful she didn’t know where my mind was at.

      Ethan winced at that phrasing—two people.

      She was adamant. Of all the things she’d said this week, most of it drowsy and some of it incoherent, she insisted on repeating that.

      Two people.

      Two had done this to her.

      I scrubbed my hand across my jaw as I admitted, “We don’t have a clue.”

      She sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

      “You’re wrong,” Eli seethed. “I want to know who dared hurt you.”

      “I’ve been hurting for a long time. I haven’t slept this much in years.”

      Because she felt safe?

      “I’ve never been so rested,” she continued.

      Something in her voice had Ethan tilting his head to the side. I wasn’t sure what he’d picked up on, but Ethan could be great at reading between the lines. “Sabina?”

      She didn’t look at him, just barked slightly in response, as if to say, “Whuttt?”

      I didn’t blame her. Sometimes I felt like I was dealing with a prickly teacher too. The teacher in high school that everyone hated and always gave the majority of his class a barely passing grade, except for his teacher’s pet.

      Ethan had been the original teacher’s pet and had morphed into Mrs. fucking O’Grady.

      “Have you been staying in this form on purpose?”

      I frowned at him. “Don’t be a dumbass.”

      Ethan grunted. “Shut up, Austin.”

      “Boys,” Eli intoned, and though I winced at being called that in front of her, I shut up. “Sabina, is he right?”

      She huffed, sucked in a breath, and then shifted.

      Not only did my brain ache from the fact that she’d purposely stayed a wolf for the past seven days, but my eyes nearly crossed when I found her naked and sprawled at my side.

      I mean, I should have known to expect her nude form to appear beside me, but seeing was really fucking believing, and my mate?

      She had the hugest tits I’d ever seen.

      They were massive. And her nipples? Fuck me. I wanted them in my mouth.

      Stat.

      “You’re drooling,” Ethan noted wryly, even as he grabbed a throw from the back of the nearest sofa and headed over to shield her nudity from us.

      She shot him a shy glance, even as she huddled within the thick throw, not stopping until her knees were tucked against her chest, crossed slightly at the ankle in a way that, I knew, if I angled my head just right, I’d see her pussy.

      So, I was a pervert now.

      Great.

      She needed a shower like a week ago, but the basic essence of her? Fuck, it was like nothing I’d ever known before.

      Addictive.

      She hadn’t smelled like that back at the carnival. Even over the undertones of blood and carnage, of the mass humanity and the various scents that polluted the fairground, I’d have tasted this on the air.

      And I hadn’t.

      My cock was pounding, and not just from the sight of her luscious tits. Just from the sight of her. Her face tipped down, her eyes cast away. She somehow was both elegant and demure, and her skin was a rich brown hue I hadn’t noticed back at the carnival. It was like she had a tan, a deep rich one that made her half gold.

      She was, in a word, beautiful.

      And even that was too pansy ass a word to describe her. Her eyes were almond-shaped and tipped up at the sides, giving her an exotic cast that reminded me of Jasmine from Aladdin. Odd reference point to be sure, but fuck. She had rich black hair, so dense and dark that it was like rippling silk, olive skin, ruby red lips that needed no paint on them to be that color, and a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and a pointed chin so delicate that I wanted to pinch it between my pointer and thumb to maneuver her mouth my way.

      I didn’t care that, undoubtedly, she had the rankest breath bar none. She’d eaten raw stag and hadn’t brushed her teeth for a week…she stank. All over. But did I give a fuck?

      And that was when I knew she truly was my mate, because I. Didn’t. Give. A. Fuck.

      Holy hell, was this what true love felt like?

      Still dealing with the aftermath of that, I almost missed Eli’s stern, “Why did you hide from us?”

      His phrasing might have seemed odd to most, but it wasn’t to me. Not to Ethan either, because he stared at her with an intentness that had that rich golden skin turning a rose gold with her flush. “I didn’t mean to.”

      But she had.

      “Why?” I asked quietly, aware I sounded disappointed.

      Mother. This was weird.

      I barely knew her, yet I felt like I’d known her for a lifetime.

      Maybe I had.

      Maybe, in the Mother’s eyes, that was how this worked.

      You went from not knowing someone to suddenly knowing them. Inside and out.

      She bit her bottom lip and muttered, “Do you know what fibromyalgia is?”

      I blinked. “It’s an illness, right?”

      She cut me a quick look before peering down at her blanket-clad knees once more.

      Was she shy?

      Or just nervous?

      Holy shit, she wasn’t scared, was she?

      The thought throbbed in my head like an incessant toothache that no dentist could cure without yanking something out of my mouth.

      My hand snapped out and, lo and behold, she flinched. Even as I cursed myself for the abrupt movement, I let my hand fall on her knee, and I squeezed her there, gently. “Sabina?”

      She frowned. “Yes, Austin?”

      Mother, could she tell us apart?

      My hard-on surged into life once more, making the toothache of mere seconds before disappear into dust.

      “We will never hurt you. And if one of us ever did, we’d kill them.”

      Ethan cleared his throat. “We know that might sound aggressive, and after how you came to us, it might sound ridiculous—”

      “No. I appreciate it. I know you won’t hurt me.” She blew out a breath and whispered, “I’m just embarrassed.”

      “Why? Because you stink?”

      Her eyes widened at that, and her mouth dropped open for a few seconds.

      “Well done, dumbass,” Ethan muttered in disgust, letting his hands flare wide until they dropped down again.

      I shrugged. “Don’t worry. We’ve all rolled around in shit at one point, Sabina. We’ve all smelled worse than you.”

      Eli cleared his throat, but I saw the laughter in his eyes, the bastard. “I think we should get back on track. What’s fibromyalgia, Sabina? And why would it make you hide from us?”

      The accusation was there again.

      Hide.

      From us.

      But again, I understood.

      That was what it felt like she’d been doing. Denying us her presence. And even though she had the right to do that, with everything so up in the air at the moment, with all the fussing over who’d attacked her, as well as Eli’s grief over his mother’s loss and having to deal with a pack who was without an omega…all of that stress paled in comparison to the knowledge that our mate could have walked at our sides but had chosen not to.

      “When I realized something was wrong with me, I had to quit the carnival and stick around… I have a trust fund, and I pulled on it for the first time so I could go to the doctors. It took them a while to figure out what was wrong with me because, at first, they didn’t believe me. They thought I was making it up.”

      “Making up that you were sick?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      My question had Ethan scoffing, “You know humans lie.”

      “Now who’s the dumbass?” I retorted, when Sabina’s hands morphed into fists at her sides. I was almost grateful for my brother’s idiocy, because her tight grip on the blanket lessened and I caught a flash of her cleavage.

      “How dare you say that?”

      “Humans lie.” Ethan shrugged. “About many things. Just today, a girl in the gas station lied to me.”

      “She shortchanged you?” I asked, because I’d told him the Jensons’ girl tended to do that, and he hadn’t believed me.

      “I hope she did,” Sabina muttered.

      “She flushed, and I asked if she was well. She said she was when she evidently wasn’t.”

      Sabina’s brow rose. “What was wrong with her?”

      “She smelled aroused.”

      I rolled my eyes at his words, and on the brink of muttering, “Show off,” Sabina stunned the fuck out of us by growling. The sound was low, menacing.

      Deadly.

      And fuck if it didn’t get my cock harder than a pike. I knew from the sudden haze of lust in the air that I wasn’t the only one affected.

      Ethan, realizing he’d fucked up, backpedaled. “She’s only seventeen, Sabina!”

      That didn’t stop her from growling, but she did stop bristling.

      I pressed a hand to her thigh and had to admit that her possessive jealousy was as much of a turn-on as that quick glimpse of her pussy had been a few moments ago.

      “All is well,” I soothed. “There’s no need to worry.”

      She ground her teeth, and her eyes flickered over us all. “Why do I feel this way?” she rasped, concerned and confused, but still feeling the overwhelming jealousy that had prompted her to growl in the first place.

      And that wasn’t as easy as it sounded.

      The human voice box wasn’t made to utter those long, low, throbbing sounds that had the vocal chords ululating like a yodeler singing a voodoo chant.

      I knew her throat was gonna ache like fuck in a little while.

      Eli pulled a face. “It’s complicated.”

      “Life tends to be that way. Explain,” she demanded, her strength throbbing through each word. I’d admit to being surprised by that. Thus far, she’d been a weak little thing, not that I’d minded, but still.

      This whole grumpy, honey, possessive thing she had going on?

      Better than porn. That was for fucking sure.
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      I had no right to feel the way I was feeling.

      No right at all.

      But that didn’t stop me from wanting to maul the little bitch at goddamn Jensons, whoever the fuck she was, and send her back to Kali Sara without a smile on her face.

      I’d never felt this overwhelming—

      This…

      This, what?

      So overloaded with emotions, yet so physically secure in knowing that I was safe and sound and well protected? So free from pain that all my senses were allowed to function at a high level once more?

      I hadn’t lied to them.

      My doctors hadn’t believed me when I’d gone to them with my symptoms. They’d bullshitted me. Sent me to different specialists. Then, out of nowhere, they’d begrudgingly come up with fibromyalgia, and all that diagnosis had gotten me was eighty grand in medical debts, and given my father a tail to follow that had had me on the run ever since.

      I’d been nervous about shifting since I’d awoken that first time free from pain. I hadn’t wanted to do anything to jeopardize it, but today, I’d felt stronger than I had in the recent week, and suddenly, touching the men who hovered around me better than any caregivers had become imperative. Rubbing my nose against them or touching my face to their arm or leg wasn’t enough.

      I needed a closer connection.

      As a she-wolf, I’d admit that I could hear everything they were saying, and sometimes, I could even reply to them mentally, but nothing beat being able to speak like a normal person again.

      And another reason I’d made my shift was because my little peaceful sojourn had come to an end. I could feel it. Things were changing. The wheels were turning, the cogs of time never stopped, and the next phase of this new path in my life was recommencing.

      Mostly, I didn’t mind that because of two reasons.

      I didn’t feel scared.

      I wasn’t in pain.

      It was amazing how that made me feel like Clark goddamn Kent.

      I’d spent hours on my knees praying to Kali Sara, the saint who acted like our telephone line to God, begging her to heal me, to help get me through, to save me from my father’s terrible wrath, and she’d never delivered.

      Until now.

      It would be churlish to look a gift horse in the mouth, wouldn’t it?

      And this was more than just a gift horse.

      Somehow, I’d been given gift wolves, and I couldn’t be happier about that. Who knew I was so damn easy to please?

      The thought almost made me snort, because what I’d gone through? With the whole throat being torn out and that shift? Yeah, you could probably cave my head in with a hammer and that would be less painful, and I was used to pain.

      Had a high threshold for it.

      Nothing equaled the agony I’d endured that night. But here I was.

      Alive. When I should be dead.

      What was I supposed to do?

      Whine about it?

      Moan about my second chance?

      Especially when that second chance came in the form of three men who looked at me like I was Naomi Campbell?

      I gnawed on my bottom lip and muttered, “Sorry.”

      Austin’s eyes sparkled like new pennies as he grinned at me. “Don’t be.”

      If Eli was beautiful, then Austin and Ethan were handsome. Just a little less pretty than Eli, but somehow, just as magnetic. It wasn’t a competition, and if I had to be the judge, I’d never be able to pick between them. Their characters shone through their faces, illuminating features that made them all the more gorgeous to me.

      Those eyes of Austin’s that glinted with his humor. That faint curve of Ethan’s lips when he deigned to smile—he was far too somber for his own good. Not an ass about it, just serious. Like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders too. And Eli? That tiny nerve that flicked in his temple, and the way his brow puckered, were indicative of a man who worried too much. Not like Ethan, but in a different way.

      The twins were identical in all ways but those eyes and their mouths. Austin’s was mobile, Ethan’s less so. But they both had hazel eyes that seemed to twist into green and blue when their emotions fluctuated. They had high foreheads, sharp noses, full mouths, and cheekbones that were so high, they were made to be kissed by a woman. They reminded me of that model, David Gandy but blond. Ethan’s hair was short, buzzed to his head like a soldier around the ears, and a little longer on top. Austin’s was a ragged mass of waves that my fingers longed to mess with.

      I bit my bottom lip as I tried to process the feelings the three of them inspired in me. I was a woman of powerful emotions. All Roma were. It was a part of our being. The way we were. We felt heavily, we believed strongly, and we lived as though today would be our last because we never knew when we’d move on—be it to another town, another place, or to Kali Sara’s waiting arms.

      “Who am I to you?” I asked when I realized I had no idea what to say.

      Eli cleared his throat, but his hand came to rest on mine. I thought about what Austin had said about me stinking, so I didn’t shift toward him and the warmth and comfort he provided. Somehow, I couldn’t be too embarrassed about Austin’s statement. He hadn’t told me to mortify me, just said it how it was. Simple fact.

      I hated liars, and that definitely wasn’t Austin.

      “A pack is governed by two people. An alpha and an omega.”

      I’d read enough paranormal romance to know about the alpha, but the omega?

      That was new to me.

      Of course, paranormal romances weren’t the Bible. They weren’t like myths and legends stuck together. Hell, my people’s stories were remembered through song. Thousands of years of history all passed down through speech.

      “Aren’t omegas weak?”

      Ethan’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. “If you’d met the last omega, you’d know that wasn’t true. Not that she was perfect, because she wasn’t, but there are different strengths, Sabina. Not all require brute force.”

      I blinked at that, appreciating that he knew the difference. A man like him? Built the way he was? Yeah, I hadn’t mentioned how stacked he was. He made the Witcher look like he’d been dieting. These boys certainly ate their spinach. I’d never seen wrists so big in my life, and they were so damn tactile too. They never minded if I touched them, never minded how close I got to them, burrowing into places I had no real right to, invading their personal space in a way that, if the tides were turned, I’m not sure I’d be happy about…

      Or maybe time would tell where that was concerned.

      “You’re right. Strength does come in different forms.” Wasn’t I walking proof of that? I’d been crippled by my nervous system, watched my childhood sweetheart and our son being torn from me and pressed into Kali Sara’s arms, and was hunted by my family for having besmirched their honor… Yet, here I was.

      Still in one piece.

      “The omega doesn’t rule with fists,” Eli agreed softly, his eyes gentle as they looked me over. His gaze was like a caress. It was like I could feel him touching me, dammit. Like he was nuzzling into me, and I him.

      It was as though we’d known each other for a lifetime, and we hadn’t. I’d have remembered a man like this, because he was unforgettable.

      Hell, they all were.

      Licking my lips, I whispered, “But the alpha rules that way, doesn’t he?”

      Eli’s nose crinkled. “I wouldn’t say so. Mostly, I ride a desk.” He added, “That’s what Ethan and Austin are for.”

      “We’re the hammers and tongs,” Austin said dryly. “And we’re loathed for it too.”

      I tipped my chin to the side at his explanation, mostly because it was a weird way of phrasing it, but also because he had the strangest intonation to his words.

      It wasn’t just bitter, but there was a faint confusion, a hurt, and the misunderstanding of a small child who couldn’t comprehend why the world worked as cruelly as it did.

      That one remark made me wish I didn’t stink and made me wish I had the right to crawl over to him, curl up on his lap, and make him feel better.

      But I didn’t have that right.

      Did I?

      My throat felt tight as I whispered, “So, what does the omega do if you three handle the business side of things?”

      “Emotions. The pack’s wellbeing. Inside and out. We’re nothing without someone to protect us physically, and someone to safeguard us emotionally.” Eli’s smile was uneasy. “The pack is reigned over by the alpha and omega and they are united.”

      There was a sudden depth to his voice, an intensity that hadn’t been there before, and it helped me see between the lines. “Romantically?” I hazarded a guess.

      He dropped his chin. “Yes. They’re mated. But alphas, though we’re powerful, aren’t as powerful as the omega, who is a conduit for the Mother herself. Our goddess,” he explained. “It is through her that the omega is given the power to ease the pack’s worries, to stabilize them.”

      “Control them sometimes,” Ethan muttered, and when Eli didn’t correct him, I knew Ethan was right, even if he did sound like he was grumbling.

      “Just like with anything, the leaders can be stronger than another pack’s leaders, weaker than another’s. But always, always, the omega is more powerful than the alpha, sometimes to the extent where she needs more mates.”

      My stomach churned at that. It didn’t take a mind reader to figure out where he was going. In all the time I’d been dozing in front of the fire like a replete Goldilocks who’d crawled into her stolen bed for a week-long nap, they’d never once mentioned this. Not really, at any rate.

      I only knew that his mother had been the omega. That was it. And it fit. But…nothing else did.

      “You’re not saying what I think you’re saying, are you?” I queried warily, as I remembered them saying something on the morning after my attack, something about omegas needing to be grounded.

      Something about only natural wolves being omegas…

      So what did that mean?

      I sure as hell wasn’t natural. And I probably had the scars on my throat to prove it.

      “You’re an anomaly,” Austin said gently. He reached over and grabbed my hand so he could fold our palms together. The second our skin touched, I closed my eyes and absorbed the delight of having him hold me in that way. So simple, yet such a resonating connection, that I felt it in my bones.

      “Why am I?” I rasped.

      “Because you’re the omega and you’re not a natural.”

      My eyes popped open. “I’m not—”

      “You are. The alpha is only ever mated to the omega. That’s how it works,” Ethan stated, and there was a resolve in his words that made me believe. That refused to let me argue with him.

      Ethan didn’t say things for the sake of it. He was quiet, if anything. Saying fewer words and imbuing each one with power.

      “I-I’m not powerful.”

      “You might not think you are, Sabina,” Eli drawled slowly, “but apparently, the Mother wouldn’t agree with you.”
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      “What are they doing here?”

      My lips twisted into a snarl of satisfaction. I knew it was churlish, knew it was petty too, and I tried to be neither where the council was concerned because it was a waste of damn time, but I had to admit to being satisfied to hear Brandon’s, the beta, and Conrad’s, the council head, discontent at our presence.

      Eli rocked back in his seat like he didn’t have a care in the world. Knowing him, he didn’t. I knew what concerned him rarely concerned the council, and vice versa.

      Honestly, I was surprised he hadn’t changed the council since he’d taken over from his father, but in a way, Eli was respectful, and I figured that was why he’d kept the same assholes on, hadn’t brought in fresh meat to rejuvenate these lofty chambers in honor of his father’s memory.

      Everyone knew Merinda had suffered since her mate’s death, and everyone had been on tenterhooks around her.

      I had to wonder if, now, after her passing, Eli would shake things up further.

      Dear Mother, I hoped so.

      Anything to see that prick, Conrad, get his just deserts.

      “All will be revealed once the council is in session,” Eli said softly, eying Brandon with a matching discontent that came from his lack of appreciation at being questioned.

      Even I rarely questioned Eli when he spoke with that tone of voice, but apparently, Brandon was an asshole with an inability to discern whether or not he should shut the fuck up.

      Not that I minded if Eli tore his ass crack wide open… Brandon was a douche.

      Had been since middle school, when he’d had his first rite and his wolf had presented itself as being powerful enough to be beta.

      Not all powerful wolves were assholes, but unfortunately for the Highbanks pack, a lot of the powerful men and women here were.

      I wasn’t sure if it had something to do with the water, some mass chemical spill that put us in line to be surrounded by more idiots than usual…

      “Anyway,” I inserted when Brandon stood there, head bowed in the face of Eli’s irritation. “Not sure when you stopped being able to count, but there’s only me here.”

      “Tweedle Dee and Dum are rarely separate for long,” Conrad sniped, twisting around to find Austin. “Where is he anyway?”

      “He’ll enter when I ask him to.”

      If they didn’t hear the forbidding note in Eli’s tone, then I wasn’t sure what hope they had. He was seconds away from his anger snapping. I could literally feel his wolf’s outrage throbbing through his damn skin.

      I stared at him, wondering at that. Wondering how I could feel his wolf, even though he was still in his human skin…

      Had I never felt that before?

      Or had I always felt it, and it was just more powerful at the moment because I was so close to him?

      I wasn’t sure which was true, but I figured it had something to do with Sabina.

      Knowing she was in the outer chamber with Austin filled me with a kind of strength I’d never had before.

      She was as in the dark as we were, but really, her confusion went to a whole other level than ours did. At least we understood how our society worked. It was totally new to her. But the link between us was as alien to us as it was to her, so in that, we had a level playing field. But…

      Always a but.

      Her presence fired me on, giving me strength as I leaned against the edge of Eli’s desk, perching myself there as I folded my arms across my chest.

      I was a strong wolf, powerful, and if I hadn’t been a twin, if I’d just been a regular man, I’d have probably been able to take Eli on in a challenge. I wasn’t sure who’d win. Maybe Austin would even whoop my ass first, but there was a fire in us all that burned at a similar heat.

      Even while Eli was bristling, I felt it but wasn’t affected by it. Unlike Conrad and Brandon, who were cringing at Eli’s displeasure. That they were still questioning things told me how annoyed they were to have me here.

      Pedants.

      Pissants.

      Someone slipped behind Conrad, and a quick glance revealed it to be his wife, Larissa. She blanched at Eli’s dominance, then quickly muttered, “Everyone’s here,” before tugging on Conrad’s elbow and slipping away to avoid the alpha’s evident outrage.

      “He should leave. You know it’s bad luck to have him here.”

      “Well done, Scrappy,” I remarked drolly, “you have a voice.”

      Conrad glared at me. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “You’ve made my welcome quite evident throughout the years,” I murmured, priding myself on the lack of intonation in that statement. He’d tried to make our lives hell on a regular basis.

      “Conrad, get over with the others,” Eli barked.

      “But, Alpha, they shouldn’t—”

      The growl snapped through the room like a whip of fire lashing through the atmosphere. When the scent of urine floated through the air, I smirked, perched my ass harder on the desk, and settled in for the show.

      “Well, that wasn’t embarrassing, Connie, was it?”

      The councilman didn’t even look at me. His eyes were trained on Eli’s like an electromagnet had turbocharged the link between them, making it impossible for Conrad to look away.

      “Do you purposely challenge me?” Eli grated out, his voice like silk slithering over broken glass.

      “N-No! Of course not, Alpha,” Conrad stuttered, and before my eyes, I watched as he tried and failed to break the hold Eli had on him, wriggling around like a mouse caught in a cat’s paw as the alpha forced him to shift.

      All around us, there was the throbbing hush of people who couldn’t believe their eyes. I could feel that pulse in my veins, could feel it tunneling down into my being.

      Most had scuttled away to the far end of the room, just out of range of the wrath-fueled dominance Eli was pouring out in waves. Even Brandon was starting to quiver in the face of it, but me?

      It rolled through me, charring me but not hurting me.

      When something inside Eli clicked, I felt it. I felt that click like it was my own control being attacked, and when another growl rumbled along the air, I wasn’t surprised at the wave of shifts that occurred.

      From a room filled with twenty-four fawning councilors in their human skins, to a mix of humans and wolves suddenly cowering against each other.

      The sight filled me with amusement, for these were the ones who’d treated us so badly all our lives.

      But even as I let their shame fill me, even as I bathed in it somewhat, I twisted around and murmured, “Eli? We have things to discuss.”

      The alpha, in the brink of releasing a growl that would probably have more than one shifted beast in the room pissing themselves too, adding to the growing puddle emanating from Conrad’s feet, blinked and cut me a look.

      I stared at him, let him see that I was unaffected by his wrath, and murmured softly, “Sabina.”

      The word had him jerking back, and I wondered if, in the haze of his wolf raging against the verbal challenge from men who weren’t strong enough to clean his boots, never mind help him lead the pack, he’d forgotten exactly what it was she meant to us.

      With that singular mention of her name, however, it secured his attention.

      He straightened his shoulders and muttered, “Conrad, shift back.” As his anger ceased rumbling through the room like storm clouds in the night sky, I could feel them start to relax, could feel them lessen their holds on their wolves.

      Conrad shifted back, but his face was a ruddy red. On another man, in another world, I’d have probably seen hatred on his features. Hatred and the urge for revenge. But because I was looking for both, hoping for both, I was disappointed to see only shame.

      He wasn’t behind Sabina’s attack.

      And his shame was focused on the fact that the alpha had debased him so utterly.

      Conrad had, it seemed, lost the pissing contest between them.

      “What are you chuckling at?”

      Austin’s words slithered into my brain. I could hear nuances, could hear moods, and all without him uttering a word.

      I wasn’t sure why we had this ability, but it made it damn handy in situations like this one.

      “There was a real-life pissing contest in the council chambers,” I informed him. “Conrad lost. He’s standing in a puddle of piss.”

      Austin snorted, but it was Sabina who stunned me by muttering, “Gross.”

      She sounded clear as a bell tolling through a valley, and it stunned me because, even a few hours ago, when she’d accidentally transmitted her appreciation for my brother’s ass when he bent over to pass her a paper she’d knocked off the table at breakfast, it had been faintly rusty.

      This sounded clearer. Every day that passed, it was getting easier to communicate with her in that way.

      My brow puckered, but I didn’t reply to her, instead, to Conrad, and knowing it would piss him off, I murmured, “Clean that up.”

      His nostrils flared with outrage, and where with Eli there’d been no hatred, here there was.

      Loud and clear.

      My lips curved at the sight of it. I wasn’t sure whether Conrad had the balls to orchestrate an attack on a human woman just to get to Austin and me, but I knew he detested us enough to transmit it for all to see.

      “Yes. Conrad, you made a mess. Fix it.”

      When his wife scuttled toward him, her hands fluttering around her hips as she approached, evidently wanting to make things better for her shamed husband, I stated firmly, “Return to the others, Larissa.”

      She flinched, then glowered at me, but she stopped in her tracks. “You have no dominion over me.”

      “Don’t I?” Eli inserted on my behalf, making her flinch again.

      “Of course, Alpha.”

      “Then do as he says. Return to the others. Conrad, you will clean up your own mess. Get a mop and bucket from the staff.”

      Conrad’s eyes widened in distress before Eli growled and he rushed off, evidently not wanting to piss himself in front of the alpha again.

      I didn’t smirk, even though I could have. I hated Conrad with a passion. He’d always been the one visiting my mother one night, and then sneering at her the next day while ignoring Austin and me, treating us like we were fucking lepers.

      “Calm down, brother. We can’t change the past.”

      I knew we couldn’t, but sometimes, it was hard not to remember.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      I sighed at Sabina’s question. Something inside me was resolved at having her there, in a place where only Austin had ever been.

      Often times, his presence had been an intrusion.

      Sharing that space, a space I didn’t want to share in the first place, could have been annoying, but it was her.

      The woman who was somehow mine.

      My brother’s.

      And my alpha’s.

      It felt too easy. Too simplified. But it was also beyond complicated. So many rules were being broken, so many natural orders that brought things to a crazy head that would culminate here.

      Today.

      “Nothing,” I answered Sabina, my lips curving slightly as she huffed her annoyance at me.

      Evidently, she didn’t believe me.

      I cast a look around the council chambers, watching as people took a seat as far away from Eli as they could. Jane Clary even edged around the sofa, her eyes on Eli, as she used her hands to guide herself down to the damn seat, all while keeping her focus on him.

      Was he really that scary?

      I supposed he was.

      Just not to me.

      The door opened at the far end of the corridor, and in walked Conrad with a mop and bucket. I dipped my chin, knowing that if I didn’t, everyone would see my smirk of amusement at the sight of one of the richest men in town mopping up his own piss.

      I didn’t really care if I hurt his feelings because the bastard didn’t deserve any consideration, but I didn’t want to come across as an asshole. Especially as I took a particular satisfaction in seeing the wet spot on his pants.

      “Too late. You already seem like a butthole.”

      Rolling my eyes at Austin, I muttered, “Like you’re not an ass too.”

      “Prick.”

      “What? You’re the prick or I am?”

      “Boys, is this helping?”

      Sabina’s voice was like pouring calamine lotion over poison oak. Soothing enough to stop you from tearing your skin off as you scratched yourself, but leaving just a hint of irritation behind.

      She wasn’t, after all, a miracle worker.

      The day my brother didn’t irritate the crap out of me was the day we were cremated and returned to the Mother herself.

      The sloshing sounds of Conrad’s inexpert housekeeping caught my attention as he cleaned up the mess he made, loathing throbbing through him with every stroke, but he did it. I had to give him that. Mostly because, he knew as well as I did, that Eli would sit there all fucking day if he had to.

      In his short tenure as alpha, Eli hadn’t made much of an impression because he’d just carried on in his father’s footsteps, mimicking him to the point it was like having Paul sitting there some days.

      But—and that was a big but—everyone knew Eli was twice as strong as his father. And Paul hadn’t been a pansy behind that desk.

      Rubbing my chin when Conrad finished up and dragged his tools to the chamber where he promptly dumped them outside the door for one of the housekeepers to pick up, I debated telling him to take his bucket of piss back to where he’d found it after he cleaned that up as well. The only reason I didn’t was because he was a dick and could be cutting to the staff, but also, because I needed to get this show on the road.

      I wanted the council to get underway so Eli could lay some things out. Some things I’d never anticipated happening today or at any other point in my life.

      Hoping for acceptance was one thing. Actually getting it? Well, it felt like I’d won the lottery.

      Maybe that was why I was on edge more than usual. Just sitting here, feeling smug and superior, wasn’t like me, but these people, the council, brought out the worst in me. Every one of them represented something about the pack I loathed, something I hoped to help change.

      Surely Eli felt the same way too?

      Couldn’t he see the corruption in this room? Couldn’t he see it working away at the very foundations of the pack like worms through a rotting corpse?

      I wondered if Eli was about to come into his own, if he was about to take the step away from his father’s reign and take the mantel of his power for himself.

      Hope was a dangerous thing, and I’d already wasted a lifetime’s worth on getting what I was about to achieve, so hoping that he was about to bring change could have been asking too much, but I’d help him. I knew Austin and Sabina would too, and he needed that. He needed more than just an omega at his side. He needed support from the three of us.

      We could help shape him into who he’d been born to be, but we were the sum of the company we kept, and in this room? There was only pomp and ceremony, no pride or honor.

      With Conrad having slouched back inside, his shoulders slumped as he hovered beside his wife, who was sitting on one of the sofas, I waited for Eli to stand.

      Having never been here for this event in the past, I had no idea how they worked, but when he started speaking, without standing, I got the feeling Eli’s position behind the desk was a new one.

      Maybe they felt like it was his way of putting distance between them, and they wouldn’t be wrong.

      Change was coming.

      They just didn’t know it yet.

      “You’ve noticed Ethan’s presence here, and Austin would be here too if I didn’t require him elsewhere.

      “Since my mother’s passing, certain things have come to light, and with the pack’s past leaving us behind and the future embracing us, I’ve decided there will be a shakeup.

      “Consider yourselves all warned. I am not my father. Your comfortable positions on the council are no longer guaranteed because of who you are and the money you have in the bank.” As outraged voices swelled and surged, Eli’s tone merely boomed all the harder. “My father’s way was not my way, and while I’m certain that some of you truly deserve your place here, I know most of you don’t. I’m also certain that I will be challenged in the upcoming weeks. No one likes change, after all. But you’ve already seen a mere smidgen of my power, a power that managed to prove that the council head does not deserve his seat at all if I can, with a simple growl, trigger his shame.” He eyed the still wet but semi-clean patch on the floor. “You are my council. I am your alpha. I do not answer to you. You will no longer summon me as though I am a dog. You keep me accountable, but I will not allow my next council to think they can decide when a new meeting should be called just because they think it’s time for a chat around pack-provided wine.” He narrowed his eyes. “Would anyone like to say anything?”

      As he uttered the words, it was almost like a gust of air swept in alongside them. The second I felt it, the entire room seemed to burst with reaction. The wave of power didn’t make me shiver though, not like the rest of the council, who began trembling at Eli’s might.

      Even Brandon wasn’t safe from the aftereffects, which only proved that he wasn’t the right beta for the job.

      No one uttered a word, because they were too dominated to.

      I had to smile at that particular move. It certainly quickened things up.

      Of course, it made him look like a dictator when he wasn’t. He was, essentially, cutting through the bullshit, and my own BS monitor was very sensitive, so I appreciated that more than most.

      Truth was, someone might have looked upon this scene and considered him a tyrant, but he wasn’t. The council had been abusing the pack’s generosity for years, and the average members, like Austin and me—for all we were high-ranking and had Eli’s ear, we were still ordinary—knew that the council did nothing in our favor. If anything, they were just a set of asses with lofty manners and principles that didn’t align with anyone who had less than a couple of million in the bank.

      If one of them wanted to, they could challenge Eli and try to overturn him, face down his rules, but we all knew they wouldn’t. Brandon might, but I doubted it. He was too chicken.

      Mostly, this was a ruse shaped in expedient terms. The ruse was we’d drag out the person who might have targeted Sabina with the intent to cause chaos in the pack.

      With the promise of change coming, and even though this part was unplanned, I knew it was time to take a stand against these pricks, so I declared, “I challenge Brandon Wright.”

      A flurry of gasps gusted around the room, and the council members gaped at each other as though they couldn’t believe their ears.

      I was a powerful wolf in my own right—I hadn’t shifted at eight like Eli, but ten was pretty damn impressive—so I wasn’t sure why it came as such a shock.

      That was the problem with these assholes.

      All privilege and no common sense.

      “You can’t challenge me!” Brandon spluttered, his mouth working like a goldfish as he gaped at me.

      “Just did,” I told him calmly.

      “I sanction the challenge,” Eli intoned, his words dark with warning that Brandon had better not argue.

      His nostrils flared with outrage, but he raised his hands in surrender—to Eli, not to me, I assumed.

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow. Eight AM.”

      Brandon narrowed his eyes. “Okay. I’ll be there.”

      “So will we all. This has more ramifications than a regular challenge. All the council will attend.” Eli folded his arms across his chest. “Now, in other news, as you are aware, my enforcer is Austin.”

      A lot of huffs made an appearance then.

      “Charming,” Austin grumbled in my head, making me smile.

      “We are well loved.”

      Sabina snorted. “Really sounds like it.”

      Eli cleared his throat, and I got the feeling he wanted to laugh. Sabina, despite everything, wasn’t frightened of us. I figured it made sense, considering she was the omega, powerful in her own right, but newly transformed creatures were always timid for a little while. It took their creatures some time to accept who they were in the pack, took them longer to find a place for themselves.

      Sabina?

      She’d already done that.

      And she’d barely met anyone yet. She was bizarre—in the best possible way.

      “As of this moment, the role of enforcer will hold a place on the council. He will be titular, as important as the alpha, omega, and beta on the ranks.”

      People stared at him wide-eyed, and I knew, when they cast quick and furtive glances at Brandon, they realized that Eli fully expected Brandon to lose.

      Seemed they weren’t total morons after all.

      I thought Brandon even figured that much out, the douche.

      He shot me a glare, but I shrugged. “That’s how the cards fall.”

      He snarled, “The challenge isn’t a formality—I’m going to beat the shit out of you.”

      I smiled at him. “Just try.”

      His eyes flashed, his wolf coming out to party, but I cocked a brow at him. I wasn’t, never had been, under his control.

      Why would I be?

      I was more powerful than him.

      His mouth tightened at my lack of reaction, but Eli was kind and let him off by stating, “Austin, would you come in please?”

      He didn’t speak all that loudly, just enough for his voice to carry. The council twisted around, trying to see which way he was coming from, like he was sneaking around, hiding in a cupboard or something, but the doors opened, and together, Austin and Sabina walked in.

      The council stilled as her scent permeated the room. It was like a florist had just arrived and brought with her a thousand different blossoms.

      I sighed, appreciating the scent of lily of the valley and orchids in bloom. She was exotic. Everything about her, from her fragrance to her appearance, and she didn’t fit in. Not among this council loaded down with rich white pricks.

      Eli extended an arm to her as they walked down the side of the room toward his desk.

      She didn’t flinch, didn’t appear to be concerned about being at the center of attention of a bunch of people who looked like they’d just trodden in cow manure. If anything, her smile was warm, her glance just as heated as she looked at me and then Eli.

      She drifted from Austin’s arm to Eli’s, and he tucked her in at his side.

      Her scent was deeper now, more intense, and I knew that was because she was with us. Knew it and marveled at it. Her essence ripened, growing richer and powerful, until my cock was hard, and the need to claim her was a powerful throb in my blood.

      I’d moved from my leaning position against the desk to a standing one when she’d arrived, and the look she gave me, the smile? It made me want to take her in my arms and hold her and kiss her and give her all the affection I’d never had in my life and, sadly enough, that I thought she hadn’t had in hers either.

      “Soon,” she breathed, the words whispering into my mind, making me realize she’d spoken them to me and me alone.

      I sucked in a sharp breath and clamped down on what I was feeling. I didn’t need to transmit what she inspired in me, not in this den of boors.

      So I slouched back against the desk once more, even as Austin moved over to stand at my side.

      When she was looking up at him, Eli declared, “Meet your new omega.”

      It was shock after shock tonight for these people. For a second, there wasn’t even a single reaction. Not a mouth held agape, no wide eyes, no gasps or sharp exhalations.

      Nothing.

      Then, almost as one, it started.

      The questions as they surged forward and instantly began fawning.

      The people who had looked at her like she was less for her unusual coloring, were suddenly all up in her face, wanting to know more, needing to know because of Eli’s declaration.

      “Pricks.”

      “Agreed,” I muttered back to Austin, and we both received a little snicker of amusement from Sabina, telling us she was on the same page.

      Wholeheartedly.

      Eli growled when Brandon approached, and his eyes flashed in surprise. “Alpha?”

      “I’d back off, buddy,” I warned easily. “You know what it’s like when you’ve just found your mate.” I bared my teeth. “You don’t like other men around her.”

      My words caused several frowns.

      “But Austin brought her in,” was a frequent and repeated whisper.

      “Two points for you,” he retorted smugly.

      Conrad, for all he still had a wet patch on the front of his pants, was the first to work it out. “She has more than one mate?”

      “Three points!” I retorted.

      “Bullseye,” Austin tacked on.

      “Enough,” Eli growled. “Mother’s sacrifice was not in vain. We have been granted an omega, my mate is here, at my side, and a pack with a mated alpha is a blessed one.” He sucked in air through his nose like he was finding it hard to stay calm. I empathized. Newly mated males always found it hard to have potential enemies around their females.

      Weak enemies or not, they were bound to agitate him. They’d have done the same for me and Austin, but we were used to being agitated by these bastards. Exposure therapy worked sometimes, it seemed.

      It didn’t come as any surprise to me that Sabina cuddled into him, pressing her head to his shoulder, and the delicate touch, the tenderness, had Eli sighing, his shoulders drooping like the aggression he was feeling didn’t need to exist anymore because she was there, capable of making everything better.

      Her power over him interested me. Everyone knew how strong he was, what he was capable of. Even though he’d made very few new rulings on his own, without his mother’s input for fear of contradicting his father and hurting her, his wolf was beyond strong. To the point where it was a relief for most of the pack that they saw him so infrequently.

      Eli had that kind of presence where, in the middle of a crowded room, he could pop up from out of nowhere and instantly, everyone would know where he was without having to turn their heads. Their wolves would sense it, and they’d whine at his presence.

      I was impressed, as I’d always been by that. Never scared, never cowered, because I was strong too, but he had something I didn’t—diplomacy.

      He was meant to be a leader.

      I wasn’t.

      I was meant for more than enforcing though. I’d known that for a long time, but with the status quo after Paul’s death not changing that much, I’d been happy to have Eli’s ear period. Now? I was going to be in a position to help both Eli and the pack, and that pleased me.

      “The enforcer is the omega’s mate as well?” Larissa, Conrad’s wife, asked.

      “As is Ethan.” Eli didn’t say the new beta, but Brandon flushed like he had.

      “This is most unusual,” Conrad rasped. “I’ve heard of another mate, but two?”

      “They’re twins. They’re freaks of nature,” Sarah Yves muttered. “Everything they do is unusual.”

      My eyes flashed at that, outrage filling me, but I didn’t let it show. Austin, on the other hand, did. His arms bunched up, his shoulders straightened, and he stopped slouching. The snarl that escaped him, the power behind it, surprised even me.

      Austin was ever the joker, the playful one. The charmer. At that moment, he wasn’t playing.

      The charm had left the building.

      And in its stead?

      A furious alpha wolf who was making himself known to the council.
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      The council meeting had either gone as planned or it hadn’t. I wasn’t sure.

      Most of them were still looking at us like we were freaks—only, not like I remembered from high school. Freaks weren’t feared. Freaks were gaped at like they were zoo animals stuck in cages.

      Here? Now? These people were scared of us. Scared of me.

      Considering my role, something Austin and Ethan had been explaining to me, I didn’t feel that was right.

      As their omega, I was supposed to soothe them, but even though I could feel their agitation, I had no desire to ease it. Even if I’d known how.

      Eli told me things would make sense once the claimings had occurred, and while I was stronger than I’d been since this entire ordeal had begun, today was the first day I’d felt like I was at full strength.

      In the books, of which I’d read many, alpha males couldn’t wait for their mates. They were overcome with passion, need, and desire. They couldn’t breathe until they’d claimed their woman. The one woman who was made for them.

      I couldn’t exactly say made for them and them alone, because apparently, I had three mates. But still, I was surprised by how calm the three of them were.

      Maybe a little disappointed too.

      I guessed I wanted to be taken, to be ravaged and ravished, even if I understood their attention was split.

      Someone had forced the transformation on me.

      Someone had intended for me to hurt dozens of humans at the carnival. Someone had intended for the shifters in this county to be revealed to the humans.

      That was a lot of shit to have to deal with.

      Still…

      A girl could dream, couldn’t she?

      It amazed me that I was bothered, to be honest. After my experiences and with my past? Yeah, romance was dead, and below the waist, so was I.

      But not anymore.

      Not since I’d awoken in a clearing with Eli standing guard over me. Not when he’d helped me onto my feet, had tried to teach me how to walk. Not when two scamps, Austin and Ethan, had bounded in, scenting me and rubbing their bodies against mine in friendship and affection.

      Everything had changed that day.

      I was no longer in pain, which was more liberating than knowing my father couldn’t hurt me, even if he did get his mitts on me. The pain had been ever present, lingering in my bones. In my being. To wake up and be rid of it was something I was thanking Kali Sara for every day!

      But the three men were a complication.

      I wanted them.

      I knew they wanted me.

      I just wanted to be ravished too.

      Would that happen?

      Or was that just fiction?

      I gnawed on my bottom lip as I watched the council watch us.

      It was weird, and I didn’t understand why Eli was going ahead with this. There was overflowing wine and cheese boards for them to eat, and though they were making full use of his hospitality, they weren’t really talking, were just muttering about the new changes while they watched us.

      If I hadn’t felt Eli’s power, Austin’s strength, and Ethan’s force, I might have been scared.

      Those looks? I’d been on the receiving end of them before.

      Whenever my family had rolled into a new town, we’d gotten them. Like villagers waiting on us with pitchforks and disgust at who we were. What we represented.

      I tugged at my bottom lip, studying the disquiet in people’s faces, the concern at the change of the status quo, and murmured, “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Eli tensed. He hadn’t spoken since Austin had dominated the council. Ethan had smoothed things over, using more diplomacy than I expected of him, and had invited them to partake of the refreshments.

      Ever since, we’d been standing in silence.

      Awkward?

      Yup.

      Still.

      Better than having to talk to the bunch of asswipes who’d wanted to fawn over me, even though the second I’d walked through the door, I’d known I was different than them.

      With my golden, tawny coloring, the rich black hair that my ancestors were renowned for, the Creole earrings swaying about my neck, and the colorful clothes I wore—gotta love one-day shipping, especially when you had a millionaire’s credit card to buy stuff with—I was as unlike them as night was day.

      In their designer slimline tailoring, and their stuffed shirts and trim forms, I was round and curvy and everything the other females weren’t.

      Did that matter?

      I wasn’t alpha female, after all. I was the omega. A power in my own right.

      Eli squeezed my hand. “Not much longer now.”

      He found it the hardest to speak telepathically, but he was getting better at listening to us all talk, so that was something.

      Poor Eli, he hadn’t anticipated any of this.

      As far as I knew, his mother had killed herself in a ritual sacrifice the same night I’d been transformed, and even as he dealt with her death, the overwhelming grief that sometimes made him stonily silent and had pain radiating out of him with such force I wished I knew how to work my powers, he had everything else to deal with.

      And here I was, being selfish. Wanting reality to beat fiction.

      I nestled into him, grateful that I was his mate, grateful that, if I had to be a part of this strange new world, he was at my side, with Austin and Ethan all around me.

      A tight-knit little circle.

      Four of us against the world.

      My lips curved as I thought about my father. How he’d hated me for dating a gadji, how that hatred had turned into loathing when I’d married him and gotten pregnant. When loathing had turned, twisted, morphed into poison, I’d paid for that in blood.

      What would he think of me now? Strangely content, even after my conservative upbringing, to be with three men. Three non-Roma.

      I sighed, oddly pleased by how disgusted he’d be. In a weird way, totally childish of me, I knew, but I appreciated the rebellion.

      More than that, I appreciated the nascent links that were spreading from me to the three men who looked at me like I’d dug my heel into the ground and had discovered water.

      That was powerful.

      So powerful.

      Sure, they hadn’t ravished me, but they gave me that.

      I needed to stop being greedy.

      “Be as greedy as you want,” Austin rasped, deep in my mind.

      I shivered at the tone of his voice and cut him a look. There was fire in his eyes, more so than before—had he heard me?

      “Yes,” Ethan rumbled.

      I gulped, my pussy turning molten at the heat they radiated. I wanted them. Fuck, I did.

      I’d never wanted any man since Kian. Had never wanted to experience the ties that bound a woman to a man ever again.

      Yet here I was, overwhelmed by three of them.

      Only, they weren’t just men, were they?

      Eli squeezed my arm. “Later,” he growled.

      At first, I thought it was a promise, then I realized Brandon Wright, the beta, had approached.

      He was staring at us all with anxiety radiating from him, and I murmured, “All is well, Mr. Wright?”

      “Brandon, please,” came the immediate reply with a bow, deep at that.

      My brows rose, because I hadn’t anticipated that, and when he straightened up, I muttered, “I thank you for the greeting.”

      He blinked at me, then stated, “It is an honor to have met you, Omega, but, Alpha, I think I must leave. I have to prepare for tomorrow.” His chin tipped up, and he cast a dark glance at Ethan. “Tomorrow, at the totem.”

      Ethan nodded. “See you there.”

      He sounded like he was agreeing to meet up for a workout at the gym, not a challenge that could mean life or death.

      I blew out a breath as Brandon wafted past, and, slowly but surely, over the next thirty minutes, everyone followed Brandon’s path, leaving the packhouse with the promise of a gathering at the totem.

      I’d yet to see this totem, but it had been explained to me.

      Ethan and Austin weren’t that great at explaining, however, so I wasn’t really sure what the totem was.

      I mean, totems were Native American, weren’t they? All these folks were whiter than sheep.

      With Conrad and Larissa, the soon to be ex-leaders of the council, the last ones to leave, Eli moved with them, not stopping until he shut the door behind them.

      When he stepped away, I arched a brow. “Don’t you lock the doors here?”

      “Sign of his strength,” Ethan instructed. “He needs no locks to protect him.”

      “Or his mate,” Austin tacked on.

      “Plus,” Eli inserted, “the theory is that my door is always open to any wolf who wishes to speak with me.”

      I frowned at that. “Doesn’t sound like you get much of a break.”

      Austin snorted. “He doesn’t. But mostly, everyone is too scared of him to approach him.”

      “That’s the difference between having a pack with an alpha who is mated to the omega, and an alpha who is only related to her,” Eli concurred with a sigh, reaching up and rubbing the back of his neck, like the tension was too much to bear.

      I blinked. “What’s the difference?”

      “They work as a unit, a team. You can’t do that so well when you’re not boning each other.”

      My lips twitched at Austin’s response. “Really?”

      “Really.” His tone was cheerful, and I had to laugh at his irreverence.

      Ethan rolled his eyes, but I knew he was pleased by my amusement.

      He was an odd man. Cut off from even Austin, even though he was close as could be to his twin. It was like he kept a barrier up between them, which, to be honest, saddened me.

      No one should be alone, and as far as I could see, those two had been alone for a good long while.

      I fiddled with my earring, trying to assimilate everything I knew, but to be honest, it was topsy-turvy.

      In the hallway to the grand house, a house that I could never have anticipated living in, I asked, “Do you guys have a minute?”

      “For you? We have hours,” Eli told me, and he wasn’t joking.

      I wasn’t sure he ever joked.

      He was worse than Ethan for being somber, but I figured that had to do with his mom too.

      I reached for his hand, threaded my fingers through it, and whispered, “Thank you.”

      His earnestness deserved an earnest reply.

      “Can we go somewhere more comfortable? Somewhere that’s not your office?”

      Austin’s lips twitched. “You mean, you want to see more of the big house? How adventurous of you, Sabina. I don’t think we’ve seen more than a couple of rooms ourselves.”

      My brows lifted, but Eli shrugged. “Alphas welcome the pack through those doors, but it’s still our home too. The public is allowed in only a few rooms.

      “And, as we’ve been dealing with the aftermath of your transformation, it’s been easier to be in the office.” He tugged me forward. “I’ll show you around the place.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll wander through it tomorrow.”

      He blinked at me. “Are you sure?”

      “It’s my home too now, isn’t it?”

      His smile appeared, and it was like being hit straight in the solar plexus.

      Sweet Kali Sara, he packed a punch with that smile.

      I gulped as he whispered, “Of course. Every inch of this place belongs to you now too.”

      “Whether you’d want the molding old pile is another matter entirely,” Ethan said drolly, earning himself a glare from Eli.

      “We got the mold under control last year, Ethan.”

      “We’d know.” Austin elbowed his twin in the side. “We did most of the work.”

      “Most of it? All of it.” Ethan rolled his eyes.

      “Are you contractors too?” I asked, confused.

      “No. We do everything that nobody else will do.”

      “Not a lie,” Eli admitted wryly.

      “Then why don’t people like you?” I frowned. “That was one of the biggest vibes I picked up on in there.”

      Eli tipped his head down to me. “You got a vibe?”

      His eagerness was cute. “I’ve been getting them for a while,” I disclosed. “Pretty much since that first day. It’s like I can read a room. I’ve always been good at reading people, their auras, you know?”

      “Auras?” Ethan inquired, his brows high and his dubiousness evident.

      My lips twitched. “Not a believer? When you’re proof that there are weird things in the world that can’t be explained?”

      “That’s you, Ethan,” Austin said cheerfully. “One-hundred-percent weird.”

      “Thanks.”

      My lips twitched. “I didn’t mean it that way, and you know it.”

      Ethan’s smile was in his eyes as he murmured, “I know what you meant.”

      My cheeks burned. “Anyway, why don’t they like you?”

      Austin’s nose crinkled. “That answer needs to be given when we’re all seated.”

      Kali Sara, that bad?

      Eli guided us down the hall, and my feet sank into the rich, royal blue carpet that offset the cream walls to perfection. Every now and then, there was a console table that was topped with a vase of flowers or a cluster of photo frames that depicted Eli and his parents at random parts of their lives. I liked seeing those pictures. I’d already studied them earlier on in the day.

      Since shifting yesterday, I’d done precious little, other than order some clothes, have something to eat, and talk with my mates, but even though they told me stuff, it wasn’t sinking in. Not because I was a dumbass, but because they weren’t telling me what I needed to know.

      Which was weird.

      How could they be giving me information without it being what I needed to know?

      I decided then and there to just pin them down. Ask the questions, get some answers. Piece stuff together.

      I’d spent a week in hiding, enjoying being pain free, while also feeling reassured that, in my other, newer form, I was untouchable. It let me get to know them, let me learn them from the inside out with no expectations…

      Maybe the lack of passion was my fault.

      I’d spent more time as a stinky wolf than as a human, and even in my skin, I’d been stinkier and then sleepy.

      Sexy.

      Not.

      Wincing a little, even though I knew I didn’t stink now, and that I looked quite nice in my clothes—a rich, magenta wrap-around dress that covered me from chest to calf while giving a nice show of cleavage and a pair of stacked wedges that were a shade of gold—I assured myself that I wasn’t letting them down. In the council room, I hadn’t either.

      Sure, I was only a carny with a sordid past, while Eli was a rich man, but Ethan and Austin appeared regular. Although, what was regular in this world was probably completely different than mine.

      All along the corridor, there were fabulous paintings, all original pieces, no prints, but aside from the photo frames, it felt like a museum. Something that was confirmed when Eli led me into a room that had a roaring fire in the hearth.

      Since I’d turned back to this shape, I hadn’t been cold. Once. So I wasn’t sure why the fire was necessary when there wasn’t much of a chill out, but it sure was pretty. Even if this room was like a museum too.

      The sofa was high backed, with gold molding around the back and arms. There was ornate oriental stitching that depicted a dragon surging from the water if I was looking at it right, and though it was a three-seater, it was small. Crazy small.

      On either side of the sofa, at an angle, there were matching armchairs, but these had wings and they were an azure blue with white and gold stitching, unlike the cream and red sofa. There were accent tables on either side of the sofa, with large lamps on them that flooded the seats with light, and the coffee table, right in front of the seating area, was gold and spindly with a plain marble top.

      Opposite, the fire was surrounded by more marble, and the mantelpiece held a carriage clock. The fire was bracketed by console tables that were armed with large vases filled with dry flowers. And behind those vases were huge mirrors, more gilt and molding.

      A chandelier hung overhead, crystals suspended and flickering in the firelight, giving it a kind of disco vibe.

      Well, circa 1795.

      I shook my head at the sight. “This is where you come for comfort?”

      Eli shrugged. “My parents were formal.”

      Mine weren’t.

      Neither was I.

      I pulled away from him, turned on my heel, and stared at everything with, I couldn’t deny, horror.

      It was pretty, don’t get me wrong. But it sure as hell wasn’t a home.

      Uncomfortable, immediately, in this room, and wishing I’d asked to sit in the office, I perched on the edge of the sofa.

      It was the kind of room that only invited you to perch. You couldn’t sit back, couldn’t slouch.

      AKA, my idea of hell.

      Eli cleared his throat. “Would you prefer the council room?”

      At least in there, the sofas were comfortable…

      I frowned around me, then muttered, “No.”

      The council room was for work. This was a conversation that was about us.

      And there was an us.

      It boggled my mind, but that was the way of it.

      Eight days ago, I hadn’t known these men. Eight days ago, I’d been living in a trailer, and I’d been making do with my shitty job while my father hunted me down for besmirching the family honor, while I tried to handle the agony that came from a chronic disease.

      Eight days ago, I couldn’t turn into an animal, and I hadn’t known that my fate was going to change.

      Was it weird to think that someone’s random attack, something that might have killed me, might be the best thing that had ever happened to me?

      I felt bad feeling that way, thinking that way, but it seemed to me to be the truth.

      With me having taken a seat, my gentlemen mates decided they could too. Ethan and Austin moved to the armchairs, and Eli sat on the other end of the sofa. He didn’t perch, he slipped an arm along the back of it, propped one ankle over his other knee, and sank back.

      I didn’t think I’d seen anything more masculine in my life.

      Around all this dainty, ancient furniture, all these antiques and little objets d’art, he was so solid and real. Enough that it made me wonder why the sofa hadn’t creaked under our combined weight.

      In his dark navy suit, he looked like what he was.

      A leader.

      His face, so handsome with his broad forehead, those green eyes that reminded me of peridot, the strong jaw and chin, those softly pouting lips, and that beak of a nose? All of it made me feel like I was looking at a Hollywood movie star who was in the middle of an interview with the press.

      His suit clung to him to perfection, hanging off his shoulders while cutting into his trim waist, tight hips, and those pants of his revealed just how tall he was. Shiny black leather shoes contrasted with the rich navy, and he was, I thought, a man who invited a woman to undress him without him even having to say a word.

      I swallowed, aware that my mouth was full of saliva. Drooling wasn’t a good look, but dayum, Eli was fine.

      Beyond fine.

      Like twelve out of ten fine.

      And I’d seen the goods beneath. I knew the curtains matched the drapes, as it were.

      I also knew that, on a good day, I was pretty top notch myself. I was a bit curvier than what might have been fashionable, but it had never stopped men from eying me up like I was their mama’s roast dinner.

      And Eli was no different.

      When he’d seen me walk into the council room, his eyes had flared wide, then there’d been a simmering heat that had settled inside him, making his entire being glow a bright, hot, lustrous red. It was tinged with pink, not black, and there was no mistaking just how he felt when he looked at me.

      I smiled at him, unashamed and unabashed at my interest in him, and he arched a brow, evidently surprised by my response.

      I wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it definitely wasn’t sexual appraisal.

      If anything, I realized he looked like he was prepared for negotiating.

      But what was there to negotiate?

      I arched a brow right back at him, then murmured, “You guys have been very good to me, but I don’t think you’ve told me the whole story.”

      He frowned, and I got the sense it was hard for him to stay sitting. He wanted to leap up and pace, but he didn’t.

      I wondered if he realized his aura throbbed with his desire to move.

      A natural fidgeter, I thought, amused. One that often had to keep himself under control.

      Either that, or he was someone with so much abundant energy that he had to keep himself on constant lockdown.

      That fit more, to be fair. Especially considering his role in the pack.

      “If you start drooling, I’ll walk out.”

      Austin’s wry comment had me grinning and shifting to look at him. I sank back into the uncomfortable seat and slowly crossed my legs. Amused when his eyes dropped from mine and he followed the movement, watching the very appropriate and not at all high slit of my skirt shift, I felt more empowered than I ever had in my thirty years of living.

      I felt like Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct.

      That was how he looked at me.

      Like I was flashing him more than just a bit of leg, like I had the promise land between my thighs.

      And hell, maybe for these three men, I did.

      Maybe what went down between my thighs was a golden promise land.

      Amused, touched, and turned on, I let him stare at me until I cleared my throat. When he looked at me again, his eyes contained barely banked lust, and I wanted to tell him not to bank it, to come and spend it all on me, but I figured something was holding them back. Something I didn’t get.

      And that was why we were here.

      “So,” I began, my voice rusty. “The reason I’m okay with almost all of this is because I like paranormal romance books.”

      Ethan snorted. “Seriously?”

      I arched a brow at him. “You got a problem with that, bud?”

      “Considering she hasn’t once freaked out on us, I don’t think you should have a problem, Ethan, if Sabina’s appreciation of that kind of thing makes her accept the insanity of her new life.”

      Eli’s formal tone had me hiding a snicker. He really needed to chill out. Or was it that? Did he need to chill out, or just be reminded that there was more to life than this?

      As I stared at him, stared at his suit, stared at the room, thought about the house, thought about his office and the council and all of it?

      Yeah, he needed some softening.

      He needed someone to show him there was more to life than this.

      And fuck, the man needed a new sofa. One that didn’t make a cardboard box look comfortable.

      “I’ve always loved them,” I admitted, feeling no shame. “But in those books—”

      “Mated females get ravished.” Austin beamed at me, his joy beatific, even if his eyes transmitted how down he was for the ravishing. “We heard your thoughts.”

      “Oh, so you did,” I said dryly, then I pulled a face. “So, where is it?”

      “You spent most of our time together this week as a she-wolf, Sabina,” Eli pointed out softly.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Hate to break it to you, angel, but things don’t work like they do in the books.” Ethan folded his arms. “We’ll ravage you, all right, but—and it’s a big but—it has to go down in a certain order.”

      I pouted. “Why?”

      “Because it does.” He shrugged. “We’re not just shifters, we rely on the Mother’s word to see us through. That means we have to do things on her schedule.”

      My brow puckered. “Explain?”

      “All mate bonds are consecrated in front of the totem.”

      Eli’s statement had my eyes widening. “You mean we have to do it outside in the woods?”

      “Do it?” He laughed, and the sound filled me with warmth. I hadn’t heard him laugh that much this week. Only when I’d been back in the woods, trying to walk, had he laughed, but it hadn’t been at my expense, just like I’d made him happy or something.

      And maybe that fit.

      Especially when, looking at his life, I didn’t think he had much to be happy about. Money didn’t make someone happy. Sure, it was nice for the pocket, but not for the soul, and I figured Eli was walking proof of that.

      He had a sadness about him, something that ran deep, and it ran deeper even still than grieving over his mom.

      “We’ll do more than ‘do it,’” he rasped, fire flickering into his aura once more, telling me he was getting agitated.

      And in the best possible way.

      I licked my lips. “Is that a promise?”

      “It’s a vow,” he rumbled.

      That had me raring for action. Twelve years of celibacy were about to be blown to the wind, and I couldn’t goddamn wait. “So, when will we visit the totem? I mean, I know we’re going tomorrow for the challenge—”

      “Are you sure you want to go to that?” Ethan asked, his face was filled with concern.

      For me.

      Kali Sara, it had been a long time since someone had been concerned about me. Even my friends in the carnival probably weren’t asking where I was. Sure, they’d be curious, but that was the life. One day, we were there, the next, we weren’t. Mostly, they’d be quibbling about my trailer and who got to call it theirs from now on.

      I’d led an empty life since Kian and my baby boy’s death, and now, suddenly, it was full.

      Full enough to make my heart quiver in my chest.

      I knew what it was like to lose someone. Someone I’d die for. Here, I was being granted a deeper kind of bond, one I couldn’t possibly understand, but that tied me to three powerful men.

      Maybe another woman would have been scared or, at least, filled with trepidation, but I wasn’t.

      If anything, I looked forward to the prospect of no longer being alone, because that had been the common theme of this week.

      One of them had always been with me.

      And it had been wonderful.

      I sighed at the thought, before murmuring, “Shouldn’t I be there?”

      “You should, but I don’t want you to be scared of me,” Ethan admitted.

      “Are you going to kill him?”

      His eyes flared wide at the ease in which I uttered that question. I felt no fear, no worry over asking such a thing. I’d seen bareknuckle fights in the past, where grown men had killed each other with nothing more than their fists. Sure, it would be harder watching two animals tearing each other apart, but at least they were supposed to be wild.

      I’d never understood the men who fought in my father’s illegal boxing matches. Money wasn’t everything. It was why I’d never fit in with my family. They thought that, but I didn’t.

      “No, it won’t be to the death. He has a pup.”

      And Ethan had morals.

      I tilted my head to the side. “That means he might be fighting to the death—your death.”

      He shrugged. “He has no honor.”

      Eli grumbled, “He has some, and I doubt he’ll—”

      “You doubt it?” Austin snorted, but he sank back into the rickety chair like he was born for it, and mimicking Eli’s posture, he crossed his legs so that his ankle rested on his other knee. What was it about that pose that got to me like lady porn? “You don’t know how hated we are.”

      “I don’t get it. Why are you so hated? Are you—” I shook my head. “No, you can’t be. They can’t dislike you because you’re horrible. Ethan has a sharp tongue and an attitude problem, and you’re a joker, but that’s nothing to hate about you.”

      Austin laughed. “Attitude problem. Understatement.”

      Ethan flipped him the bird. “You grow up around here long enough, stay around these people, you’ll get a stick up your ass too.”

      “I wasn’t criticizing,” I countered genuinely. “I was just stating a fact.”

      “A fact that you’re an asshole,” Austin hooted, and I glowered at him.

      “Enough,” Eli rumbled, and though Austin stopped snickering, his amusement was clear.

      “They don’t like us because we’re twins.”

      Ethan’s dour tone had me frowning. “Huh?”

      I had to have misunderstood that, right? He couldn’t have said what I thought he said. Surely?

      “You heard him right,” Austin said drolly. “They don’t like us because we came from a multiple litter.”

      My eyes flashed at that phrasing, and I shot Eli a look. “Your babies are born as dogs?”

      He winced. “We’re not dogs. But no, they’re not born as pups. We don’t shift until we’re around thirteen or fourteen usually.”

      “So, what’s the problem with multiple litters?”

      “They’re considered bad luck.”

      “Why?” I demanded, even more bewildered by Ethan’s abrupt retort.

      “Just are.” Austin shrugged. “They’re incredibly rare.”

      “Well, they are in humans too.”

      Eli shook his head. “If we get one a generation, that’s a large amount. We haven’t had twins in our pack since…” He whistled. “1854.”

      My eyes widened. “How come?”

      “We keep small numbers so we don’t come to the humans’ awareness. It’s said that the Mother blesses us with small litters for that reason.”

      “So a multiple litter birth is considered, what? Mother unblessed?”

      Austin pulled a face. “That’s one way of thinking of it.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Lots of things don’t,” Eli admitted. “But sometimes, it’s not whether or not it makes sense, but if enough people believe it.”

      His words resonated with me on a base level. “I understand,” I murmured. “It’s like, people think the Roma are dirty. But we’re not. It’s a part of our culture to be clean. Ridiculously clean. We have so many rules about cleanliness that it takes up a large part of the day just cleaning.” I shrugged. “People believe it, so it must be true, even if it isn’t.”

      “Do you abide by those rules?” Eli inquired, and I sensed his curiosity.

      “No. The day I left my family behind, I changed my lifestyle to fit in with normal people. It was no hardship. I hated my culture by that point. Hated what it meant for me and my family.” I bit my lip. “So you’re disliked because you’re twins, will that make it harder for you to take on leadership roles?”

      “I won’t be leading anything,” Austin rumbled.

      Eli snorted. “Yes, you will. You’ll have more responsibility once you can’t share the burden with Ethan.”

      “You’re certain he’ll win the challenge?” I asked.

      Ethan bared his teeth. “I’m a thousand times stronger than Brandon. He’s beta in rank and character too. Me? I’m alpha.”

      Eli nodded. “He’s right.”

      “What’s the difference between you two then?” I pondered.

      “You can be alpha by nature, by spirit, but not by rank,” Ethan explained.

      Eli agreed, “Sometimes it’s down to personality too. Ethan would kill someone if he had to rule the pack.”

      Ethan surprised the hell out of me by laughing. “Damn straight.”

      “He isn’t a people person, that’s for sure,” Austin inserted.

      “But you didn’t seem to be either?” I noted hesitantly, sending the question to Eli.

      “Not with the council. I hate them. They’re all a bunch of self-serving assholes, and I’ve had to put up with them for years because I didn’t want to hurt my mother. Every day I had with her was a gift from the Mother. She lived a long time, she stayed on for me, striving past the pain and loneliness once Father died, because I wasn’t granted a mate at my covenant—”

      My eyes flared wide at that. “Huh? What’s a covenant?”

      “The ceremony where we officially shift. For the first time. It’s like our bar mitzvah.”

      I reached up and rubbed my temple. “I have a lot to learn, don’t I?”

      “You have an entire culture to pick up,” Austin said sympathetically. “But you have time, and you have people at your back who’ll teach you whatever you need to know.”

      “Okay, so start with the basics.”
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      The basics.

      If only it was as simple as that, but there was nothing simple about our world.

      I blew out a breath and murmured, “It starts with the Mother.”

      “Your goddess.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there a Father?”

      “Yes, but we don’t worship him.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the Mother created the land, and she created animals to roam it. She gave us what we know now to be ecosystems—perfectly balanced to sustain us.

      “Then, the Father created humans, and humans destroyed that balance. To counter his creation, the Mother gave animals dominion over humans. Whichever human we bite, at certain points when the Mother’s power reaches its zenith, like at a blue moon, for example, we can blur the species.”

      Sabina frowned, and I gave her a second to contemplate what I was saying, because I knew I was asking a lot of her to just blindly accept this.

      To be fair, we could have been trying to tell her that red was white, and she had no alternative but to believe us.

      Hell, if Austin had been the one teaching her, he’d probably have dropped some bloopers into that if he could.

      “Okay, so why didn’t the Father mind that?”

      “Because she beat him.”

      “She beat him? How?”

      “The weather. Storms. Lightning, thunder. They are her arsenal. She is the Earth, she can do with it as she wishes, and through it, she controls the Father in ways that he has no option other than to submit.”

      “That’s kind of cool.”

      “Not for the Father,” Austin pointed out dryly.

      “True.” She grinned sheepishly, and I watched Austin’s eyes soften as he took her in.

      She looked majestic, sitting in this too formal lounge in a dress that covered her to perfection. Showing not enough skin, but revealing slivers that made me want to touch the silk of her all over.

      I licked my lips, just thinking of tasting her, before I forced myself back on track.

      We’d wasted time this week, and we needed to get her on board with the situation. Because she was handling things so well, I saw no reason to hide anything from her.

      She was rational and level-headed in a way I appreciated. Not once had she panicked or freaked out, and if I had to thank some romance author somewhere, I’d be forever grateful.

      Although, she wasn’t the first woman who’d been okay with being turned into a shifter. Most males whose mates I had to transform were all grateful to people called Sherrilyn Kenyon and Nalini Singh. Apparently, they’d been pivotal in their mates wanting to belong to shifters.

      Wonders would never cease, but I wasn’t foolish enough to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      Tugging at my bottom lip, I thought about the best place to start next. Having always left this to the mated males, and never having gotten involved, I was as out of the loop as I could be.

      Maybe Ethan saw my discombobulation, because he took over, saying, “So, with this dominion, we can transform any human at will. Which is what happened to you—on the night of a blue moon. You are what we call a wolf child. You’re an adult, fully grown, but your she-wolf is still an innocent.

      “Normally, wolf children are not powerful like you. They’re mated to regular, run of the mill shifters. Not the alpha, and certainly not two additional alpha shifters.”

      “Why am I different?”

      “Because my mother discovered a rite in a passage. Our lore runs through the annals of time,” I murmured. “Just as humans’ does. We have history books and texts that need translating from ancient languages into modern ones.

      “So the covenant is for a full-blood wolf, like myself, Austin, and Ethan. The first time we shift, we are taken to the totem once we return to our skin, and there we stand upon the pedestal, and the Mother judges us. She decides what we will be in spirit—alpha, beta, will we be leaders or soldiers, teachers or healers. It is her will, and she decides that at that moment. She also grants us a mate.”

      “Sometimes, there are people who aren’t lucky enough to be given that guidance. We weren’t,” Austin stated, and for the first time, he sounded sober. Serious.

      I knew the disappointment of not being given that guidance was a mutual pain.

      Even if, now, it made sense.

      “But…I’m your mate, aren’t I? I exist,” she asked warily, concern bobbing in those gemstone-like eyes.

      “You exist now that you’re a wolf child,” I rasped. “Human mates are not shown to us. The Mother and the Father do not cross paths in this.”

      “Seems shortsighted to me,” she grumbled, making me smile, and I couldn’t stop myself from reaching over and starting to fiddle with a couple of strands of hair that had clung to the silk backing of the sofa.

      I could scent her from over here. Flowers and sin.

      My new favorite combination.

      My cock hardened at the scent, her essence, but like I’d been doing all week, I pushed it aside. There was no point in thinking about it. Nothing could be done about my arousal yet, even if it was fucking painful.

      “So, because you weren’t given that guidance, you knew your mate was human?”

      “Either that, or we were to be given no mate at all,” Ethan murmured, his pain bleeding through, even though he knew, now, that he wasn’t fated to walk his life alone.

      Our woman was sitting here, before us, asking questions. Trying to understand our culture.

      We’d never be alone again.

      For myself, I shuddered with relief. “We are the lucky ones.”

      She swallowed, and her eyes were big as she cast each of us a glance. “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh. You are more important to us than you could ever imagine,” I told her, my voice husky.

      Her eyes were wide with emotion. “I can see that,” she whispered.

      “We are always taught to err on the side of caution. To not have hope because, where the Father is concerned, there is no hope,” Ethan rumbled.

      “We are the lucky ones,” I repeated, and she charmed me further by blushing.

      I smiled at her, curled a lock of her hair around my finger, and murmured, “It gets more complicated, unfortunately. Someone, like us, who has no mate, can simply have a relationship with another who is not blessed, or they can have a union with a human. There is no pressure on that scale. We are realistic creatures, of the Earth. Even without that blessing, we need a home and hearth of our own, and we will go and find one for ourselves.

      “But for myself? I am alpha. All alphas are granted a mate at their covenant, for their mate is the pack’s omega.”

      “When Eli wasn’t given a mate,” Austin inserted, his tone still serious because this subject was no laughing matter, “there was a huge fight over whether he would be alpha. Normally, alphas inherit the role from father to son. If twin births are rare, so is an alpha not producing the next alpha.”

      “But challenges exist for a reason, don’t they?” she queried.

      “Sure, but they don’t happen often, and only under dire circumstances where leaders are cruel and vindictive. But even then, that doesn’t happen often. We would be punished by the Mother if we were to abuse our position of power.”

      “How?” she asked, her voice soft, her interest clear.

      “I’ve never been punished, so I don’t know,” I admitted. “Some say the Mother reaps sickness on alphas who shame her.”

      “Or their loved ones.”

      I nodded at Austin’s statement. “Or their loved ones, who get cast out from their pack. It happens rarely, Sabina.” I didn’t tell her that it had just happened to our neighboring pack—she didn’t need to hear that yet.

      She blinked. “So, when you didn’t have a mate shown to you at your covenant, it caused a crisis?”

      “Yes. Without a mate, an alpha can’t reign, but then when Eli was so strong, everyone knew he’d never have a position in the pack that wouldn’t be alpha. He was ten times stronger than all the kids his age, and that was when he was eight.”

      She eyed me. “I thought you said the first shift happens at thirteen or fourteen.”

      “It does. But mine happened when I was eight.”

      “The younger the shift, the stronger the wolf?” she guessed.

      “Yes.” I blew out a breath. “I was stronger than thirteen-year-olds. I’ve always been strong. I could probably have taken on my father when I was twenty-one, and everyone on the council knew I could have made ground meat out of them by the time I was eighteen, so they kindly allowed me to remain as the heir to the alpha seat.” I rolled my eyes. “Like they had a choice.”

      “So they overlooked your lack of a mate, and the pack’s potential loss of a future omega, because you were so strong?”

      I nodded. “Don’t forget, we’re ruled by the Mother, who does things her own way. It was unlikely, in everyone’s eyes, that she’d make me such a powerful alpha and not grant me an omega along the way.”

      “And they weren’t wrong,” Austin whispered, his gaze on Sabina. “Because here you are.”

      Her cheeks burned. “I don’t know what it means to be an omega.”

      “Earlier,” I started carefully, “you said you had a vibe?”

      For the first time, her eyes weren’t trained on us, but she focused them on her lap. “Yes.”

      “Can you explain more? Maybe we can help you,” Ethan murmured, leaning forward and setting his elbows on his knees, his own interest stirred at her statement.

      That didn’t come as any surprise. Ethan loved books, loved learning. If he hadn’t been a twin, I had no doubt he’d be a keeper. But keepers were sacred to the pack, and they were only trusted members—no one would trust him because of what he was.

      It sucked, and I thought it was a pile of bullshit, but that was how the pack worked.

      “I’ve always been able to read auras. You all have an energy around you that lets me sense how you’re feeling. This is like that, but instead of me being able to see it, it’s like I can feel it.”

      “My mother said, with time and training, that she could control the entire pack’s emotions.”

      “Isn’t that bad?” Sabina rasped, her eyes round as she finally looked at me once more.

      “It’s not good,” I agreed, “but omegas never mean the pack harm.”

      “Surely there are egocentric ones. Or selfish ones. Or megalomaniacs?”

      My lips curved. “That’s not how the Mother works. You’re talking about us like we’re human, but we’re not. Sure, we have foibles and vices. Half the council are self-serving pricks, but they’re elected into that position by the pack. All the pack, from the bottom to the top, votes. It’s an election. They aren’t chosen by the Mother.

      “When we are chosen by her, our personalities adhere to what she requires of us.”

      “That’s creepy.”

      “Is it? Or is that her way of safeguarding her people?” I shrugged. “I know of very few alphas, in history, who have ever abused their positions.”

      Her mouth turned as round as her eyes. “That’s impossible. Men are—”

      “Men are human. We are not,” I repeated calmly. “My father was a lot stricter than me. He was what you’d consider fire and brimstone.”

      “Very much Old and not New Testament,” Ethan added dryly, making me wince. But only because he was right.

      “Yeah, that pretty much sums him up. The way I govern the pack, and the way he did, are two separate beasts. But even then, he wasn’t cruel. Not really, and only to Austin and Ethan.”

      Her entire face puckered with disbelief. “He was nice to everyone but two boys?”

      “Yes,” I said with a sigh. “But I know why that is, and that had nothing to do with being an alpha, just with him being male, which was why the Mother didn’t punish him.”

      Austin tensed at my words, Ethan too. They both frowned at me, and I cast them a look. “I only found out by accident,” I told them. “My parents didn’t even know I knew.”

      “Knew what?” Ethan demanded. “Why the hell was he so fucking mean to us when we were growing up?”

      “Because you’re my brothers.”

      For a second, no one spoke, then Austin started laughing. “Good one, Eli.”

      “Shut up,” Ethan hissed, sensing something Austin didn’t. “He isn’t joking.”

      “No, I’m not,” I stated evenly. “And, to be completely honest, I would never have said a word about this if Sabina didn’t tie us all together, but I have to believe that everything happens for a distinct reason, and in this instance, you need to know the truth.”

      “Don’t stop there,” Ethan ground out, fists bunching. “You have answers, give them to us.”

      “Mother was like Sabina.”

      She gulped. “She had another mate?”

      “Yes. Just the one. My father was jealous. She met her second mate later on. Decades after their claiming of one another.”

      “What happened?” Austin whispered, his hands around the armrests, his fingers digging into them like he was forcing himself to stay still.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just that he died. Mother gave birth to you, and my father forced her to give you to Rebekkah to raise.”

      “Why would she agree to do that?” Sabina growled. “That’s the shittiest thing I’ve ever fucking heard, and trust me, I’ve heard a lot of shit in my time.”

      “I’ll bet,” I rumbled, and then I raised my hands. “I’m only the messenger. I don’t have all the answers, and I shouldn’t even know what I do.”

      “How do you know anything?” Sabina queried.

      “I heard them arguing way too many times over the twins. My dad hated them with a passion. I think that’s why she had to give you to Rebekkah, because she feared what he might do to you.

      “I distinctly remember my father changing when I was a kid. He was a good man, a decent father, and a fair leader. Then he changed.”

      “Didn’t you know about the second mate? The babies? She must have been pregnant?”

      “She told me she lost the baby she was carrying.” I rubbed my brow. “I remember her being very upset and going away for a while.”

      “Bet your damn ass she’d have been upset. I can’t imagine having to give up my kids because my partner was such an asshole.”

      “Multiple partners don’t often come along, and when they do, it’s with omegas,” I tried to reason, even though there was no reasoning in this situation. When I’d figured out what had happened, I’d always been wary around them both. To know they were capable of… Well, it didn’t inspire trust. I could love them as my parents without respecting them, and love without respect meant very little in the grand scheme of things. Still, in my position now, things were a tad different, and I could view things from Father’s side. “Usually, the mates appear before the claiming, because the Mother knows these situations can happen.

      “After forty-six years with my mother, after all that time together, how do you think he’d have suddenly felt, having her heart cleaved in two and her love for him being split with another man? I can already tell you right here, right now, that I’m okay with Ethan and Austin being your mates because we’ll be claiming you together. But if they came along after we’d been together for decades? I’d want to slice them from chin to ass.”

      Austin released a shaky breath. “I hate to agree, but I know what you mean, Eli.”

      His eyes were intense, but no more so than Ethan’s, who raked Sabina with a glance that would have probably scorched her.

      “I concur,” he ground out.

      “So even though my father was an asshole, it should never have worked out the way it did.”

      “Why did it? If the Mother is always right and never does shit wrong, how did she get shit wrong in this instance?”

      I could feel her umbrage all the way over here, and I was touched for the twins because it was on their behalf, and they deserved that. They truly did.

      “Because we still have free will. I think, and I could be wrong, that your father, Austin and Ethan, got out of prison. Another reason mine didn’t like him, and didn’t declare him to the pack.”

      “You don’t think your father did something to theirs, do you?”

      “I don’t think my mother would have stayed with him if he had,” I told her honestly. “She loved him right until the end, and each day without him after he passed was hard-won and done only because she was scared about the pack’s future. I don’t think she’d have done that, would have strived so hard if she hated him. Or had a reason to hate him. But equally, I wouldn’t put it past him if he could figure out a way to do so without her knowing about his involvement.”

      She plucked at her bottom lip, and I could sense her need to comfort the twins, but she couldn’t. Not yet. Not as an omega and not as a mate, because we had stupid rules that needed to be abided by.

      Goddamn those rules.

      “So, we’re brothers?” Ethan asked.

      I nodded.

      “That’s why you’ve always been nice to us?”

      Ethan’s tone was too wooden for my liking, so I murmured softly, “Yes, but mostly because I like you too. It isn’t your fault you were born as twins, and it isn’t your fault that the pack is superstitious to the point of idiocy. Your ethos matches mine, you’re hard workers, you care about the pack and will go to another level to aid people who hate you. You’re kind, good men, and I’m honored that you’re my friends as well as my brothers.”

      Sabina shot me a look, and I saw something shining in her eyes that filled me with warmth. I hadn’t said that to impress, though, I’d said it simply because it was the truth.

      “Where do we go from here?” Ethan rasped.

      “We go nowhere. Nothing has changed. The pack doesn’t need to know, especially if it will confuse things, and I think it might.

      “By your own right, tomorrow, you’ll beat Brandon Wright and become beta, Ethan. Austin, you will take over as enforcer, and I’m going to shore up your position so that all enforcers in the future have a council role. I think it’s stupid that they haven’t, and I know, down in the South, enforcers have held a damn sight more power than in the North for decades.

      “We’re going to share our omega, we’re going to ground her because she needs us, and you’re going to live a happy life where you prove, day by day, that you’re not cursed by the Mother. If anything, you’re a gift to the pack because you keep our omega safe.”

      Ethan’s voice was choked when he croaked out, “Got it all mapped out, huh?”

      I smirked at him. “I’m the alpha. It’s what I do.”
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      I was nervous.

      I’d spent the second night in a room fit for a duchess, with a duvet on the bed that I’d seen in furnishing shops before and had drooled over—four hundred dollars for a duvet in a guest bedroom?

      Who had that kind of money?

      Apparently, my mate did.

      Or soon-to-be mate.

      I wasn’t sure how that worked. Was there a fiancé phase with wolves?

      An engagement period?

      I figured there was, but I was still a little disappointed.

      Where was the passion?

      The sparks?

      They were under the surface, but that wasn’t what I wanted.

      I wanted to burn in them. Wanted to start a fire that we’d never be able to put out, because the promise?

      It was inside me.

      Inside them.

      I could see it, feel it, but they’d yet to show me it aside from in heady looks that made my senses reel.

      It was surreal to know the need was there, and yet, not be able to touch it.

      In the human world, control wasn’t something I thought most people had. If anything, we didn’t have much of it. We acted on our passions, we flung ourselves wholeheartedly into them, especially when it came to sex. Where that was concerned, we were A-okay with fucking anyone because we needed an orgasm.

      This was different.

      Ironically, looking back and taking hold of that judgment as a human, I’d been different. I hadn’t slept with anyone since Kian. Not a single goddamn man.

      I’d never wanted another.

      Ever.

      I’d thought he was it for me, and sure, I had urges, but I never acted on them because I wanted to burn those urges off on him. Not some random man whose only value to me was a functioning penis.

      But here, now? I was realizing that my level of restraint was nothing compared to what powerful wolves were capable of.

      “You’re thinking hard. Stop it.”

      Austin’s teasing voice whispered into my mind, and I turned to face him, smiling when he slipped his arm around my waist. The ease with which he held me would never stop taking my breath away. It was like we’d known each other for a lifetime, when that was anything but the truth.

      Wearing a pair of jeans that cupped his fine butt to perfection, and a plaid navy shirt with a white tee underneath it, he was the opposite of dressed up, but he looked hotter than a man in an expensive suit—well, aside from Eli, who in his tailored get up gave me a definite lady boner.

      The blues in his clothing highlighted the blond streaks in his hair, and in the light of dawn, with the play of shadows from the woods in which we were walking, he looked brooding. Amusing, considering he was the least brooding of the three.

      I’d admit that I preferred having him walk so close to me.

      Trekking in the woods wasn’t something I particularly appreciated, and this forest looked like the kind of hunting ground a serial killer would get off on. There were thousands of trees here, all on rough terrain. Red and gold leaves added color to the drab scene, but because it was so dark, they didn’t have much of an overall effect. To be honest, they were a pain too. The leaves hid the sprawling roots, which meant I had to step with caution.

      Until Austin had appeared, I’d been walking behind Eli with him leading the shebang, and according to him, this was the last time I’d ever have to do that.

      It amused me because, in my world, that was how it worked. The women walked behind the men. Always. That was just the way of it. Two steps behind as a standard.

      Eli had been apologetic as he tugged the coat around my body, like I couldn’t do it for myself, and as he’d buttoned me into the cape-like peacoat, he muttered, “Just this once. When Ethan is the beta, and I can finally claim you as the omega, you’ll always walk ahead of me.”

      Always was a long time, I’d wanted to say to him, but his earnest discomfort had touched me. I’d never had anyone be genuinely discomfited around me, and it was sweet, especially on a man as powerful as him.

      As the jaunty peacoat swung around my legs now, covering me up and warming me, even though it wasn’t particularly cold, I hummed as I murmured inwardly, “I’m not thinking. Hard, or otherwise.”

      “Yes, you are. That’s how I can hear you.”

      His snort was mental, and it made the nerve endings all the way down my spine jump up in a tidal wave that had me realizing just how much feeling I was storing inside myself.

      Their control and mine were totally different things.

      But I was ready.

      More than that, the she-wolf was too.

      Kali Sara, that was an odd realization. The animal inside me had an opinion. Who knew?

      “She’s the one who’s wanting us at the moment,” Ethan informed me calmly. He walked behind me with Brandon Wright at his side as we all marched toward this totem that the entire pack seemed to center around.

      “That’s weird—”

      “Is it?” Eli butted in. “You’re attracted to us, but before, had we approached you as if you were a human, you’d deal with being courted, with being interested in us. The she-wolf doesn’t want to be courted. She knows what we are to her. She knows what you are to us. She senses all that and wants to take affirmative action, because until we claim you, she’ll be restless and without an anchor.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip, registering just how fucking weird it was that we were talking about an animal like it was capable of rational thought. Opinions were one thing. Anyone who had ever owned a pet knew they had preferences and weren’t afraid of letting you know that.

      But rational thoughts?

      Deep inside my mind, in parts of my brain I’d never registered before, on a different channel almost to where I listened to my men, I heard a growl.

      Faint, but there.

      Enough to make my head ache.

      Enough to tell me that, damn straight, this bitch knew what she wanted.

      Like he felt the ache as well, Austin reached up and rubbed a hand over the back of my head, cupping it in his palm. His heat ruptured the ache, however, and I knew the she-wolf was satisfied that I could communicate with my mates this way. If a ‘dog’ could purr, then I’d be purring—simple as that.

      “So I don’t want you at all, then, hmm?” I asked, because I wanted to talk about something a little more normal than having a wolf in my head who had opinions and wasn’t afraid of letting me hear them.

      Austin grinned at me, dipped his chin, brushed his nose down my cheek, and murmured out loud, “Oh no, you want us in all our forms, but still…it’s only been a week. That’s fast, even for humans—”

      “Never heard of Tinder, have you?”

      He wafted a hand at that. “They’re hookups. When you want someone for more than just a fuck, things don’t progress as swiftly as this.”

      And he was right.

      Most women wouldn’t put out on the first date because they thought it gave the man a bad impression, so my needs for the three of them, the urge to be razed to the ground in the desires flooding me… it made sense with the uniqueness of our bond.

      I calmed down instantly at his rationale, and I felt bad because if anyone would have calmed me, I thought it would be Eli or Ethan.

      I never thought Austin would be diplomatic.

      “Ouch,” he muttered, but his lips twisted into a wry smile.

      My nose crinkled. “You heard that too?”

      His grin was sheepish. “Yeah, I heard that too.”

      “I need to figure out how to switch this off and on.”

      “Things will make more sense when you’re claimed. Your she-wolf will be calmer.”

      “Is it this way for all newly turned shifters?” I inquired after I half gnawed my lip off.

      Austin nodded. “It is. They’re only supposed to be transformed because they have a mate to anchor them.” He squeezed my hand. “Everything will make sense shortly.”

      I gulped, relieved by the thought of having more control over this beast inside me whose power was brewing—deep in my being, I could feel how strong she was—and then, my mind was swept clean of all concern when I saw it.

      The totem.

      Dear Lord, it was massive.

      As massive as…

      I saw with my own two eyes how this was magical. That magic truly existed, because there was no way something that was essentially a stick could be thrust out of the ground with nothing tying it in place, yet it was able to stand there, so proud, protruding hundreds of feet into the sky like some kind of wooden skyscraper.

      I gulped, suddenly overwhelmed and overawed at the sight.

      Maybe my mates sensed it, because everyone stopped.

      We were at the head of a conga line, dozens of people behind us, who’d apparently heard about the beta challenge and wanted to witness it.

      While it seemed gory to me, to want to watch two animals fight it out, I came from a background where humans did the same so, in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t unsettle my stomach that much.

      However, what did?

      That totem.

      It was majestic.

      Incredible.

      Awe-inspiring.

      Even from this far away, I could see the level of detail in the carvings. I figured that was a mixture of my newly attuned senses, but also a testament to the majesty of the monument before me.

      Wolves’ heads, at least four of them, decorated the totem, each of them in a different pose. Snarling, calm, ears alert, head tipped down… Different shades of fur, different emotions conveyed.

      Epic.

      Absolutely epic.

      How hadn’t this been found and captured on Instagram? Hell, why weren’t there a million tourists jostling into me as I took in the majesty of this incredible obelisk?

      “Mate?”

      I blinked at Eli, who’d turned around to look at me. “Yes?”

      “Are you okay to move forward? The pack is growing restless.”

      I couldn’t hear a word of dissent, but that Eli could, and that Austin gently nudged me into moving told me he sensed it too.

      What could they hear?

      Were people just rustling around or complaining about the abrupt standstill?

      Embarrassed, I shuffled forward, and even though I had questions, I didn’t let them slip out, because there was no need.

      I knew, instinctively, that there were no answers to my questions.

      How could there be?

      This was divine.

      This was goddess gifted.

      Something merely to accept and appreciate, rather than to question and query.

      The height of a sequoia tree, even as the others around it swayed as the wind whipped around us, it remained still.

      Frozen.

      In both time and place.

      The air around it was different, like it was turbocharged. Hot and cold, all at the same time, scenting of the ozone and earth, throbbing with a power that was anything but of this world.

      We approached, edging ever closer, and as we did, my heart began to pound. I almost wanted to stand back again, to stop before I moved any closer to the overwhelming monolith, but just as I felt the deepest urge to run, to get away from this place, something snapped into place.

      Into being even.

      Kali Sara!

      It was like…

      “Your she-wolf is responding,” Austin told me quickly, his hand moving to my lower back. “The disturbance in the air is for those who do not belong to the pack,” he rumbled, the whisper of his breath dancing over my ear as he kept me in the loop.

      “I’m not pack yet,” I rasped.

      “And that’s why you felt the disturbance.” His lips brushed over my temple, loading me with warmth. “All will be well.”

      His sudden formality made sense as the sheer power of the moment had us both responding. There was a gravitas in this place, that was for sure.

      I could feel the magic sliding through my body, penetrating me almost.

      I felt—

      It was strange. But it was like the time when I’d lost my virginity.

      Something alien, not of me, had thrust into me, causing me pain but pleasure at the same time.

      This wasn’t painful, even if it was discomforting.

      It was like…

      The totem was welcoming me. The magic was testing me.

      How was this possible?

      How was any of this possible?

      Somehow, this felt a thousand times crazier than the fact that I could shift into a wolf.

      And that was the only way I could describe how awestruck I was.

      I gulped when Austin tugged me deeper into the circle, and when he stopped us beside the totem where Eli had come to a standstill, the pack, a group of people I didn’t recognize, but whose numbers floored me, settled into place around us too. I got the feeling that the closer you were to the totem, the more power you had in the pack.

      It made sense when this was the center of their community, and what a community. Because I made it a habit to study people, to watch their features, to take note of their expressions and to read their auras, I noticed the instant someone walked into the invisible circle.

      And it was invisible.

      That I couldn’t see.

      But I knew from their response when it happened. They all froze for a split second, then they shuddered as they moved in.

      It was strange, like the magic was…scanning them as well?

      If they were of the pack, then why did they freeze for that split second?

      I knew my mates had to be hearing my thoughts, because, for whatever reason, I couldn’t shut them off, but they didn’t answer, and I figured these were more questions that would receive a response when I was claimed.

      Kali Sara, I was looking forward to that moment, just for this instantaneous knowledge I was about to receive.

      It felt like I was on the brink of opening Pandora’s box, but instead of all the evils in the world, I’d be gaining a universe worth of information.

      Eli jerked me from my dazed thoughts as he stepped forward.

      The clearing itself was around eighty feet wide, and now that I was here, I could see how there was a natural decline on the ground.

      It was so slight that when you walked upon it, you didn’t feel it, but it meant that the people at the back were on higher ground than we were.

      Which, I registered, also meant that the totem was higher than my initial impression had allowed me to believe.

      People gathered around like the old-fashioned amphitheaters of the Roman era, and as they froze at Eli’s movement, I realized they were all tied to him in some way.

      Did he talk to them mentally?

      Or was it something the magic did?

      Was there a magical loudspeaker or something?

      Before I could wonder much longer, he called out, “Beta Brandon Wright is here today to fight the challenge from Ethan Carter. This fight will be until first blood. If either competitor takes it beyond that, then it will be until death.”

      My mouth dropped open at that horrendous declaration, and when I flinched in Austin’s hold, he hushed me, and I noticed everyone else looked just as surprised.

      Brandon Wright too.

      Eli arched a brow at him, and the beta hunched his shoulders, ducking his head slightly, and I figured out what was happening.

      My mate was shrewd.

      He knew Brandon was going to lose. He knew pride would cause Brandon to carry on fighting when he should stop, and this was a means of discouraging the challenge from devolving.

      Eli was, essentially, preventing Brandon’s child from losing its father.

      Of course, it could go wrong, but I knew why Eli had done as he had.

      I couldn’t say I loved my mates. I didn’t know them well enough. This claiming was going to be phenomenal, and I couldn’t wait for the union to deepen, but at that moment?

      I knew loving them would be easy.

      A man like Eli, so strong, so powerful, so proud, and yet so thoughtful. Protecting a child from a man’s ego.

      Unlike Brandon, Ethan appeared neither pleased nor displeased by the alpha’s announcement.

      Maybe he knew that was going to happen, or maybe he was just unaffected.

      Of them all, even Eli, Ethan had the best poker face. I just wasn’t sure what he was hiding.

      Maybe he was hiding a flood of emotions, or maybe he was just cold.

      Like he heard my thoughts, he turned his expressionless face to me, and when our gazes clashed and held?

      Kali Sara!

      My body turned molten at the heat blazing in his eyes.

      No way was this man cold.

      Dear Lord!

      I gulped, staggered back at the sight, and was grateful when Austin was there to catch me. He tucked me closer into my side, and in my ear, snickered. “You thought Ethan was cold?”

      I bit my lip, feeling like a dumbass too, even though Austin didn’t exactly phrase my ignorance that way.

      My heart was still pounding when Ethan turned away from me, and I realized Eli had told the crowd something else because, out of nowhere, the men began undressing. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Ethan naked, thanks to how they all would shift and could reappear sometimes nude, but my eyes definitely widened at the sight of Ethan’s bare back being revealed to me in front of this large crowd of people. My tongue cleaved to the roof of my mouth at the sight, and I almost moaned when I saw his ass flexing as he pulled down his jeans.

      Brandon was a handsome guy, I guessed, but his ass and dick held no interest to me.

      What did?

      Ethan and his nakedness, but not just the fact that I was attracted to him. But the fact that other women were too.

      I had no idea how I knew for sure, I mean aside from the fact that he was gorgeous like a Hollywood movie star and there were women with pulses in the vicinity, but something else—

      “You can scent their arousal,” Eli told me matter-of-factly.

      The soft remark had me gulping.

      “You can also feel their arousal because of what you are,” Austin stated calmly.

      Both of them were so fucking serene that it made the anger burning in me, the sudden wrath, feel all the more ridiculous.

      I stepped forward, but it wasn’t of my own volition. I hadn’t wanted to move, but I had anyway—the she-wolf made me.

      Austin grabbed me, Eli took hold of my other arm, and then they dragged me back, and it was definitely dragging.

      They had to hold me back, because the thought that these women could see my man’s swinging dick? Pissed. Me. The. Fuck. Off.

      Especially when they hated him for being a twin!

      Hypocritical bitches!

      I snarled under my breath, and it echoed around the circle. People flinched at the sound and began cowering like I’d waved a gun at their faces. I jerked back when Eli, who’d been at my side, was suddenly in my face.

      “Calm. Down.”

      The words were stony, but I saw sympathy in his eyes, even if he had to control me.

      I growled, “They can see him.”

      Austin assured me, “They can, and you’re his, he’s yours. He doesn’t want them. He wants you.”

      His rationale, this time, didn’t come in handy.

      I wasn’t feeling logical.

      If anything, I was feeling all kinds of things I’d never felt before!

      It was so confusing, but more than that, it was exhausting.

      Eli reached up, cupped my chin, and his thumb drifted across my cheek. “Let them carry on with the challenge, and the second you do, it’s over, and we can cement the ties between us. You’ll feel better then. You’ll know what we’re saying is the truth, and you’ll be living it rather than hearing it and having to believe in it because we told you.”

      My throat felt thick with emotions, and I had to admit, it was a strange sensation because I wanted to cry, while also wanting to tear someone’s hair out.

      The only saving grace?

      The arousal I’d scented in the air—whatever it was that tied me to these people—it abated and was replaced with fear.

      I hated that.

      I’d been controlled through fear.

      Been made to cower before it.

      And that, more than my mates’ words, more than the logic they were trying to feed me, worked.

      I’d been a victim. I’d been the underdog. I had no intention of making these people feel that way.

      So, I relaxed.

      I forced myself to do so.

      I let the tension drift out of my shoulders, inhaled several times, and only when, after staring into my eyes for a good thirty seconds, Eli stepped back, did I realize he was satisfied.

      The crowd was no longer jubilant or thrilled with the idea of the fight ahead. If anything, they were cowed, and they were eying the ground before shooting me wary looks.

      Apparently, they’d just received their first taste of their new omega, and the last thing I’d done was impress them.

      I wanted to close my eyes with disappointment. As a first impression, it couldn’t have gone much worse.

      Austin’s arm tightened around me, and he hugged me into his side. “Don’t worry. They’ll understand when we claim you.”

      Something about his words had my shoulders straightening again.

      “Why will they understand? Will they feel a connection?”

      “They’ll watch—”

      My mouth dropped open at that. “No way in fuck.”

      Eli cut us both a look, and I stopped talking, because I felt the alpha in him crowding me.

      Crowding the she-wolf.

      Demanding I obey.

      Demanding silence.

      I shut my mouth, even as I was well aware defiance blazed in my eyes, but he turned from me after his lips curved into a quick smirk, then returned his attention to the crowd.

      “Let the challenge begin!”

      I knew he made that call because he figured he’d best do so while I was being quiet and before I started another war.

      Not that I was going to feel bad about that.

      No way in hell was I going to have sex in front of these people—

      Then, Brandon leaped at Ethan and all thoughts of sex, in public or not, disappeared as I was forced to focus on the fight.

      I could feel that the two sides of me were at war now, more than before. It was discordant, like I wasn’t at peace, and I didn’t particularly like it.

      Though I was used to violence because of my past, I’d never wanted to be around it, and I wanted to turn away. Wanted to ignore what was happening in front of me.

      But the she-wolf? She was hungry for the fight, hungry to see her mate claim the role of beta and, more than that, she was feeling what the two men were experiencing which was beyond odd.

      Ethan’s mind wasn’t on sex anymore. He was focused on the challenge too. But where Brandon Wright was antsy, edgy, and trying to find chinks in Ethan’s defense, my mate was bored.

      I sensed that was his strategy—he was playing a waiting game. Brandon was dancing around like a fly who’d found a fresh pile of shit, while Ethan merely moved out of his way, never letting him score too many hits.

      It was the strangest fight I’d ever seen in my life.

      They punched like they were boxing, but when they kicked each other? And their dicks swung? I winced each time.

      “This is why jockstraps exist,” I grumbled under my breath.

      My mates heard me, but though they snorted, their attention was on the fight.

      I sensed Brandon’s fatigue, just like Ethan’s strategy had predicted, and when that happened, he went from trying to uppercut Ethan’s nose into his brain to shifting into a wolf.

      It happened so fast, in the blink of an eye. I knew my shift was still a little slow, a lot torturous, but for him? It was easy. Just like walking was, I guessed.

      I thought about whether it would be that easy for me, but then I switched focus when Ethan didn’t shift.

      My mouth dropped open, and I lurched forward, heading closer to the small ring the men were fighting in. The trees around the outer circle whistled around us, the wind whipping them and the branches around as though they were in a different city, not mere feet away, from where we were standing, and Eli grabbed me and jerked me back into his hold.

      “Why isn’t he shifting?” I cried out, terrified the snarling wolf would hurt my mate.

      “A point of pride,” Austin stated calmly, and I heard, more than anything, his own pride for his brother.

      When Brandon moved from a crouch, where he was snarling, head bowed, chin to the ground, fangs bared and drool dripping from his mouth, and leaped at my mate? I shrieked, but not even that broke Ethan’s control.

      His reaction was incredible.

      He seemed to cement himself into the ground, making himself at one with the circle in which he was standing, then he braced himself, and when Brandon went for him, his teeth snapping at his throat?

      Ethan caught him.

      Caught him.

      He wrapped Brandon in his arms as he dropped to his knees, spinning them both around so the wolf was pinned to the ground. Ethan’s hand went to the beast’s throat, while one elbow went to the creature’s leg. The other? He grabbed the remaining forepaw, and I saw the second Brandon went slack in his arms as he registered that if Ethan split the legs apart, he could tear his ribcage in two.

      As Brandon submitted, Ethan let go, and in the blink of an eye, he snapped fur from Brandon’s hide, with his fucking fingers, fingers that had sprouted claws, and I scented it.

      Blood.

      First blood.

      He leaped up onto his feet and backed away.

      Brandon didn’t budge an inch, just lay there panting like he was exhausted, and Ethan made no move to celebrate or show his triumph, even though his body was tense with it.

      The crowd was silent too, and I knew this had nothing to do with me and what I’d done, but everything to do with the fight and who was now their new beta.

      I cast them all a look, absorbed their uneasiness with the fact that one of the twins, one of the cursed sons of the pack, was now in a leadership role, and where before, I’d caused them fear, I worked hard to use that same heretofore unknown link that connected me to them, and filled them with ease.

      With hope.

      Because that was what a united leadership would bring.

      Tied to me?

      We’d be bringing only the best to the pack, uniting them in love rather than tearing them apart with power struggles.

      When they relaxed some, when even Brandon stopped his ferocious panting, I figured it worked.

      Eli shot me a look, and he practically vibrated with pride.

      In me.

      He was proud of me!

      The thought shouldn’t have delighted me, but it did. It made me incredibly happy in fact. Almost pathetically so.

      But then, when he reached up, when he touched me, his thumb sliding along my chin, he murmured, “You could never be pathetic. Nothing about what we have together could ever be that way. Do you understand?”

      I gulped, touched beyond words that he could sense my unease with my joy at his pride in me.

      “I understand,” I rasped, sensing he wanted a verbal response.

      I licked my lips, then asked, “What now?”

      “Now, Ethan is accepted into the rank of beta of the pack.”

      My eyes widened at that, at the sudden formality, because Eli hauled me into his side and moved me so I was nearer to the totem.

      When Ethan stepped out of the challenge circle, my heart stopped pounding so hard, and I recognized it was only racing because the competitors’ hearts were racing too.

      The circle was a…what? Conduit?

      Even as my brow furrowed, Ethan wandered over to us. I thought he might do something swoon worthy, like grab me in his arms and take me in a kiss that was reminiscent of a romance movie, but he didn’t.

      More’s the luck.

      If anything, he didn’t even cast a look at me, didn’t connect his gaze with Eli’s. He just took the six steps that would take him to the totem.

      I followed his trajectory, and only because of that did I see the little wind that came and brushed along the path he took.

      My eyes widened in surprise, but the wind revealed a small wooden step that had been worn smooth over the passage of time. It was dark, rich with a color that the rest of the totem didn’t share, and when Ethan’s feet collided with it, this time, instead of racing, my heart slowed down to a pace that made me feel like I was holding my breath underwater.

      The sensation was strange. Like I was drowning and had reached that point where panic wasn’t necessary—yes, I’d experienced that one horrendous time in my life because that was my awful brother’s idea of playtime—and I grabbed Eli’s hand blindly, clinging to his fingers, tightening mine around them as I tried to deal with whatever it was that was happening to me.

      I felt him tense behind me, sensed Austin’s concern, but Ethan?

      Kali Sara, I knew why I felt like this!

      He wasn’t there.

      He was absent.

      And I’d never even realized how present he was inside me. Two weeks ago, when I closed my eyes, I saw nothing other than darkness. Maybe it was tinted orange but that was it. Nothing more, nothing less.

      But now?

      It was like I’d stared up at the sun, closed my eyes, and the ball of light was hovering around, just waiting to fade out of my retina’s memory.

      What I could see when I closed my eyes now?

      Two blazing balls of light. Bigger than the sun, hotter than it too. Dazzling colors that soothed and warmed at the same time, but there was a third one missing.

      I knew which was which too.

      The oddly maroon ball was rich with brown and red—a man of passion and a man connected to the earth. Eli.

      The other? A bright orange, bouncy with vitality, joyous and cheerful. Austin.

      Where was Ethan?

      He wasn’t there.

      He was…?

      Gone.

      The mournful thought came from the she-wolf, but before I could panic, before I had too much time to worry, I sensed him.

      Green.

      Like grass, rich and verdant with a few shades of emerald thrown in there. A man who was calm, a man who was grounded. Connected with the Earth itself in a way that Eli, who was ruled by passions that were deeply buried, wasn’t.

      When he was back, even though I knew he hadn’t actually gone anywhere, I opened my eyes and stared at him.

      “You see them?”

      The voice came from nowhere, but from everywhere too.

      I peered around, staring at the world about me, but as I did, I noticed that nothing was the same.

      No one was moving.

      Not even my mates.

      It was like time had been sped up or slowed down, I wasn’t sure which.

      It wasn’t frozen, because I could see Austin’s eyelashes gently quivering like they were in the process of moving.

      “Does it make sense for me to speed up time?”

      My throat was more choked now than it was before. “Who are you?”

      “I am the spirit of the Mother.”

      My brow puckered. “The spirit?”

      “I am the totem. My name is Lidai.”

      I froze.

      A stick of wood was talking to me.

      I reached up and rubbed my temple, pretty sure I was either having delusions or, I don’t know, I needed to go to the hospital or something.

      A wind whispered out of nowhere, brushing over me, cosseting me in its warmth.

      Like a hug.

      From a gust of wind.

      Kali Sara, what was happening to me?

      “This is normal,” the totem murmured. “I speak only to my children twice in their lives, and you are hearing my voice at a moment that is slightly earlier than should be, but your power was a little—” The wind danced around me again. “You needed help seeking control before you had all my children collapsing with distress.”

      My eyes widened. “I meant them no harm.”

      “You didn’t mean to do anything, I know this, but it wouldn’t have stopped you from doing it. You are ignorant of your strength, but I am not. You are needed in this pack. My child, Eli, has done his best to carry on in his father’s image, but Paul wasn’t the alpha Eli is.

      “I see all, I take note of all, and neither the previous omega nor alpha did right by their people. You will help Eli to right those wrongs.”

      My throat tightened. “Why?”

      “Because of the children you will carry.”

      “I’m important because of my womb?”

      Well, if that wasn’t disappointing to hear!

      The wind danced around me again, and I sensed that was the ‘spirit of the Mother’s’ way of showing me she was amused because the temperature was perfect.

      Neither too cold, nor too hot like those winds that could whip off the desert, making you feel even sweatier than you felt before the gust hit you in the face.

      “You are more important than your womb, but you bring change. Quite naturally. Each person to roam the Earth does this, and each human who is tied to this life has more power than usual.”

      Warily, I questioned, “What power?”

      “The men who are you mates. All brothers. Do you know how rare that is?”

      “I know it’s strange to be in a relationship with three—”

      “No, not with a female of your power. I speak of their kinship. One child per mated pair. This was so for a reason. The Mother, for I am only her voice, not her mind or will, decided that we were too strong to populate the Earth as the humans do.

      “She controlled the numbers—”

      And I understood.

      “To the point of extinction?”

      The wind whispered around my hair, making it twist and writhe like it had a life of its own. “Indeed, child. Indeed. The second the child is born from your womb, you and your mates will be the pack’s future.”

      I scowled. “What does that mean? I can’t have children—” My mouth worked. “I was in an accident.”

      Heat surged inside me out of nowhere. It burned in my veins, but it centered itself in my belly. The energy was incredible as it rattled around inside me. Explosive and excruciating. I screamed with the agony of it, and my body felt like I was torn in two as I was ripped apart and knitted together again.

      The second it was over, I dropped to my knees, panting as I tried to catch my breath.

      “The Mother can fix all ails, child, even the one she herself created long ago.

      “Your child is not the means with which the Mother will bring change, for no one child can bear such a divine burden, but they will be the catalyst.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “No.”

      And that was all the answer I received because, just as swiftly as I’d been dragged into this tornado, I was wrenched from it.

      In seconds, my men were around me, and I didn’t blame them. As far as they knew, I’d been standing at their sides, and now I was on my knees, panting like I’d been running for my life.

      The pain had gone, the heat had dispersed like it had never existed, and my body was filled with an energy that was unlike anything I’d experienced before.

      When they were at my sides, I rasped, “I’m ready to claim you, but I won’t do it in front of the pack.”

      My voice, even though I whispered the words softly, roared through the circle caught on the wind, and dropped into every pack member’s ear.

      They grumbled at first, but then they sensed my resolve, and maybe something else, maybe something from the totem, from Lidai, as they started to shuffle away, not even waiting on my edict to be confirmed by Eli.

      I didn’t have to move from my position to know they’d gone.

      I didn’t need to shift around and turn to look at the circle to know we were alone.

      I felt it.

      Felt their absence, and also felt the way they moved away from the totem.

      Maybe they’d watch, maybe they could still see, but I had faith in my powers that they wouldn’t do that.

      For whatever reason, I’d been able to bend them to my will, and I didn’t want this incredibly private moment to be shared with anyone.

      Even men and women who were, technically, my people.

      A hand slipped over my shoulders and down to the bottom of my back. “Are you well?”

      Austin.

      I closed my eyes, bit my lip, and whispered, “The totem spoke to me.”

      Eli’s surprise was clear. “Already?”

      “Yes.”

      It wasn’t that the stick of wood had spoken to me that surprised him, I noted. It was the fact that I’d been spoken to ahead of time.

      “When should I have had a conversation with the spirit?”

      Because, apparently, that was a pretty normal question to ask in this situation.

      Although…

      Wasn’t this nicer?

      All my life, I’d prayed to Kali Sara, who, in my culture, was the conduit to God himself. I’d never heard her voice, never heard God’s.

      But a week in this world and all of a sudden, I was chitchatting with a spirit.

      That was pretty damn cool if you asked me.

      “Normally, after you’ve been claimed and are stronger, more ready to deal with the power of the spirit as she comes into you.”

      Ethan told me that, and he was crouched at my side, so close I could scent him. So close that I could feel his heat.

      “You knew Brandon wouldn’t stop fighting until he almost got himself killed, didn’t you?” I asked Eli softly.

      “Yes. In his position, I’d have done the same. I spared his pride.”

      “And made sure his child has a father tonight.” I hummed, then shot a smile at Ethan. “And you gave him the least painful way to beat him. I’m proud of you both.”

      “What about me?”

      “You didn’t do anything,” I teased, grinning at him, finally able to rock back onto my knees so I could stare up at him and see he was pouting.

      It suited him.

      My lips twitched wider, and the sight had his eyes sparkling at me.

      Goodness, he was handsome. They all were. And now I saw the link between them, the familial tie. I supposed it was creepy, but I’d let myself be caught up in the creepy if it meant getting to sample these luscious men. They were better than three scoops of pistachio ice cream in the heat of a summer’s day, that was how delicious they were.

      And now was our time.

      I moved my gaze from Austin, drifting it to Ethan, and then to Eli. They were all watching me, their focus purely on me.

      I knew I’d had people’s attention in the past, but never with this depth of intent.

      It was like I was all they saw, and I understood that, because they were all I saw too.

      Around me, above me, below me, it was a blur. They were the only things that came into sharp focus, and I saw them with such an excruciating amount of detail that it was almost painful to behold.

      “What did she say to you?” Ethan rasped.

      “Am I supposed to tell you?”

      Eli shrugged. “You don’t have to.”

      I bit my lip. “She said that the wolves’ population was too small to sustain themselves.”

      Eli’s eyes widened at that. “She said that to you?”

      Before I could ask him what was wrong, he shuffled over to the same step I’d lost Ethan on, and when he was there, his hand on the totem, my heart did that weird thing again.

      I felt like I was in the last phases of dying by drowning.

      I gulped, trying to regulate my air, but the act had my eyes shuttering to a close, and when I did? I saw that the green and orange were bouncing around in my soul, the orange hounding the green like he was teasing him—seemed fitting for Austin to haunt Ethan—but the maroon had disappeared.

      Eli.

      Because he was on the totem.

      Just like Ethan had disappeared when he was on there.

      “Why do I feel like I lose you when you go on there?” I murmured, raising a hand to my chest in a stupid effort to calm myself.

      “You do?” Austin queried, his brows high, as he turned back to Eli. “You can’t sense him?”

      I shook my head. “No.” I frowned at my mate, and asked, “The spirit said she only talks to people twice in their lives.”

      “Apart from the alpha. She can convene with him whenever he wishes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he leads from her will.”

      My brow furrowed. “You mean, he does as she asks? She makes the law?”

      “Exactly. He just enforces it, and we, in turn, spread that law to the pack.”

      “Does every pack have a totem?”

      “Yes. But this is one of the oldest and one of the largest in the world.” Ethan peered up at it, and when his head rocked all the way back, I understood, because that was how tall it was.

      It felt like it was never-ending.

      Reminding me, almost, of those weird mirrors in the Hall of Mirrors that elongated things to unnatural lengths. The totem was beyond unnatural, and yet, it felt so incredibly natural at the same time that it was confusing.

      The chokehold on my chest released all of a sudden, and I flashed a look at Eli, who was scowling at us as he walked over.

      There was something so powerful about his stride, about his walk, that I was instantly taken aback.

      At that moment, he was all alpha, and I felt like an underling in the face of his power.

      “What is it?” Ethan questioned, and Austin turned his attention to Eli too.

      He tucked his hands into his dress coat—who dressed for a business meeting in the forest? Eli, that’s who—and stated, “Through our union, when Sabina births her first child, she will sow the seeds of fertility when she buries her placenta beside our totem.”

      My eyes flared wide. “She never told me I had to do that!”

      “Because she knew I’d ask the questions that needed asking,” he replied drolly, but he reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose like the Mother’s conversation had made him grow weary. “Why can nothing be simple? Why can’t we just be fortunate to have found each other? Why must there always be a purpose?”

      “Because you’re an alpha,” Austin responded, and while there was sympathy in his tone, there was also resolve. As well as a hardness that told me he wasn’t going to let Eli wallow in self-pity, because from his tone, and from his posture, that was where my mate was taking this.

      “We’re a vehicle for a solution to a problem that wasn’t ours to rectify,” Eli snarled.

      Ethan shrugged. “Aren’t we always? We’re not on this Earth for our will, but for the Mother’s.”

      That had the tension drifting out of Eli. His shoulders slumped. “I suppose.”

      “Do I really have to bury the placenta here?” I asked, curling my nose up at the thought.

      Austin laughed. “That’s the part you focused on, huh?”

      I shrugged. “Better that than remembering you were willing for us to have sex in front of the pack.” My scowl was back. “I can’t believe you didn’t warn me about that—”

      “There was nothing to warn about,” Eli rumbled. “I wasn’t about to let that happen.”

      My mouth formed an O as he took the wind from my sails at that declaration.

      On either side of me, Ethan and Austin tensed, and I gathered that his statement was more than unusual.

      Maybe it was also unheard of.

      I guessed if that was standard practice in the pack, then it was weird.

      But I was damn glad for the weird. Bring on the weird!

      “Why?” I inquired softly, wanting to hear his justification with my own ears.

      “Because I’m not about to share you with everyone. They’ll already have too much of you, and I want every other piece for ourselves.”

      That he included Ethan and Austin made tears prick my eyes.

      This morning had been incredibly stressful thus far. What with learning magic existed, talking to deities, or whatever the totem was when she called herself a ‘spirit,’ then watching my mate fight a wolf, and having to deal with a bunch of people seeing his penis? Throw in my child being a catalyst when I’d never thought I’d be able to have kids again, and the fact that I’d have to bury my placenta in the circle?

      I wasn’t a happy bunny.

      But those words?

      They whipped all that away, they turned everything back to its most basic form, and that consisted of us.

      Nothing more, nothing less.

      Us.

      I cleared my throat. “Does what happened today change things?”

      “What do you mean?” he rumbled, his eyes darkening as he stared at me.

      “Aren’t you going to claim me now?”

      His smile was wicked in the best possible way, and he growled, “Mate, there was never a doubt in my mind that you were leaving this circle anything other than bound to us.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Austin

      

      

      

      The way he included us made me feel relieved. Horny, too, but more than anything, relieved, because this all felt like a dream still.

      Somehow, I was living in a world where I had two brothers, not just one, and one alone was weird.

      I was also mated to an omega, I was a loathed twin, and I’d just watched my brother become the beta of one of the oldest packs in the country. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t the largest or the strongest, that a twin had risen to such a position of power was unheard of.

      Today was always going to be a strange day, but the things that had happened that were extra to what should have gone down?

      They made it even crazier.

      Sabina should never have spoken to the spirit, and we should never have learned her destiny, not for a few more days at least.

      I understood Eli’s agitation—we should have been allowed to enjoy the claiming without fear of anything attacking us, yet here we were with everything up in the air.

      A part of me felt sure I was destined for a life, for a future, that was always like this, but I wasn’t about to complain, not when I somehow had a mate to get me through all the craziness ahead.

      “How do we do this?” she asked nervously, for the first time showing a little anxiety.

      She peered around the spiritual clearing like there were boogeymen around the corners when, I knew, categorically, there was no one present.

      I wondered when that would kick in, those senses of hers. Not even a rabbit was watching us, nor a bird. The magic in the clearing ensured that, but also, everyone knew the big bad alpha lingered around the totem, and that meant nature came to a halt.

      This was the Chernobyl of the forest, and every living creature was avoiding it and would do so until Eli was gone.

      “What do we do?” Ethan questioned, and I rolled my eyes at him, because he couldn’t have sounded any primmer.

      I swear, the man should have been a teacher. Bossing people around all the time.

      “She wasn’t talking rhetorically,” I snarked at him, snickering when he just shot me a stony glance. “How long’s it been, love? You got cobwebs down there?”

      Sabina released a gasp, and her head whipped around to glare at me. “Austin!”

      I chuckled. “Yeah? What?”

      “You did not just ask me if I had cobwebs—” Her voice turned hushed. “In my vagina.”

      I grinned. “Sure did.” I winked. “Don’t worry, three mates? They won’t be sticking around for long.”

      Eli snorted, but Sabina slapped her hand over her eyes. Ethan was as stoic as ever in the face of the stuff I sometimes came up with, and didn’t even crack a smile.

      Grinning at her when she peeked at me through her fingers, I grabbed a hold of her and tugged her close. I didn’t stop until she was on top of me, and we were roughhousing until I was lying flat out on the ground.

      Her legs pinned me down, and that was the only place I wanted to ever be.

      Glued in place beneath this woman.

      Her hands came up to my shoulders and she slipped them down to my pecs as she loomed over me. “You know I don’t have cobwebs down there, don’t you?”

      I’d been teasing, but her earnest question had me tilting my head to the side. I’d already…

      Fuck.

      I knew a lot more about her past than I’d really like to know, and what I’d picked up on was that she came from a very sheltered background.

      Joking about sex might have broken the ice for her, but I’d never meant to make her question herself.

      I cleared my throat. “I know, sweetheart.”

      She clenched her fingers around my shirt. “I haven’t—I mean, I haven’t done this in a long time though, you were right.”

      I’d known I was—not because of what I’d picked up on in her file, but because of the way she was around us.

      It was like…

      Back when I was a teenager and I’d discovered what my dick was actually for. Closed bedroom doors at all times, because I’d discovered the miracle that was the erection.

      Sabina looked at us with so much promise that it reminded me of that. Like we were her penises and it was the first time she’d ever get to use them.

      My lips twitched at the thought, and I reared up and slipped my arms under hers so I could draw her down with me.

      I ignored my brothers at my back—well, that wasn’t a weird thing to have to think—and just focused on her.

      She needed to calm down.

      Especially when she thought about having sex with three of us today. That was enough to send any almost, born-again virgin running screaming for the hills.

      When she was so close that her nose touched the tip of mine, I murmured, “We can do this as wolves if you prefer.”

      Those gorgeous amber eyes widened at me. “Are you kidding me? And miss out on all the good stuff?”

      I snickered, rolled her over, and tumbled with her to calm her down and make her focus on anything other than what was happening here. “At least you admit it’ll be good.”

      “It had better be more than good,” she warned snootily, and I loved that snark on her so fucking hard that I just had to kiss her.

      The second I did?

      Ah, fuck, birds suddenly appeared.

      I mean, I’d known what she was to me, and I’d been controlling it all this goddamn time, but sweet fuck, connecting our mouths like this? With the intent to make her mine?

      Bliss.

      Actual bliss.

      I’d fucked a lot of women in my time, boned a lot of broads both human and pack, though the number of she-wolves I’d screwed were few and far between because I was, ya know, cursed, but this?

      Exquisite.

      She tasted like fire.

      Yeah, I knew that sounded crazy, but she did. She tasted like the rich musk from a fabulous scotch. Like the heat of a summer’s day. Everything about her was hot, and she set me ablaze, raking me over the coals with a single kiss.

      None of us had discussed how this was about to go down. We never talked about the claiming, because it was a distinctly personal time that unfolded however the individuals in the relationship wished for it to transpire. So she was somehow going to have to take three men today, to accept three seeds into her body, and considering she was nervous about sex, even though she was hungry for it? I had to figure she wasn’t going to be ready for anal, which lowered the number of available slots considerably.

      Hmm, there were more semantics to group sex than I envisaged.

      I nipped her bottom lip before I speared my tongue inside, tangling it, tasting her, sampling her, but when she fought against me, when she plunged back, not stopping until she was exploring my mouth? I loved that little bite of power she used to make that happen.

      Loved that she wasn’t afraid to dominate me.

      And any man who said they didn’t like a woman who took charge was a fucking liar.

      And a fool.

      This was so fucking hot, I wanted to melt into the ground around me, become one with the totem, to let the spirit guide me to the other side, to our final resting place.

      Of course, I had too much living to do to actually want to die now, but still, that was how I felt.

      Like this was the first and last day of my life, because she was here at long last.

      Here, when before, I’d been…

      Damned.

      Lost.

      Adrift.

      I reached up and cupped her face, holding her still, needing her to know how much this meant to me, how good this felt, and how badly I needed her.

      This wasn’t just want.

      This was soul deep craving.

      This was a torture I felt in my bones.

      I’d been waiting on her since forever, and I’d never even known she was out there. Had never known I was blessed to have her in my life.

      I shuddered as I tongue fucked her, and when she was panting beneath me, I felt her lift her legs, not tangling with mine, but coming up to bracket my hips. She hooked them there, her feet digging into my ass cheeks, and she arched her hips up against me.

      I sighed into the kiss, pulling back only to maneuver myself so she could grind against me properly.

      “You want me?” I rumbled into her ear before I pulled back.

      Her cheeks were bright pink, her face flushed, and her eyes had been closed. When they opened? I hid a gasp.

      I knew the omega had little idiosyncrasies that made her different from the other shifters in the Mother’s flock, but dayum.

      Her eyes were swirling gold and white. The two colors danced around each other, chasing one another in the tiny expanse of her irises.

      Small red flecks appeared, like the twirling embers that came from a campfire, and as I watched, she tilted her head to the side. “What is it?” she rasped.

      “You’re beautiful,” I told her softly, meaning it. Not just because she was with her picture-perfect face, something that belonged on a fucking magazine, but those eyes?

      They captivated me.

      Enslaved me.

      My dick, already pounding behind the prison cell that was my fly, suddenly felt like I couldn’t get in her fast enough.

      Need was a tornado in my system. There was no escaping it, no evading it. It was there.

      It had always been there, but suddenly, it was the only thing I could focus on.

      Not the circle, not the totem, not the trees, or my brothers watching us. Just us.

      I reared back, rolling my pelvis into her. When I did, the extra pressure had her moaning, so I tugged off my coat, starting to get naked, needing to be bare in front of her.

      Needing her to see all of me, flaws and all, to know that she accepted every fucking inch of this imperfect being whom the Mother had tied her to for life.

      The pressure did something crazy though. When her back arched, her shoulders digging into the ground, I watched in awe as the orgasm hit her from out of nowhere.

      She shuddered under me, her body undulating like she was a ballet dancer beneath me, and when I flung my coat onto the ground, I knew something had happened.

      Her orgasm had triggered it.

      Twisting around, I saw we weren’t anywhere I’d ever been before.

      My brothers weren’t present.

      We were alone.

      In a different forest.

      I gulped, wondering what the hell was happening, but when I did? I felt the wind whisper around me, soothing me, calming me, and because I was only a wolf and the spirit of the Mother was anything but ‘only’ a spirit, I had no choice but to allow her to comfort me.

      When Sabina’s legs widened, and she arched her hips up again, hungry for more, I groaned, and my brothers were forgotten. They were a memory in the past.

      I remembered only her, saw only her.

      Breathed only her.

      I shivered as she worked her body against mine like she was ravenous, stripping off her clothes, baring herself to me. Her coat sank beneath her into the ground, her dress was unbuttoned and flung aside, revealing large breasts in a black lace bra. Panties were unveiled, matching, and they had tiny ribbons at the side of her hips that slipped apart with barely a nudge, and the second they fell to the ground, they disappeared like magic.

      When she moaned, her eyes wide, her tongue coming out to lick her lips, I peered down and saw I was naked too. Butt naked.

      Not a stitch on me.

      My dick was hard, standing so far from my body that I felt like I’d never had sex before.

      I specifically remembered grabbing one of my mom’s romance books when I was fourteen and reading only the sex scenes in it. I’d once read this particular scene where the author had described the guy’s dick as a heat-seeking missile, and I’d almost pissed my pants with my own ‘missile,’ but fuck.

      At that moment?

      I got it.

      And it blew my fucking mind.

      If I didn’t get into her pussy soon, if I didn’t claim her, make her mine, and have her around me taking everything I had to give?

      I’d lose all reason.

      I’d go insane.

      A hunger I’d never known before swept over me. It made me shake, made my body tremble, and because I wasn’t used to being out of control, because I was used to being very much in control, it had me hovering in place.

      I wanted to tear into her, rip into her, shower her in violence, make her submit to me—

      No!

      Never.

      I could never, would never hurt her.

      I shivered from the strange desires flowing through me, that were taking over my mind, ripping into my brain like I was another person, a whole different kind of man.

      They were alien, and yet, they belonged to me. But they didn’t.

      That wasn’t me. I wasn’t that kind of man.

      As I shuddered, my mind adrift with terrifying images of me making Sabina submit, I didn’t even notice my mate sitting up. Not until she was there, her mouth around my cock.

      Only the heat of her mouth brought me back to the moment. Only that made me wake up, those strange thoughts fluttering away like they’d never existed.

      I reached down, slipped my hands through her hair, and took big chunks of it in my fingers so I could make her shiver in turn, and I watched her take me.

      Watched her suck on me like she was voracious, and I was a feast.

      She swallowed me halfway, and when she gagged? I swear, I’d never witnessed anything so sexy in my life. But after that, she just kept on working me, slurping me down, not stopping until she had enough spit to lubricate her way. I felt the weight of it dripping down, and she scooped it up, used it to grab my shaft at the base and jack me off.

      My shoulders hunched and my stomach clenched as I fought the need to avoid her mouth while also wanting nothing more than to have her swallow me whole.

      She moved her head fast, sucked me down hard, until I had no choice but to come.

      When she took it all, all I had to give, my eyes crossed, and I tipped my head back and roared out my groan of delight, of pleasure.

      I moaned into this strange clearing before she sucked down harder, getting every last fucking drop, and I howled like my wolf was in control as she took my seed into her.

      When I’d finished coming, when she stopped, the pair of us collapsed onto the ground.

      I almost thought we’d be returned to the totem, but we weren’t.

      Instead, panting, we lay beside each other, naked, utterly naked, in a place I’d never seen before.

      “Where are we?”

      Her voice was soft, melodious. A gentle hum.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, but even though I was scared for her—even though I knew I needed to get off my ass and explore the area to make sure no one was going to endanger her, I couldn’t.

      I was too calm.

      Too happy.

      I felt restful, at peace, and when she curved against me? When she slipped her thigh over mine and pressed her head to my chest? I had no choice but to slide my arm around her waist and haul her even closer. The pair of us fell asleep like that.

      Restful and content.

      Joined, even if the claiming was still to come.
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        Sabina

      

      

      

      When I woke up, I knew we were still in that strange place.

      I had no idea if this was normal, no idea if this was how it usually went down or if it was because of what had happened at the totem, but the truth was, I didn’t have it in me to worry.

      When I twisted my head to the side, I saw Austin was still sleeping, his mouth parted, his eyes closed as his lashes fluttered like he was deep in a REM cycle.

      I bit my lip at just how beautiful he was.

      More than that, I bit my lip at how he’d reacted to my probing thoughts.

      I hadn’t known I could do that, not until I orgasmed, and we moved here. Wherever here was.

      Maybe this was normal for claimings, or maybe it was normal when an omega was claimed, but what I’d done?

      Heinous.

      Terrible to make him think such thoughts, to see him respond to the triggers I’d placed in his mind.

      But it wouldn’t stop me from testing Ethan and Eli, wherever the hell they were, the same way.

      I wanted them here at my side, but something told me I had to be patient.

      This was my time with Austin.

      This was my moment to connect with him in a way that would never be attainable with three men to satisfy.

      So I embraced it, even though it was crazy, and I even thanked the Mother for giving me this time. This memory with one of my men.

      A sigh escaped me as I started to sit up, and when his hand rubbed the bottom of my back, I sighed with guilt, twisting around to mutter, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      He smiled, and that smile, like always, lit me up inside.

      Something about him made me feel safe. I’d known that before, but after implanting those feelings in him, doing something I had no real awareness of understanding, I’d seen the mettle of the man.

      And he was good.

      Just like I’d known.

      But I’d had to test.

      I’d seen my father beat my momma too many times to just trust in this insanity of a mate bond. Sure, I felt like I knew him inside out, but there was so much I was learning, so much I had to process at the moment, that I wasn’t sure what I could trust. What was real and what was a part of this new madness that was the universe for me right now.

      I remembered him slapping her, grabbing her by the hair, and dragging her down the stairs when she was five minutes later than she’d promised. I remembered her being degraded by him in front of his friends, being treated like a servant by him, and I’d just needed to make sure that the Mother knew what was best for me.

      “You did that, didn’t you?”

      I bit my lip. “Did what?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “That thing before you started sucking me off.”

      I looked away, feeling guilty and annoyed that I couldn’t shield my goddamn thoughts.

      He snorted. “Why did you do that?”

      Because he sounded curious more than anything else, when I deserved his anger, I hunched my shoulders as I stared down at my knees. “I mean, I didn’t bring us here.”

      “No, I think this is normal though.” He blinked. “Here I was, thinking our claiming was going to be like a gang bang, and now we’re in another place—”

      I hummed. “Another time.”

      “You think so?” he asked, peering around.

      I nodded. “I think so.” Then, my lips twitched. “A gang bang, hmm? Are you disappointed?”

      His grin was quick, like lightning, and it filled me with even more amusement than I already felt. It also took away my nerves and my embarrassment for what I’d done.

      This was Austin.

      So accepting.

      So joyful, somehow, that it was impossible not to feel the same way around him.

      “Yeah, I mean, never say never, right?”

      I snickered. “We need to work up to that,” I murmured, need infiltrating my voice, even though I hadn’t really meant for it to.

      “I figured as much.” He winked. “Give us time. We’ll get you ready for anything.”

      I laughed outright at that, my grin making an appearance as I stared at his cheeky smile, at the light in his eyes that was for me and me alone.

      I reached down, finding it impossible not to touch that smile, not to feel it against my fingers, and as I traced it with my pointer finger, I hummed, “I thought it would be like that too.”

      “Was that why you were nervous?”

      His gentle question had me hitching a shoulder. “I guess. I mean, maybe I’m kinkier than I thought. Mostly, I was nervous. I-I haven’t done it in so long—”

      “A lot like riding a bike. You can’t forget how,” he told me.

      I snorted. “You didn’t feel like a bike.”

      His eyes twinkled again. “Glad to hear it. But you know what I mean.”

      “I do, and while you’re not wrong, it was so long ago that it feels…” I blinked, because what I’d done with Kian was so different from how I’d acted with Austin.

      I’d been a little ashamed of what we’d done the first time, because it was outside of marriage. It had hurt, and we’d had to hide, and I’d been terrified his mom would come back from work early and would catch us. I’d been petrified of being called a slut, of us being found out…

      I couldn’t feel much more different now than I had back then.

      In a good way.

      I’d trusted Kian, or so I’d thought.

      I’d loved him, or so I thought.

      While those emotions weren’t negated in the face of what had just happened, I realized how different I was now. Almost night and day. Back then, Sabina had been innocent, hopeful, and trusting.

      This Sabina? Free from pain at last, but I’d been through the grinder, I’d had to travel a long way to reach this point. I knew what pain was, had felt loss and grief, and I’d known what fear felt like—the kind of fear that made you choke up at night when you got into bed, because you were so damn scared, you felt like you could wet yourself.

      My father never forgot.

      He never had, never would, and I was his daughter. I’d shamed him. Shamed the family. That wouldn’t die.

      But I could.

      And only my death, in his eyes, would lessen the shame I’d brought to us.

      I cleared my throat at the heavy thoughts, and when his hand was there, cupping my chin, urging me to look at him, I did as he silently asked, because he’d been gentle with me. Gentle when another man might have responded aggressively to what I’d done.

      “What was that?” he inquired.

      And I couldn’t blame him for asking.

      “It was…” I blew out a breath, because how did I put into words what I didn’t even know I’d done? “I-I think I was putting memories in your mind.”

      “Memories? Of what? Someone treated you like that?” His voice went from confused to angry, but it wasn’t an anger I had to be scared of. It was for me. In my defense.

      Kali Sara, I wanted to cry at the thought.

      He wanted to tear apart my past. Rip into my memories because they dared hurt me.

      What a man.

      “My parents,” I rasped. “That was how my father treated my mother.”

      His mouth tightened. “Then he was a disgrace. Disgusting.”

      I nodded. “I know. I’m sorry I did that, I didn’t mean to, it just happened.”

      He tipped his head to the side. “Is it something I did to make you feel that way? Something that made you feel unsafe with me?”

      I shook my head as my eyes widened at the thought. “No! Not at all!” I clambered onto my knees, not stopping until I straddled him again. I lowered myself so my tits were against his chest, my elbows on the ground beside his head, not letting him look away without registering how much I trusted him with me and my body.

      My perfections and imperfections.

      “It was instinctive. A defensive maneuver, to be honest, even though I know Ethan and Eli are just like you, I’ll still do it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my she-wolf insisted.”

      And just like that, his concern whispered away on the wind. “Ah.”

      His acceptance, so immediate, had me blinking at him. But it was the truth. I hadn’t fed him a lie. That part of me I’d discovered earlier, the part that was able to growl deep in my soul, and who had feelings and thoughts and urges, was the one behind that ‘scan.’ Because me? I didn’t have a damn clue where to start with my powers, never mind do something I sensed was advanced.

      I bit my lip, relieved at his acceptance. So relieved, in fact, that I dropped my head to his and pushed our foreheads together.

      I sighed, letting it brush over his lips. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” His brow furrowed in genuine confusion.

      “For not getting mad at me.”

      “I wasn’t mad.”

      “What were you then?”

      He snorted. “Confused. I had all these thoughts in my head, and they weren’t mine. I didn’t know where the fuck we were, but then, all of a sudden, I’m doing weird shit and thinking weird shit?” His eyes flared wide like the memory was too real. “It was surreal, and I’m just glad those thoughts weren’t like, I don’t know, burrowed away in my head or something.”

      “No, they were my memories,” I assured him.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know.” I wasn’t lying, and the deepening of the furrow in his brow confirmed he knew I wasn’t.

      I reached up and traced the furrow, gently lining it with my fingertip, before I trailed it up to his hairline.

      “You’re more powerful than we expected,” he said softly, “but then, why wouldn’t you be when you unite an alpha and a beta together?”

      “And you,” I inserted.

      He shrugged. “I’m nobody.”

      I shook my head, annoyed. “Don’t say that! That’s so wrong.”

      His nose crinkled. “I’m not, love. That’s okay—”

      “No, it isn’t. Eli says he’s putting you on the council.”

      “I don’t think that will work.” A sigh gusted from him. “He can start the ball rolling, which he has, but he can’t make a place on the council. That’s something the entire pack has to agree with, and honestly, that’s not going to be easy. If he wanted to create a space for Brandon, then I figure the pack would allow that. But with Ethan on there already, and then the fact that I’m a twin—”

      “This twin shit is really pissing me off. What the hell is wrong with these people? There’s nothing wrong with being a twin!”

      “It’s a cultural thing,” he replied softly. Sadly.

      So fucking sadly that I wanted to scream.

      Either that or sob on his behalf.

      I didn’t like it, not one bit, and I sure as hell didn’t like that he was thinking of himself as some kind of poor relative.

      There was nothing I could do about that, nothing I could do to change his opinion of himself immediately, but I was so grateful that I’d come here first with him. That we had this time together before the others. If he thought less of himself, then I needed him to know that I didn’t feel the same way.

      I pushed my forehead into his again, then muttered, “You can think you’re not as strong as Ethan and Eli, but I don’t agree. You’re not just the reserve mate here, Austin. You know that, don’t you?”

      His hands moved to my back, sliding over the gentle slope of it. “I’m okay with being lesser,” he told me, and his cheeky voice put me on edge.

      I squinted up at him, leaning up slightly to peer at him. “Huh?”

      He grinned. “Means I get more time with you.” His hands squeezed my butt, and I laughed, giggling with him as he rolled me over.

      “You like tumbling about on the forest floor, don’t you?” I chided, well aware I had to look like a real mess, what with leaves in my hair and after what he’d done to it when he’d grabbed chunks of it to watch what I was doing to his dick earlier.

      “Yeah,” he admitted, no ounce of shame in the admission.

      Not that there needed to be any shame in his words, but still, it amused me.

      He was as playful in sex as he was in life.

      It fit him.

      It fit us.

      The us we’d be when it was just me and him.

      I saw that now. This time together merely confirmed it.

      “This is going to happen with each of them, isn’t it?” he asked, like he was thinking on the same track as me.

      “Can you read my thoughts here?”

      He shook his head. “Surprisingly, no. Not like back where we’re—”

      “From? It does feel like that, doesn’t it?”

      He hummed. “Another dimension, but that makes it sound like we’re on an episode of Star Trek or something.”

      I grinned at him. “You like Star Trek?”

      “Don’t tell Ethan. He gives me shit over it.”

      I snorted. “You know Next Gen is on Netflix, don’t you?”

      His eyes twinkled. “You like it?”

      I fucking loved that twinkle. “I love it.” Not as much as the twinkle, but there you go. Some things a woman had to keep to herself.

      “We can watch it together. I haven’t watched the last season yet.”

      “How come?”

      He shrugged. “It’s stupid.”

      “Nothing’s stupid.”

      His nose crinkled. “Mom, although…I guess she wasn’t actually, but Rebekkah died that year.” He blew out a breath. “And that time was crazy. Not nice. I remembered that coming to an end, and it just made me sad, so I avoided it.”

      “Do you want to avoid it forever or watch it together?” I questioned softly, pleased he’d shared that with me.

      “No, we can watch it together.” His grin made a swift appearance. “After we’ve binge watched the other seasons.”

      I laughed. “You got it.”

      He stared down at me with such love in his eyes that it made me feel like I was glowing with it. Like that feeling had an energy, and it was blanketing every part of me.

      Maybe, in this place, wherever this place was, love did have an energy.

      I hummed at the thought, and said, “I’m glad we have this time together.”

      He ran his nose along mine. “Me too.” He sighed as he began to press kisses to the line of my chin, down to my jaw and up to my ear. I felt his dick harden against me, and the pressure made me squirm.

      Kali Sara, that felt good.

      He was a thick and heavy presence against my belly, and it was such a delight to feel all of him—his muscles, the heat and power of him—that I let my arms drift up and over his shoulders.

      When I dug my nails into him, then raked them down his spine, he grunted at the sensation and rocked his hips, digging his shaft harder into the softness of my belly.

      In the face of an Adonis like him, I’d thought I’d be a little embarrassed by my body. By no state of anyone’s imagination was I a gorgeous supermodel. I had stretch marks on my belly, my butt wasn’t as nice as it should be, considering how much exercise I had to do in the form of hard work around the carnival—someone had to clean that damn place, and it usually fell to the female acts… Chauvinism wasn’t dead in Ollywood—and my body was just, well, blah to the average man who was used to pneumatic porn stars.

      I’d never been ashamed of it, aside from as a teen when I’d always been faintly embarrassed by the size of my breasts, but I was proud of the marks that were proof I’d carried a child, proud of the curves and the scars. I knew I was beautiful, even as I’d known I was no Giselle Bündchen. But here? Now?

      I felt like a woman worthy of her Adonis.

      I was proud of every inch of me. Unashamed of my nudity, loving that he reveled in it as much as I reveled in his hard form, the muscles that were delineated, cut out by a master carver for my enjoyment.

      I shuddered as his tongue traced over my earlobe, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on edge. For some reason, that had my she-wolf coming out to party.

      I could feel her inside me, like another energy that was alien and yet mine at the same time.

      She didn’t try to overtake me, didn’t do anything other than hover there, apparently enjoying Austin’s ministrations as much as I was.

      It was then, at that moment, that I sensed his wolf, and I swear, that was the most surreal experience of my life.

      It beat everything that had happened thus far. Everything from being able to make Austin experience my father’s rages to being in another place, another dimension or whatever the heck this was. Feeling his wolf emerge?

      Epic.

      Crazy, but epic.

      I shivered as his moves suddenly had a different edge to them.

      Not nasty, just harder.

      He was a little more aggressive.

      Instead of tracing my earlobe with his tongue, he nipped it. Hard enough to hurt, but the pain was absorbed by the she-wolf, and it had me rocking my butt into the earth, even as my back arched with the pleasure of it.

      I moaned, and my hands came up, spearing through his hair pretty much like his had done earlier, and when I stroked him, when my nails scored over his scalp, he growled.

      The sound had me freezing.

      Every part of me tensed up in a way that was my she-wolf’s visceral response to—

      Shit.

      She loved it.

      I could feel it.

      She loved that he was dominant.

      She loved that he was powerful.

      I felt her emotions, felt her arousal, and I absorbed it into me. I let her take control of me, not because I had no option, but because she was loving every second of this.

      He nipped at me, sensing my enjoyment, my pleasure, his wolf detecting mine, and I groaned as he began to nibble and nip the curvy flesh of my breast, not stopping until he came to my nipple. He sucked on it. Hard. Harder than I knew a playful man like Austin would ever touch me, and that was proof he wasn’t in charge either.

      Just like I wasn’t.

      This was the wolves’ time, and they weren’t afraid to go exploring.

      He bit the tip of my nipple, raking the nub with a ferociousness that had my pussy turning molten with heat. Every nip and bite, every tug connected deep into my core, and I was thrashing by the time he got to my other nipple.

      I widened my legs, sliding them around his hips and curving into him so his dick was pushing into my soft heat.

      I was so wet that I could taste the scent of my arousal in the air, and as gross as that sounded, it wasn’t. I felt his response to it. His muscles were harder, his body, already strong and powerful, grew tense, watchful, like he was sensing my readiness, trying to discern, by scent and taste alone if I was prepared to take him.

      He moved down, apparently deciding I wasn’t, and though I was disappointed because I needed to feel him slide into me, I groaned with delight when he began to trace shapes over my belly.

      When I realized what those shapes were? I didn’t die of mortification, instead, I melted into a puddle on the ground as he licked my stretch marks. They’d disappeared into faint white lines that glimmered like silver in certain lights, no longer the thick red tracks of before, but the pressure of his tongue there made me want him even more.

      As he accepted every part of me, enjoying every part too, I braced myself for his end destination.

      When he got there?

      I pretty much felt like dying on the spot.

      His tongue against my clit was like heaven and hell combined as he explored me, traced me, took me into him, sucked me down, and slurped me up.

      He teased my folds, thrust his tongue into my pussy, and fucked me with the lithe muscle that was so much smaller than his cock, it was laughable. If he thought that was going to prepare me for being invaded, he was insane, but I appreciated it because whenever he moaned at the taste of me, as he sampled my juices, the vibrations made me surge toward the road to release.

      I’d stopped holding his hair because I was terrified I’d pull chunks out. I had a strength in me that was alien, one that throbbed through my bones, surged into my muscles, and I didn’t want to hurt him. So, instead, I dug my fingers into the soil, and when I did that?

      Everything was turbocharged a thousand-fold.

      I came.

      I had no alternative but to do so. It exploded through me. Tearing me out of this already strange new world and into the next as I fucking soared in the sky, flying high with the angels as he took me to the stars and back.

      My eyes were blind as I flew, as I was decimated by his gift to me, and I screamed, free in my pleasure, free to shatter however I goddamn wanted. I was so fucking liberated at that moment that I just shrieked like a banshee as I explored the climax he gave me.

      And then?

      He compounded it.

      He made it go on and on and on, all while I was still blind to everything as he thrust into me.

      He was big.

      He was hard.

      He was too big.

      He was too hard.

      He was perfect.

      I felt like I was dying now for real. Choking on his cock, on just how perfect it was, how perfect he was.

      I started sobbing with how wonderful it felt. With how glorious the connection between us was.

      Curling into him, I raised my arms from the ground and moved my dirty fingers onto his back, holding him close as his cheek brushed against mine, as we hurdled together toward a finish line that would kill the both of us—I felt sure of that.

      But what a way to fucking go.

      When his seed burst into me, pummeling me with his heat and potency, I sobbed again as the release hit me at the same time. I cried out, howled out my joy, my delight, my need, and my desire for this man.

      For my mate.

      I felt him grow harder, thicker, impossibly so. My eyes widened, every part of me tensed up as I felt him…

      No.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Then I heard him as my sight returned to me, and his whispers were soft, hushed, but comforting. “It’s just the knot,” he rumbled, his lips moving over my cheek, and I knew he was tasting my tears. Taking me into him.

      I moaned as the knot, something that I’d only read about before but hadn’t imagined was possible, lodged in thick and fast. He was bigger than before, and that had already been too thick for me to take. But the heat of him?

      Nothing like earlier.

      I felt like he was going to melt me down into bone and blood with the power of the moment, and then he nipped my earlobe, and I sensed his wolf again as he growled, “Own this moment, mate.”

      I blinked, dazed and disoriented, unsure what was happening, confused with what was going down in my body, but he grounded me.

      Like I knew he would forever.

      I rolled my head to the side, stared up at him, and saw the wolf in his eyes, even though it was in the background again, just as my she-wolf was, and I stared at him a little stunned.

      “It feels weird.”

      “It’s yours. Proof.”

      “Proof?” I repeated dumbly. “Of what?”

      “That I belong to you.”

      My mouth turned dry. My tongue thick. “Huh?”

      “I belong to you,” he repeated. “Nothing and no one can tear us asunder. Do you understand?”

      I blinked, feeling the intensity of that knot, and whispered, “It hurts.”

      “It does now.” He rubbed his nose over mine, then nuzzled my temple, touching and comforting as the knot started to pulse.

      A strangled cry escaped me at the sensation, and I rasped, “Are you doing that?”

      “No,” he muttered huskily. “I have as much control over this as you do, my love.”

      My love?

      Oh, God.

      Kali Sara!

      What on earth was this man doing to me?

      “You love me?”

      “Can’t you feel it?” he whispered against my lips. “I was born to be yours. I was born for my heart to hold yours.”

      If I’d been crying before, that was nothing compared to now. He was a big fat blur amid my tears, and when he kissed my eyelids, his tongue tracing underneath where the tears gathered, I didn’t shove him away.

      It was a deeply personal, intimate gesture, but what wasn’t here?

      He was attached to me somehow, deep inside, and he was throbbing worse than the best vibrator I’d ever had.

      I rocked my hips at just how hard the pulsations were, and the emotional tears turned to glazed distress as my body began to process what his was doing to me.

      “I-I can’t,” I muttered thickly, knowing what his body demanded of mine, unsure if I could even give it to him.

      “Yes, you can,” he rumbled, his teeth moving to my lips and gnawing on the bottom one until I parted my mouth, letting him in.

      He explored me, tracing here and there, tangling with mine, as I absorbed the kiss, the vibrations, the pleasure, and the pressure.

      I could feel it building, and it made me roll into him, harder, faster, my breath bursting out of me only for him to swallow.

      I felt inundated, overwhelmed, faintly daunted by what I was going through, and then it happened, and it made my orgasm of moments before, the sheer mind-blowing power of it, fade away into memory as I came.

      This time, I had nothing to do with it.

      My she-wolf claimed this moment, took it into her, absorbed it.

      Took his claiming.

      Made him ours.

      Made us his.

      I was Austin’s like I’d never been anyone else’s before. He owned me more than I did, and the crazy thing?

      As his knot pulsed, I could feel him. He was there. Inside me. That bright orange light no longer just behind my eyes, but bouncing around my body.

      He was a heavy, solid presence in my soul.

      And I heard him too.

      “She’s so fucking beautiful,” he thought. “She feels like fucking heaven.”

      Those thoughts, the first ones for me to hear at this moment, in this place, where he’d been unable to hear me, suddenly resonated.

      This was the gift.

      This was what all mates had, not just what we’d experienced.

      I couldn’t hear him on that regular channel, I felt his thoughts like they were my own.

      I’d never have thought it possible, but there he was.

      In my soul.

      With a few dull throbs, his knot began to lessen. No longer so hard, it softened, but I felt it still, like it was hooked in me.

      He rolled us over so I was on top of him again, and he grabbed me by the knee, lifting both of them so I knelt atop him. His hand came to the back of my head, and he stroked my hair as I settled on him like a living blanket.

      From his gestures, his movements, I knew this was going to be a while.

      I could never have anticipated that, the next morning, when I woke up in this strange new place, he was still inside me until he woke also, and the knot disappeared.
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      “Won’t they be worried?”

      I stared at her, my lips twitching at her concern as she raked her fingers through her hair in an attempt to get the tangles out.

      We were in a pond that was near where we’d been tossed out into the other dimension.

      I’d heard the rushing water and knew what that meant, so I’d brought us here because I knew she had to be as dehydrated as me.

      The pair of us, laughing like kids, had rushed over to the pond, and I’d had to monitor my pace because, quite naturally, she was stiff.

      Was it weird to feel proud of that knot?

      That living, physical, metaphysical proof that we belonged together?

      I mean, this entire situation was proof of that. I wouldn’t be here with her if we weren’t mates, and yet, that knot would be all that remained of these moments, aside from our memories.

      I’d knot with her until both of us passed over, and while it wouldn’t last the night as it had the previous evening—if a night had even passed since it was constantly twilight here—it would be there.

      My brand.

      Her claim.

      I sighed with delight at the thought, then I stopped floating in the water and gave her an answer that was both confusing and reassuring. “This is our time out. From everything. They won’t even know.”

      “They won’t?” Her brow puckered. “How odd. But I feel certain you’re right too.”

      My lips twitched. “Odd’s the word.”

      She giggled, and the sound filled me with happiness, even as she muttered, “I need a comb.”

      Of course, the second she asked for it, it was there. In her hand.

      Of course.

      I stared at it, she gaped down at it. Then, I mumbled, “I need a burger.”

      It appeared. Soaking wet from the fact I was in the goddamn water, and I snickered at the soggy bread as it floated drunkenly in the pond.

      “Kali Sara, this is so cool!”

      She quickly twisted her hair up into a bun and used the comb as some kind of clip which was magic in itself, and the shit that did to her tits as she raised her arms? Porn worthy. Christ.

      She held out her hands because she was smarter than me, and stated, “I really need a pierogi.”

      I laughed at her request, then laughed again when a dumpling appeared on her palm. She moaned as she took a bite, then her eyes widened with bliss.

      “Damn, that’s good.”

      I requested another burger, this time holding my hands out like she had, and when I took a bite, I had to confirm that this food was the best I’d ever tasted.

      Geez.

      I was almost disappointed that this place was only a one and done kind of visit, because I’d return for the food alone.

      “Charming,” she retorted, and I laughed, well aware she could even hear thoughts I wasn’t used to sharing with Ethan.

      I’d developed a barrier, as had he, that gave us some privacy, and while it was unnerving to have zero, I figured that, along the way, we’d be able to tune each other out.

      As much as I wanted her, as much as I knew she wanted me—I could fucking feel that need now, and I understood why she’d been so despondent when we hadn’t rushed to claim her, her she-wolf had been pining for us—we all needed a break from time to time.

      As I bit into my burger, drooling at how good it was, I asked, “Who’s Kali Sara?”

      She blinked at me, already on her fourth pierogi. “She’s a saint.”

      “She is?” My brow puckered. “I’ve never heard of her.”

      I waded closer to her, over by the shore where she was sitting.

      The place was beautiful, like nothing on this Earth, which was kind of fitting, considering we were on a different plane.

      The pond was perfection, a bright cerulean blue that was tinted with a silver sheen that caught the light—which had no discernible source—and made it glitter like it was metal.

      It was cut into the ground like an imperfect circle, and the water itself was deep, warm, cleansing, and fresh. Rocks littered the shore here and there, and a large collection of them made up the back ‘wall’ where a waterfall tumbled fresher water into the mix.

      It had no discernible source either.

      It was like something from a strange fairy tale, but I wasn’t about to complain because it rocked.

      Totally rocked.

      “She’s a saint who we pray to, and she’s like a conduit to God. We pray to her, and she passes the message along.” Her lips twitched. “I stopped believing in her a long time ago, but it’s habit now, you know? I just call on her like I used to do when I was younger.”

      “You totally rejected your old life?”

      She hummed. “I had no choice.”

      “We always have choices.”

      “Yeah, we do, and mine was to be free.” Her lips twisted into a smile, one that morphed into a gleeful one as she requested some fries which filled the cup her palms made.

      I laughed when she pouted, figuring out she couldn’t hold them and eat them at the same time, and I snatched one before popping it into her mouth for her.

      She grinned at me, then opened her mouth wide for me to carry on feeding her.

      The gesture was innocent, but the trust inherent in it? Mind-blowing. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that not a living soul had ever been this trusting of me.

      I trusted Ethan with my life, but with my happiness? No.

      Sabina, I did.

      I trusted her implicitly. The mate bond wouldn’t steer me wrong, I knew that like I knew my own name, like before yesterday, I’d thought I was only a twin.

      The thought had my hand hovering in midair, and when she ducked her head and dove around to grab the fry, I snorted and gave it to her, amused when she chomped down on it with a hum.

      Fuck, I loved a woman with an appetite.

      “Glad to hear it,” she said dryly. “I have an appetite for all things.”

      Her wink had me chuckling. “You got your wish.”

      Her nose crinkled. “Guess I did, huh? Three of you.” She whistled under her breath. “My God, I’m not sure if I’m lucky or just going to be tired all the time.”

      “Probably both?” I teased, and when she had only two fries left in her palm, I didn’t stop until they were all gone, settling the crunchy treat between her lips.

      The slight sheen of oil on there made me swoop down and trace my tongue along them.

      “Ew,” she grumbled, making me laugh harder because she didn’t push me away, just moved closer to me, settled her greasy palms on my belly, and leaned in.

      When her head came to my pec, and her arms slid around my waist, I found myself curiously choked.

      She held me with no guile.

      Without the thought of seeking anything for herself or for me.

      She held me because she could.

      Because I was hers and she was mine.

      And it was the most powerful, thoughtful, poignant, emotional moment of my life.

      “I’m the lucky one,” I rasped, dipping my chin so I could bestow a kiss upon the crown of her head.

      She sighed, squeezing me harder. “I like to think that luck is something we make for ourselves, but this entire situation, this whole new world has kind of taught me otherwise.

      “How could I say I’m lucky for what I went through at the carnival?” She shuddered. “Yet it led me here. To this moment.”

      I didn’t want to spoil our time together, but we had to broach this subject. She’d already spoken about what happened that night at Ollywood’s, but I was curious to know if her new senses helped her, if they, in any way, gave her an insight that she hadn’t had before.

      “Do you remember anything?” I asked softly, not changing my tone, just moving my hand up and down her back, soothing her before she could get riled up—the last thing I wanted was for her to get scared.

      “Nothing more than I already told you.” She gulped. “Mostly, I just remember being scared.” She pressed her face into me, rolling inward so that she was hiding from the world around us. “I remember thinking how tired I was of running, and how maybe death would bring me freedom.”

      “Do you really think your dad is still after you?”

      “He’s a bitter, vengeful, twisted man, and he reigns with fear.”

      Her words were simple, but all the more effective for it.

      There was no emotion in them this time. No fear or worry. She was stating a fact. A hard proof.

      Still, the thought of her embracing death, of being in a fucking world without her in it, even for a day, had me tensing up.

      My muscles bunched, and my wolf got in on the action. She hushed me, telling me she sensed the beast’s agitation, and I let her. I also let her pet me, stroking her hand over my arm, her fingers trickling down my side to my back. She soothed me as much as I’d soothed her, which was all kinds of wrong when she was the one who’d gone through all this shit.

      On her own too.

      My anger didn’t abate at that, and I vowed, “I’ll kill him before he even thinks he’s close to you.”

      She tensed, then slowly shook her head. “No. I don’t want you to do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because my mother, for whatever stupid reason, loves him.” She frowned—I felt the movement against my skin. “I never understood it, but she always supported him, always backed him. And in my culture, what I did was wrong—”

      “You can’t run for the rest of your life because you think the boogeyman wants you. Especially when the boogeyman is a dumb fuck.”

      “I’m not going to run anymore,” she promised, evidently sensing my root concern there. No way could I survive her leaving us now that she was mine. Before, it would have been impossible. I’d have had no alternative but to follow her, but now? The thought of us being in any way apart was too unbearable for words.

      I knew that, at first, after a claiming, the male was always a little heavy handed. Ultra-possessive, a control freak.

      But I wasn’t feeling aggressive in that sense.

      I just… The way she’d come to us, her threats were real. Living.

      Someone had done this to her. Someone had made her this way, and even though I was grateful for her presence in my world, I couldn’t deny that the danger to her brought something out in me that had always been under the surface before.

      I was an enforcer for the pack. I was a protector by nature and choice, but this?

      Another level.

      She was mine.

      No one would touch her.

      Ever.

      Not her father, not a stray alpha who was trying to fuck with the politics in the pack.

      No way, no how.

      “It’s okay,” she soothed again. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      It relieved me that she understood, but also, that wasn’t enough. “He hurt you,” I rasped. “He deserves to be punished.”

      She gulped. “I don’t want to bring any more shit down on me, Austin. You don’t know how long I’ve been scared, how long I’ve been living with the idea of him catching up with me, and now I’m free of that to a certain extent—”

      “That isn’t enough. I want you to be wholeheartedly free of him. To know that he isn’t out there, waiting in the shadows to catch you.”

      “But death is so final,” she whispered. “That was what I learned when I was spluttering away on my own blood at Ollywood’s.” Her hand moved up and over my throat, cupping me there. “Then you appeared. You and Ethan, and I knew I was dying, and I had this feeling inside me, a feeling that it was too late to be overjoyed by the sight of you.” She shook her head again. “No, I don’t want to bring bad karma on us. He can stay in the shadows, and if he comes, then I’ll show him just what it means now that I’m a gadji.”

      My lips curved despite themselves. “You’d take him down yourself?”

      I had to admit to being impressed.

      Merinda, Eli’s mom, shit, my mom, hadn’t been that way. She’d been defenseless in some regards, refusing to fight…

      Huh.

      I figured there was a metaphor there.

      She’d refused to fight in all walks of her life.

      To the point where she’d given her baby boys over to a woman who wasn’t fit to be a mother, simply to keep the peace.

      What the hell kind of peace was it where your sons weren’t under your roof and were in another’s home?

      What kind of mother let the man in her life overtake the needs of her children?

      “She must have thought she was acting for the best,” Sabina muttered, but I heard her anger and knew she was saying the words simply to make me feel better. However, her words were laced with her dubiousness.

      I grunted. “I think it was the wrong choice.”

      “Me too.”

      “I think she did it because she was ashamed to have twin sons.”

      She growled under her breath. “This is so stupid. I’ve never heard anything—”

      “What isn’t stupid about hate? How can we hate someone for the color of their skin? For their religion? Even as a shifter, beneath it, I’m still human. That connects us all, unites us. We forget that, and we shouldn’t.”

      She huffed under her breath. “My joker’s turning philosophical on me.”

      I grinned, loving how she could snap me out of a funk with barely a few words.

      Of course, I thought that deserved a reward, and wanting to change the subject to nicer things as well as wanting to forget some others, I gripped her tighter in my arms, and when she squealed, evidently aware of my next move, I laughed as I hurled her into the air so she went flying into the pond.

      When her squeal morphed into a whoop of joy, I had my confirmation.

      This woman was perfect for me.
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      This place was nice.

      Really nice.

      I mean, I’d lived in dumps my whole life, and Eli’s pad was beyond dope. It was like something from an architectural magazine, it belonged on a show or in a book for interior designers.

      But this place?

      Didn’t have walls or a roof.

      If anything, it had a sky that was always the same color, between dark and light, it was rarely cold, and it was just perfect because I was at one with nature.

      All my life, I’d lived in cities, and I’d had to move from place to place, not just because I was on the run, but because that was the traveler life.

      To think that I could stay in the same place and end my nomadic lifestyle was so overwhelming that at times, I’d just reach for Austin and have him hold me tight.

      That was a constant too. Just as the light never changed and the temperature stayed perfect at all times, he was there.

      At my side.

      Of course, it fit that when I rolled over after having a nap, he wasn’t there.

      When my hand reached out, patting beside me where he’d been earlier, our legs tangled together, our upper bodies curved into each other, and I found him absent, my eyes popped open in surprise.

      Not distress, because I knew he’d be near, but just shock.

      He was turning into my second skin, and I liked that.

      In fact, the verb ‘like’ didn’t describe how wonderful it was to have him so close to me.

      Maybe, over a lifetime, it’d get tiring, but it surprised me how much I loved it now.

      After so many years of being alone, of dealing with the pitfalls and surges of life by myself, to have him here? To know he was going through this with me, loving it and getting to know me at the same time?

      Heaven.

      Truly.

      I figured that we’d been here at least five days by this point. Or, however time was measured in this place.

      I hoped that when I returned to the regular place where Eli and Ethan were waiting on me, that barely a minute had passed, because I didn’t want them to be worrying about me. I didn’t want their concern. All while I loved the time this was giving me with Austin, my most vulnerable of mates.

      He wasn’t like Eli, so sure in his position, and he was utterly unlike Ethan, so confident in his strength, so controlled at all times.

      He wasn’t lesser, like he feared. He was just different. And I wanted the chance to explore those differences and come to love him for who he was.

      What he was.

      So, after five days of being naked, of being with him, of us learning each other, I’d admit I was turning into a glutton, wanting more and more.

      This place made me feel like we were Adam and Eve or something, amid the trees, a pool here to drink from and bathe in, with anything we required just a wish away.

      I’d admit to shifting only to go to the bathroom, because it felt less gross to do that in my wolfskin, but it was nice to dive-bomb into the water afterward, getting to know my other half as well through play.

      This entire situation was a ‘getting to know you’ period. For both me and my she-wolf, and me and Austin.

      The Mother, I decided, really knew her shit.

      I hummed at the thought, then rolled into a standing position that let me take in the majesty of my current location. The place was perfect. Sheer verdant paradise.

      The grass beneath my feet was like velvet. There were no bugs in it either. No fleas to make my skin crawl, or fire ants to sting me. The blades were gentle, soft against my flesh to the point where it almost tickled, and I even felt bad for standing on it and maybe crumpling the fronds. But the scent that came when I did more than made up for the guilt.

      It was fresh and clean, rich with a vibrancy that was like the best perfume in the world. The second morning, I’d rolled in it before I’d dived into the pool, and I’d scented of it all day.

      Yum.

      The trees here weren’t losing their leaves like they had back home. They were heavy with them, but they came in a thousand different shades. Not just greens, but a shade of blue that was close to green on the color palette. They had rich red veins that made them look like blood, and some were amber, some had metallic tints, and freckles of color here and there.

      I had to admit, just staring at this place made me want to bring out my pen and pad, but Kali Sara, I hadn’t drawn in a long time because of the fibromyalgia.

      Just getting out of bed in the morning had taken most of my energy, and then doing what I had to survive? There’d been nothing left over for fun stuff like drawing. Cooking and baking were tasks I’d had to force myself to undertake, simply because I couldn’t afford to waste food, but drawing? Nope. That had definitely fallen on the unimportant list of things to do on a daily basis.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to wish for a pad and pen from the totem who seemed quite willing to grant me any and every wish I wanted, because the sight of the pool up ahead was a breathtaking one. It belonged in a National Geographic magazine, that was for sure. With the gold streaked, rusty-colored rocks behind it, the gentle roar—paradox, I knew—from the falls, then the way the water cascaded and rippled as still met flowing…

      Truly, the sight was magnificent.

      But I didn’t make my wish. Instead, I decided to use the bathroom, then think about finding Austin, and then maybe I’d wish for the drawing materials. In that order. It felt wrong to sully this place, but shit, a girl had needs!

      Assuming that was where Austin had gone too, I shifted, and rather than try to find him, I sniffed him out—in this form, his scent was like a neon light. I knew exactly where he was now, and it was just beyond the pond. The water marred his essence some, but I could hear he was doing something.

      To a tree, I thought.

      Concerned he was defacing one, even though it made no sense for him to do that, I hurried about my business and began to sprint toward him.

      I heard the snarl before I saw them, and it had me wondering how on Earth I’d failed to discern that I wasn’t alone.

      I froze in the middle of a clearing, totally open and exposed, totally unable to defend myself in this form because I’d never had to fight, was literally a puppy in comparison to a grown wolf, and that noise?

      From a wolf.

      From the scent? Pungent and strong, rich with earth tones.

      A natural one. Not a shifter who, beneath it all, had the faint smell of soap. These creatures had never seen a bar of soap in their lives.

      When I froze, the snarl turned into a growl, long and low. It sent fear into my heart, and made my fur stand on edge.

      I wanted to shift back to call on Austin for help, but I was frozen. Frozen to the point where I couldn’t even howl.

      I didn’t even have the ability to whimper or mewl. And mentally? I could feel the block between us. I had no idea where it had come from or why, but whatever the wolf did to me, it was like he’d thrown water on me, then turned me to ice.

      I’d never felt anything like it before.

      In my own way, I was scrappy.

      The only reason I’d run and hadn’t fought my father when I was a girl was because I was like a wounded bear in the aftermath of a hunter’s attack.

      Here, now, I felt sure I was stronger. Hadn’t I told Austin that I’d take on my father in this form if he came after me now?

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      Why couldn’t I move?

      As irritated as I was, I almost pissed myself when I felt the wolf approach me.

      Only this time, I heard them.

      It wasn’t just him, it was them. All male, all alpha. I sensed that like I sensed that they were natural. I also discerned they were big. Their padding noises were heavy, indicating a large weight, and that just—

      Fuck.

      Why would I hold any interest to them?

      I was a shifter.

      When one of them sniffed my butt, that had me instantly defrosting.

      I was not about to be fucking mounted by a goddamn wolf!

      Whipping around so fast I knew I surprised them, I snarled at them, my head dropping to the ground, fangs bared as I declared my outrage at their behavior.

      They weren’t cowed, not by any means. And Kali Sara help me, there were eight of them.

      Eight big bastards who were so much larger than me.

      Terror filled me at what their intent might be, and then, when I feared I might die, or be wolf raped if that was even a thing, he was there.

      I heard him, his pounding gait, his swift run. He was racing toward me, flat out, and I felt his energy in the air.

      God, it made me want to sing.

      But the naturals? They took my relief as a weakness. The leader, the nastiest with scars on his face, his thick silver fur looking charred at the ends with how black it was, his eyes a watery green that were loaded with hunger, went to pounce.

      I flinched, waiting on his attack, but before I could, Austin sailed into the clearing.

      He wasn’t there one minute, and the next, he was.

      The naturals were smaller than him, and I only just registered how big he was, but there were eight of them and only one Austin. I was useless in this situation, like an ice sculpture, but I wanted to help, even though I knew, more than likely, if I did, I’d only get in the way.

      So I watched on in horror as Austin took them all on at once.

      I’d never seen anything like it outside of a documentary, and even then, I’d changed the channel because I didn’t want to watch wolves tear each other to shreds.

      My God, that was what they did too.

      This was unlike Ethan’s challenge. Nor was there any of that choreographed shit like you saw in movies where they fought one on one.

      The pack attacked him en masse, and he was only one goddamn wolf.

      He was going to die.

      My mate was going to die.

      Blind panic had the ice in my veins dissolving in an instant and, shifting back, I wished, “I need a gun!”

      It was there, in my hands after a split second, and thanking my father for the one thing he’d done right in my childhood—taught me how to shoot—I took aim.

      I had to be careful because Austin was in the fray, and the wolves were a blurring, snarling pile of fur and growls and blood—Kali Sara, some of which belonged to my mate. Aiming at the back, at where I figured the weakest would be, I made a shot.

      The second the gun exploded in my hands, the bullet snarling its way through the atmosphere to hit its target, the beast’s yelp sounded. It was high-pitched and loaded with pain, so unlike the snarl of rage of seconds before, that it was like night and day.

      The creatures froze, and I had no choice but to pick off a few more, leveling the fight, even if I only injured them enough to back out of the match. Some I missed entirely, wasting precious ammunition.

      When I pulled the trigger and the slide locked back, empty, I snarled, “I need a gun!”

      And for the first time, I didn’t get what I asked for.

      I stared down at the weapon, clicking the trigger uselessly and wishing, “I need bullets! Please!”

      By this point, there were four wolves against my man, but the odds were more in his favor than before.

      My heart was in my throat, and my stomach was in knots as I watched them tear strips out of his hide, ripping into bone and muscle like a knife through paper.

      Fist against my mouth, terror in my veins, I watched as Austin released a howl so high and loud that it made my ears ring.

      I knew what it meant.

      He was sick of being attacked. This was the end.

      Because I knew that, my heart slowed down a little, letting me breathe without feeling like I was going to choke.

      I watched as his maw snapped around one of the wolf’s throats and he tore it out, and he treated the others to the same reward. Slicing through them as he pounced and nipped, leaped and fought for both our lives.

      How had this place gone from paradise to hell?

      When the alpha was the only one standing, I saw with relief they were both injured.

      Because of the way they’d fought, I knew the beasts had to have been hurting each other to get to him.

      A little like Ethan and Brandon had earlier, they circled around one another, trying to find a way in, trying to find a weakness, a means of survival.

      The thought that Austin might die made me flop forward, my hands falling to my knees as the sheer notion gutted me like he’d been gutting some of those wolves.

      I couldn’t live without him.

      I couldn’t.

      God, I loved him.

      I loved him.

      I needed him.

      And I hurled that at him, mentally demanding he listen and hear me through his focus on besting the other wolf, as I cried, “I love you!”

      Maybe that was all he needed to hear. Maybe it was like Ali goddamn Baba, but he pounced through the air and leaped onto the alpha. They tumbled and rolled, but within a minute, it was over.

      Austin fell back as the alpha took his final breath, and I rushed over to him, watching as the other animals in the pack retreated to lick their wounds.

      When I dropped to my knees at his side, I whimpered when I saw just how much damage there was.

      “Shift back?” I pleaded, hoping that would heal him like in the books, but he just lay there, looking at me, and…

      Fuck.

      Was he going to die?

      He couldn’t!

      He just couldn’t.

      No!

      “I need you to save my mate,” I pleaded.

      Nothing happened.

      Again.

      The blood stayed on his coat, he continued panting like he was winded, his eyes flickered like he wanted to drift to sleep, and I watched as he bled out onto the ground around us, staining the grass with the precious ruby liquid.

      “Please,” I rasped, stroking my hand over his head before I shoved myself against him, coating myself in his blood just to get close.

      “I’ll do anything!” I screamed. “Please!” I roared when I felt his breathing start to slow even more.

      Terror flooded me in a way I hadn’t experienced since I was younger. Since I’d lost my baby.

      I held him tight in my arms, as much as I could when he was a wolf and not a man, and I ground out, “Whatever you want of me, I offer it freely. Just don’t let him leave me.”

      I knew the instant it happened—when my offering was granted.

      I shuddered, hearing his heart against my ear, hearing his breathing strengthen. His body began to twitch, and he started to move and shuffle around like he was coming out of unconsciousness.

      Within seconds, he was back to being a man, and he was in my arms and I could hold him with ease.

      “Thank you,” I murmured to no one, to the air, to the spirit, Lidai, or the totem, whoever was fucking listening and in charge of this place.

      My throat grew tight with tears, and I fought them, struggling before I let them fall.

      As they brushed his skin, he rasped, “What happened?”

      Didn’t he remember?

      “We were attacked by a pack of natural wolves,” I rasped uncertainly. “I-I froze. You saved me.”

      That was an incredibly simplistic answer, but it was all I was capable of.

      He lay there, his heartbeat stronger but still weak, and I knew that even if she was healing him, it wasn’t like she was clicking her fingers and returning him to normal.

      We lay there in silence, and I let him recuperate, let her work her magic on him, and only when I felt certain he was strong enough to get onto his feet, did I whisper, “Come on, let’s get you into the water. Clean you up some.”

      He hummed under his breath, prompting me to look at him. He was covered in blood, his flesh torn a thousand different ways from teeth and claw marks, and his skin was ashen from what he’d endured, but he was alive.

      My mouth trembled as I saw he was half dozing, and I decided to let him rest. The water would clean him up, but if he needed to sleep, then he needed to sleep.

      He’d saved me. Saved us. And in turn, I’d saved him.

      I got the lesson.

      I did.

      But I knew I’d just given a supposedly benevolent being leverage over us, and that filled me with dread.
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      When I next awoke, it wasn’t on the forest floor. I wasn’t in the middle of a circle stained with blood, and it wasn’t with a slain wolf a few feet away.

      It was in the clearing of the totem circle.

      I didn’t remember falling asleep, but when my eyes drifted open, I felt the magic resettle into me, and when I peered up at the bright blue sky through the canopies, I saw Eli and Ethan staring at me, studying me like I was a specimen in need of evaluation.

      I reared up, almost smacking into them. Their speed saved me from a headache as I gazed around, looking for Austin.

      When I found him?

      He was naked.

      His skin was just as torn as it had been earlier.

      His body reflected the fight he’d been in.

      Me?

      I was naked, covered in his blood, and…

      Releasing a shaky sigh, I covered my face with my hands and rasped, “How long were we gone?”

      “A handful of minutes,” Eli replied softly, his focus on me absolute.

      “You knew we weren’t here?”

      “You were here, but you were unconscious. We couldn’t wake you up.” Ethan grunted. “Scared about a thousand lives off me.”

      I gulped. “We just appeared naked and bloody in the blink of an eye?”

      “Pretty much,” Eli grumbled. “It happened slowly, like it was blurred, but you were half undressed one second, and then like this the next.”

      His leather shoes creaked as he rocked forward, and I peeked at him, the way he was so composed when I felt anything but.

      Fuck, I needed that composure.

      I hurled myself at him, uncaring that I was going to soil him, unconcerned that I was covered in all kinds of crap I needed to wash off, and that I was getting him stained with all the funk. I just needed his arms around me, I needed to know that everything was going to be all right.

      When he embraced me, when I was tucked in his hold, I took a deep breath and let his scent fill me.

      “You scent of him. He claimed you?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?” Ethan questioned, and I saw he was kneeling beside Austin who was as still as a…

      I couldn’t think it.

      But fuck, he looked like he was dead!

      Tears beckoned as my fear for him grew, even though I could hear his heartbeat like it was on a loudspeaker echoing in my head.

      When I closed my eyes, I saw his light there, the bright orange still bouncing around, just not as much as before, like his energy was seriously depleted.

      The fact that I could see him here when I hadn’t in that other place told me this was the status quo, and I hated that what had been a joyful experience was suddenly a nightmare.

      And I had to go through it two more times.

      Fear hit me hard, and I shuddered in Eli’s arms, whispering, “I’m scared.”

      “You don’t have to be,” he said instantly, and though his strength reassured me, also, it didn’t.

      He didn’t know what we’d just gone through in that place where I’d thought we were safe.

      I trembled, then muttered, “You can’t keep me safe there.”

      “Where?” Ethan asked, his brow furrowed as he bowed over his brother.

      “To—”

      “I’ll always keep you safe,” Eli insisted as he reached up, grabbed my chin, and tipped it so I was staring up at him. When his mouth connected with mine?

      I moaned into his kiss because I felt it happening again.

      Before the fear could overwhelm me, I was there, back in that clearing where the wolf’s corpse lay on the ground, except, at my side, Austin wasn’t injured and broken, Eli was there.

      My mouth quivered as I stared around, and unlike before, I was nervous where I’d been calm.

      This place had its own snakes of Eden, and I felt the loss of my innocence as much as if I’d bitten into the apple of knowledge itself.

      “Where the hell are we?”

      I gulped, looked at him, and muttered, “When you kissed me, you brought us here.”

      “I did?” He blinked. “This isn’t a dream. I thought I was hallucinating.”

      I almost wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. Didn’t. Instead, I shuddered and pressed my hands to my face.

      He was there, just like he’d been before. Almost in an instant. I shivered when his arm came around me, holding me tighter, and I let him move us away from the dead wolf, away from the place of carnage, and toward the pool.

      I scented it so strongly that it was like the water was in my nose. Like I’d snorted it down by accident.

      “I need to get clean,” I told him, raising my arm so I could point at the pool. “That’s where we wash up.”

      I felt his confusion, his outright bewilderment, and as much as I felt bad about it, I genuinely didn’t have it in me to explain anything at the moment.

      Only knowing Austin was with Ethan, knowing he’d keep him safe and that my bargain had been accepted, that by the time I returned, maybe he’d be feeling better in those few moments, stopped me from breaking down entirely.

      We made it to the pool with me tucked into Eli’s embrace like I was an old woman and he needed to guide me to a chair—an analogy that reminded me far too much of how I’d felt when I had fibromyalgia and couldn’t get up out of bed without a lot of help and a lot of energy.

      Shoving those thoughts aside, because they were, thankfully, in the past, I waded into the water, content when I was up to my waist in it.

      I turned and grimaced when I realized Eli was in the pool up to his thighs, and he was drenched now.

      Wincing, I muttered, “Sorry.”

      “You never have to apologize,” was all he said, and as lovely as that was, I shook my head at him.

      “That isn’t fair.”

      He arched a brow. “Isn’t that for me to decide?”

      His snooty tone, despite my distress, made me snort out a laugh. “You’re so arrogant sometimes,” I commented softly, my grin widening, and the fact that it could make an appearance at all was enough to blow my mind straight out of my ears.

      Okay, I sounded hysterical, and I was a little.

      I was all over the place, and I felt winded.

      I’d left this place with a broken mate in my arms, and now I was here with another, and he needed answers and wanted things explained to him, but I had no words.

      I could only giggle and tell him he was arrogant.

      I almost slapped myself in the face, but instead, I let myself flop backward and float in the water.

      I heard him wade back to shore, and was grateful he gave me a handful of moments to get myself together.

      Composed I definitely wasn’t, but I knew I needed to be. I needed this to be our time, because that was what this was supposed to be.

      What the fuck was even happening here?

      How had things morphed so fast?

      I’d felt rested and loved, warm and happy, and now, I just felt traumatized.

      This place was spoiled, and I was angry at that, annoyed and raging because this was supposed to be precious.

      I smacked my hands flat against the pool, appreciating the splash and enjoying the way that the water cascaded over me.

      I wanted to scream and rage my annoyance, but I didn’t.

      Instead, I just took some deep breaths, floated a little, then a thought hit me.

      Eli was probably stripping.

      The thought made me feel terrible, especially considering how out of whack my brain was, but I couldn’t stop myself from rolling my chin forward so I could look at him.

      He was dragging off his jacket now, and I caught him just in time to see him drop it on the ground.

      When it disappeared, as had mine and Austin’s clothes, I laughed because he muttered, “What the fuck?”

      I grinned and snapped my head back down when I knew he was going to glance over at me to ask me what had just happened.

      When he grunted, thinking I was still having a ‘moment,’ I quickly peered up again and saw him strip off his tie. That hit the ground and disappeared too.

      My lips twitched as he scowled, peering around him like a pixie or a sprite was there and stealing his clothes away from him. I dropped my head back into the water again when he looked over at me.

      I could sense his movements in a way I hadn’t been able to before I’d come to this horrible fucking place.

      Being claimed by Austin had probably done it, or maybe communing with the spirit of the totem, or perhaps it was just my becoming more comfortable with my she-wolf while I was here. I had no idea what the reason was, just knew it was the truth.

      I quickly peeked up at him when I knew he was working on his pants. They were wet rags around his thighs, and I knew he was going to find them hard to drag off.

      Wishing he’d turn around so I could see his ass, because that was a thing of beauty, I watched as he began to slide them down his legs, revealing long, strong muscles that made me think, shit, I shouldn’t be thinking right now.

      Not when I was in the middle of commuted hysteria.

      Still, he was so fine that I just wished Austin was here and Ethan too, because then I’d know everything was well. I wouldn’t have to worry about a pack of wolves coming out of the trees to attack us.

      Maybe we’d been short-sighted staying close to the pool. Maybe we should have gone and explored, but there’d been no ants, no bugs, no fucking anything. Not even birds.

      Why the hell would there be none of that, no rabbits or mice, but there’d be wolves? Didn’t the wolves frickin’ eat here?

      As I started to get worked up again, I watched him and had to admit that just viewing him was enough to right my mood. Not only because he was hotness personified, but because he was inadvertently funny.

      Plus, he gave me the show I was asking for. When his pants were around his ankles, and he toed off his shoes and socks, which miraculously didn’t disappear, he leaned up on tiptoe, then somehow did this quick swipe so the fabric didn’t brush the ground. It worked. He didn’t lose them.

      I sensed his triumph, and as I wondered what his next move was, I watched him pull off the other pant leg too. He kept the fabric bundled in his hands, holding it off the ground like the ground was a crocodile’s mouth or something.

      The sight of which, of course, made me want to laugh.

      When he turned around, he finally gave me a glimpse of that fine naked butt. He was also commando, which meant, had I known earlier, I could have pulled down his fly while he was dressing me up like I was a child and grabbed a hold of the good stuff. Yum.

      Holding that thought for another time, I watched as he strode over to a nearby tree. This one had dark green leaves with a petrol blue sheen that reminded me of when gas was on the road, gleaming iridescently when the light hit it at unusual angles. He went to hang out his pants, trying to keep them all neat like, and then he hung them over a low-lying branch.

      I couldn’t stop myself from snorting when the magic immediately snatched them away from him.

      He heard me, naturally, and grumbled, “What is it with this place?”

      “It wants us to be naked.”

      That had him scoffing, “Why? What’s wrong with clothes?”

      “Clothes maketh the man?” I teased.

      “Yes. Exactly. What is this place anyway?” he asked, scowling around, evidently finding no beauty in the glorious pond, on the hunt only for threats.

      I got the sense he was at the end of his patience, and that he needed answers about this world he suddenly found himself in.

      I had to admit, his tolerance in the face of where we’d landed, and what had happened in the run up to his popping in here like he was a genie in a bottle, had been far more extensive than I’d thought him capable of.

      Amused and touched and grateful, I stopped floating and righted myself so that my feet touched the bottom of the pond. There, soft pebbles greeted my toes, and I curled them around the smooth stones, anchoring myself as I kept my chin dipped in the water.

      “It’s another time, another place.”

      That was what Austin and I had taken to calling it.

      “Another time and another place? This isn’t The Wizard of Oz, Sabina,” he said drolly, peering around as he began to unfasten his last remaining item of clothing—a shirt. Yep, he’d been walking around Risky Business style, only without the socks. “I mean, where is it?”

      “I don’t know. We never found out.” I turned my head to the side a little and mused, “I never would have taken you for a fan of The Wizard of Oz.”

      He stilled at that, then sighed. “I left myself open to that one, didn’t I?”

      I grinned, hidden by the water line, and bounced up only to shrug and say, “Well, I mean, we have nothing else to do other than get to know one another.”

      “My mother loved it. I hated it. That’s pretty much all there is to that conversation.” He arched a brow, like he was daring me to continue talking about this subject and, naturally, because I was difficult, I had to do that. Had no choice but to test him and tease him.

      It hit me then, that unlike Austin, who needed me to shore him up, who needed to believe he was special to me, unique when he wasn’t in his own eyes, Eli had none of those issues.

      He was self-assured to the max, and maybe with another person, he’d come across as a dick, and I guessed, even to me, he was slightly, with his habit of trying to command every situation, but I figured that was my role…to prove to him that he didn’t always have to command the situation. There was more to life than being a leader.

      I wondered if he knew that. Wondered if he’d appreciate me telling him that.

      After all, it wasn’t fact, could even be fiction. I had no real idea why we were here. Had no cognizance of the true reason we were brought here during the claiming.

      Into my thoughts, my muddled ones, Eli muttered, “Father mentioned that when he was with mother, the claiming was surreal.”

      I snorted at the understatement. “Surreal? That pretty much sums it up.”

      He hummed, and that was as much of an answer as I got when he folded up his shirt and rested it on the branch, only for that to go bye-bye as well.

      Sniggering a little, which made bubbles pop in the water, I watched him heave a sigh, reach up and pinch the bridge of his nose like he was trying not to lose his shit, then suck in a large breath before he began to stride over to the pool.

      As he waded in once more, I appreciated him, truly appreciated his majesty.

      What a treat I was in for.

      His body was dusky in color. Golden, but like he had a hint of Native American in him along the way, a thought that was confirmed when I took in the smattering of hair on his chest, the way it gathered under his arms, and nowhere else. That black was so dense, it had to be native, and he was all the more beautiful to me because I hadn’t known that. His face was a pale olive, and his hair was a rich, deep onyx. His muscles were thick and roped around his body, making me long to explore them with my tongue. And how he moved, making each of them flex, had him exuding a power that was undeniable.

      I was, I’d admit, in awe of him. And even as a part of me—the she-wolf—wanted to leap on to him, it felt wrong.

      Weird.

      Austin had just been in a fight for our lives, and in another place, he was injured and recuperating while my third mate was watching over him, waiting for me to return for him.

      To claim him.

      Because that was what this was.

      I knew that like I knew nothing else.

      They’d all spoken of claiming me, and while that was the case physically, in every other sense, that wasn’t true.

      Spiritually, emotionally, I’d done that, and I had to figure that this entire situation—as much of a dream-slash-nightmare combination as it was—was what it was all about.

      About us getting closer, about me coming into my powers. About my being tied to them and to the Mother in ways they would never understand.

      Which meant, horrendously enough, I knew there’d be another scenario like what had happened with Austin.

      My heart rate plummeted at the thought as I longed for the innocence of what I’d had with Austin. Those initial days were filled with peace and tranquility, a joie de vivre that would be impossible to replicate, especially now that I knew that things could be turned on their heads in an instant.

      I sucked in a breath as he moved toward me though, and even as stressed as I was, even as my brain struggled to deal with what had just happened moments ago, the urge to be in his arms was so powerful I couldn’t fight it.

      I moved over to him, drifting through the water as he walked toward me.

      There was fire in his eyes, a fire that would cleanse and reset me, but mostly, I saw something else.

      I saw a need for me that went beyond sex.

      A need that would tie him to me, and me to him. That would ground him.

      It was lonely at the top, and Eli had it lonelier than most, with his strength and with how he’d shifted so early. Then with the covenant not granting him a mate, he’d had to fight for every last thing by being the strongest of them all.

      I wanted to be that one person who could make everything better, and I hoped I could do that. Truly, I did.

      Maybe it was a lot of pressure, but I didn’t think so.

      If I was born to be able to deal with all of this, then wasn’t I born to handle him? To give him exactly what he needed, and for him to give me the same?

      So, when we collided, it wasn’t a kiss that would let the world end around us without us knowing, it was me sliding into his arms, my slick body against his, his against mine, and his arms curving around me, providing me with a shelter I knew would always be there.

      It would never go away.

      He would never leave me.

      Fuck, just knowing that I’d never be alone again, that I’d always have these men, him, with me?

      It made me cry.

      Honest to God cry.

      With how overwhelming things had been after the wolf attack, with fearing for Austin and now being plunked here once more to deal with round two of whatever the fuck the Mother cooked up, I needed the solace of his embrace more than I needed my next breath.

      He pressed a kiss to my head, then held the back of my skull to him, so when he sank down into the water, I didn’t even yelp in surprise, I just went with him.

      His dick was there, and he was rocking a semi-boner, which I knew was his natural response to me, but it wasn’t like he was pushing things. It wasn’t like he was making me aware of it either.

      His dick, my tits, the parts that made us sexual creatures, they were just there.

      We were mates in another way at that moment.

      Our souls collided as I sank into him and gifted him with my trust.

      “He’ll be okay,” Eli assured me, his words soft, his tone husky. “Trust me, those boys have been getting into worse shit since the day they were born.”

      His words had me reaching up to slide a hand over my wet cheek, knuckling the silly tracks away as I chuckled. “I’ll bet. You’ve been watching over them for a long time?”

      He snorted. “Since the start. I’ve always liked them. I didn’t piece things together for a while, of course, but I have a connection with them, and they have one with me. They just always thought it was because I was the strongest in the pack, that they were tied to me through our wolves, and their wolves knew I was the more dominant of them all.

      “But I knew otherwise. I’ve always watched over them and given them things to do to keep them out of trouble.”

      I peered up at him, settling my side into him. I could feel his abs against the flat of my palm, and he was literally muscle everywhere. With a face like the 49ers’ quarterback, Eli was one of the three most beautiful men on the planet by looks alone, but this went deeper.

      His eyes were a thousand shades of green. His nose was strong, Roman, but it led to tawny brows that shadowed the crevices of his eyes, giving him a darkness that could be spooky if you were on his bad side.

      His mouth was so soft, so kissable, but his smile and those eyes? Kind. They held traces of both, even though I knew his temper was quick to stir. Hadn’t I seen that last night?

      I thought about that, even as I reached up and traced his bottom lip.

      While he tensed some, I felt his control clamp down. Felt it in how his entire being grew rock-hard—his dick included. Until, out of nowhere, he began to soften.

      I’d already known the three of them had impeccable control, but to literally feel him control his fucking erection?

      I wasn’t sure whether I was impressed or wanted to pout.

      I mean, I wasn’t starting something, but the need to touch him was imperative.

      Just being in his arms, on his lap, made me feel a whole helluva lot better.

      I stopped touching him because I didn’t want him to think I was leading us somewhere I genuinely wasn’t ready for. I needed a time out, but I wanted it with him. Here, like this.

      So I tucked my face against his throat as I nestled my head against his shoulder, and murmured, “I can’t imagine them as troublemakers.”

      He chuckled. “That’s because you didn’t see them when they were fourteen. Rebekkah had no control over them. My father was a dick to do what he did. He had to know that alpha children need more care than the lesser ranks.”

      My brows rose at that. “They do?”

      “Yeah. Especially from the same gendered parent. For them to have to do without their father, an alpha, was really hard, and I tried to pick up the strain, but there was only so much I could do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Father loathed them.” He sucked in a breath. “Now that I have you, I kind of understand, but after last night’s conversation, I was thinking about it, and I realized that if you needed a fourth mate to ground you, if you were truly so powerful that it kept you sane and healthy? I’d deal with it, even if I truly hope it never happens. I’d have to. For you.

      “Which,” he grunted, “tells me that my father was a prick, and while I always knew that, it sucks because I did love him. He was a good father to me, but he was a shit alpha for the pack.”

      “You can right his wrongs,” I rasped, feeling his irritation and wanting to soothe him.

      “I can only try.” He sighed. “Anyway, when they were fourteen, they’d get into the worst shit in school. I had to take them under my wing—had no choice, or they’d have been expelled. Pulling stupid pranks—”

      “Ethan?” I jerked back to gape at him. “Ethan was pulling pranks?”

      “He wasn’t always the Tin Man he looks like now,” he said dryly. “Back then, he was a real piece of work.”

      “What changed?”

      He shrugged. “A girl. He got all serious with someone, and then she found her mate. It made him turn to books.”

      My nose crinkled at that. “I’m jealous. How stupid is that?”

      He shrugged. “Not stupid.” He pulled a similar move as I had earlier—ran his finger along my bottom lip—then he tapped it. “I wish you’d never lost your child, sweetheart, but my jealousy wishes that it’d been mine.”

      My eyes prickled with tears. A few days ago, I’d probably have taken that the wrong way. But now? I got it.

      I did.

      They hadn’t come to me pure, and I wouldn’t be going to them the same way either, and we both accepted that, but it didn’t stop the wolves inside us from demanding more. Demanding everything.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I rasped, “There’s an irony to the fact that I wouldn’t be here, that we might never have found each other, if it weren’t for the steps I took back when I was a kid.”

      “No, I’m not surprised. It’s not irony, it’s fate.” He reached up and cupped my chin. “We were always meant to be on this path, but I just wish you hadn’t been hurt along the way. I wish—”

      I gently shook my head, caught his eyes, and whispered, “You don’t have to say another word. I understand. Maybe I wouldn’t have before, but now I do.” I released a whistle. “I know you wanted me to revert to human skin earlier than I did, but to be honest, I’m glad I didn’t. I think I’m more comfortable with the she-wolf than I might ordinarily be, and even though I’m still learning her and she’s still learning me, I think it’s made us gel together better.”

      “Then I’m glad,” he said simply.

      “Would you tell me some of the stuff Ethan and Austin got up to?”

      His lips twitched. “You really want to know? You should ask them. In fact, ask Austin. He’s a great storyteller.”

      “He is?” I queried, my eyes wide at the thought, then I tipped my head to the side and said, “No, that’s dumb. I can see that.”

      “If he could sit still without getting bored, he’d make a fantastic recanter—”

      “Recanter?”

      He winced. “Sorry, I forget you don’t know all the terms. It’s interesting, really, but there are two positions in the pack both of them would fill perfectly. Ethan would make an exceptional keeper—they look after the pack’s library, recording everything and making sure our history is never lost. Then there are the recanters—the storytellers. The ones who pass down the fables, who teach the children the legends.”

      I perked up at that. “I could see Austin doing that. That’s how the Roma pass on their history—through stories and through songs.”

      “I’ve had my eye on him for that role for years, but he never seems to grow up.” He grunted. “Maybe when we’re a bit older, he’ll be ready.”

      “You should have faith in him,” I chided. “I think he’d like the responsibility.”

      He shook his head. “I know my brother,” he replied dryly. “Anyway, I need him as enforcer for a while. Until we can get things settled, then…”

      When his voice waned, I tipped my head to the side as I studied his beautiful face. Kali Sara, how was a man this handsome mine? It was beyond belief. Not only that he would treat me as if I were a porcelain doll, as if I were precious, but that he’d treat me as his equal?

      It blew my mind.

      Because I didn’t want him to notice my goo-goo eyes, I prompted, “Then what?”

      He shrugged. “This rite of my mother’s. It never made sense to me.”

      “You mean, how she ended her life in return for you to gain a mate?” I blinked, because it sounded nuts to me, but what about this world wasn’t a little crazy?

      “Yeah, that’s what I mean,” he rumbled, his gaze distant. “When she came to me with it, I never expected it to work. Never wanted it to work. Then it did. And barely a few hours later, I had you in my life. There’s no denying A led to B, but I’m curious where the hell she came up with A in the first place.

      “I don’t have the time, patience, or wherewithal to focus on that at the moment. The pack’s changing for the first time in years, so I need to manage things from the top, but…” He hitched a shoulder. “It’s going to wear on me for a while.”

      I could see that, and though I wanted to soothe him, I had no answers, no way of easing his confusion. “You don’t want him as your enforcer forever?”

      He pulled a face. “Truth is with Ethan as beta, and Austin as enforcer, the lines between the roles will blur. Austin won’t realize that yet because he has self-esteem issues, but it’s true. Ethan looks to books, but he’s a strongbox—has no desire to impart his knowledge. That’s why he’d be a perfect keeper. Austin? He’s a gifted storyteller. The recanter is both. He’ll feed off Ethan’s knowledge banks, just like Ethan will look to Austin to shore up his position.”

      “So the roles will blur again?” I nodded, understanding where he was coming from.

      “Exactly.” His smile was wry. “But I can’t afford for that to happen yet. So even though I do want answers, they’ll just have to wait. Their current positions are going to be a nightmare. Betas are usually stronger than Brandon was, so Ethan is going to have a shit ton of work to do, which Austin, naturally, will help with.” He sighed. “Father let Brandon be beta for political reasons. He always was a fool.”

      “What were they?”

      “Stupid ones. Brandon’s father was beta before him. It doesn’t matter that a hundred different wolves could have challenged Brandon for the role and would have won, Father would have never sanctioned the challenge on purpose.”

      My brow furrowed at that. “That seems wrong. That isn’t how it should work, is it?”

      “No, it isn’t. Might over right is never the way to govern a pack as extensive as this one. We’re not the biggest, but we cover a lot of territory, thanks to where we’re positioned, and we have prime grazing land that a lot of packs would fight us over and that the humans want to build on.

      “The last thing we need is to get into politics, but Father insisted.”

      “Are you going to change things back?”

      He shrugged. “Already have. The next step is the council.” His gaze turned pensive. “I’ve been planning this, behind the scenes, for a long time. I might have seemed like I was leading the pack passively, continuing my father’s legacy, but I wasn’t.”

      That didn’t surprise me—Eli was a determined man, and determination often required someone who was willing to think twelve steps ahead. To ease him, I murmured, “Thank you for talking about this with me.”

      His spine stiffened at that. “Of course! Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because I’m only a woman,” I rasped, feeling a little awkward.

      “Only a woman?” He snorted, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Well, it takes only a woman to make this man very happy. You’re not ‘only’ anything, Sabina. You need to know that right from the start.”

      I bit my bottom lip, unable to deny that I loved that answer. “That’s my past talking. Business was never discussed in front of womenfolk.”

      “Idiots. Some of the best members on the council, even though it’s useless right now, have always been women. That’s why when I overturn them and gradually bring in new players, I won’t be doing it the way my father did.”

      I thought about what I’d learned last night, and, tipping my head to the side, I asked, “You won’t allow a married couple a dual seat on the council?”

      His eyes lit up with amusement. “Only a woman, my ass. You spotted that?”

      “Spotted what?”

      “That they’re all couples.”

      “Well, it was obvious,” I said with a frown, unsure why he was praising me but ridiculously glad for it anyway.

      “Not so obvious.” He tapped my nose. “You’re a lot keener than you even know. Our council has always consisted of couples, but the men rule with their dicks, and the women are smart but get ignored. That’s going to come to an end under my watch.

      “Anyhow, omegas are always an integral part of the pack. They always have their ways of getting involved in the business at hand. I never expected you not to want to know how I was going to do things, just so that you could prepare the pack emotionally for the changes that are coming.”

      His words had my eyes flaring in surprise. “You want me to prepare the pack?”

      His lips twisted. “Yeah. I do. But like we keep telling you, things change when you’re claimed. You might even start to hear them the second we’re joined. You won’t just be able to affect their moods and emotions, but you’ll be able to project to them as well and hear their thoughts if you try to tune in.

      “At least, that’s what Mom could do.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding. That’s incredible!”

      “You’ll be just as incredible. For whatever reason, you need three mates, not just two. Mom was strong, but clearly, you’re going to be stronger.”

      I could hear his pride in me, and though it filled me with warmth, it also made me nervous.

      He tutted. “You won’t let me down. Honestly, love, you don’t know what you’re capable of yet. An omega only accesses her full powers when she meets the man or men who can anchor her. How can she be exposed to the full reaches of her abilities if she has nothing to keep her grounded, hmm?”

      “I think I can understand why now,” I muttered. “Especially if you expect me to be able to hear all those people’s thoughts, and to be able to help make their moods better.” I cleared my throat. “Without going crazy.”

      “You won’t.” His lips twitched. “That’s what we’re here for. But that’s exactly how strong you’re going to be. It might take some time for you to work into the role, but you’ll get there. Of that I have no doubt.”

      Snuggling into him, I stared across the beautiful pond, safe in his arms, even though I was nervous about what this place held for us. “You have faith in me, don’t you?”

      “More than you even know,” he rasped.

      “Thank you,” I said on a sigh, and when he wrapped his arms around me tighter, I sighed again, loving his touch, needing this so badly that I didn’t understand how I’d survived without it.

      Kian, the man who’d had all my heart for so many years, who I’d been mourning since he’d passed, was a distant memory now.

      I felt bad about that, but I wasn’t the same Sabina as I had been before.

      I was different.

      I was transformed.

      And for the first time, I realized that wasn’t a bad thing to be.
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      Being with her like this was a blessing I’d never have anticipated.

      I wanted to be inside her more than I wanted my next breath, but fuck, I could see how fragile she was, and after viewing the carnage of the scene she and Austin had left behind, I got it.

      I did.

      That was a brutal challenge from the naturals, and even though I was curious what the fuck had triggered it, I was impressed that Austin had survived.

      I could scent no less than eight wolves, and while I knew how powerful Austin was, I was astonished nonetheless.

      Of course, things were different when a mate was involved.

      Especially a newly claimed one at that.

      Austin could have probably taken on twelve, and he’d have made sure that Sabina would have been safe, that was simply how we worked.

      However, what did come as a surprise?

      The smell of cordite in the air.

      Gunpowder.

      Interesting.

      More than that, a scent I remembered…a scent… It couldn’t be. The last time I’d smelled that strong odor was back when Father still lived.

      Shrugging off the thought, I peered around the site, trying to discern what had happened here. I’d left Sabina by the pool, curled up on the shore, comfortable, even if she was uneasy with being here again.

      A part of me was jealous that Austin had gotten that time with her where she could be free from worries, but also, this was my time. I had to make the best of it and make her comfortable.

      It was why I was tilted the way I was.

      Half veered toward her, just in case another threat appeared, while looking over the scene of the crime, as it were.

      I’d already seen how the magic had taken away my clothes, and before she’d rolled out of the pool, she’d summoned a comb, so it didn’t take much to figure out the state of play in this world.

      “I need a BLT,” I rasped under my breath, and just as she had, I held out my hands.

      When one popped up, I’d admit to thinking that was one of the coolest things I’d ever seen, but then, this was another place.

      Another time.

      Yeah, she’d drowsily clued me in on her nickname for this place as she was drifting off to sleep, and it fit.

      Even as I had to wonder where we were and when, mostly I was trying to figure out what was going on.

      I knew for a fact that all mated couples didn’t go through something like this.

      It wasn’t that complicated. I knew because this place had an unmistakable scent.

      And when Austin and Sabina had returned to us?

      They’d reeked of it.

      It wasn’t a bad scent, more like the earth after a good rainfall—a rich, pure aroma that was entwined with lavender and water, a smidgen of fire, and perhaps even some ozone.

      I’d smelled it once before.

      And that was the key word.

      Once.

      I’d smelled it around my parents when they were together.

      That told me what was happening here.

      This was the Mother’s version of a bonding exercise for the leaders of her packs, but I could have done without it. I didn’t need to be here on some kind of fucking task while I just wanted my woman.

      She’d already been traumatized, and while this was evidently how an omega was prepared, how being tied to her alphas helped ground her, I didn’t need to add to the stress she was already under.

      So, I was trying to understand what was happening here, and I was pretty much failing.

      With the sandwich in hand, I retreated from the challenge scene, wondering if we were in danger for real.

      Austin had, without a shadow of a doubt, been genuinely injured. So it wasn’t like this was a dream or a fugue state.

      Any dangers were real and raw, but they were also planted for a reason.

      We were being woven together like a rich tapestry by a skillful hand, that much was clear.

      Munching on my sandwich, I pondered that as I returned to Sabina’s side. She’d rolled onto her back, displaying a lack of self-consciousness that surprised me.

      Most human shifters were very nervous when it came to being nude and comfortable in their skin.

      I guessed I had Austin to thank for that.

      Neither my wolf nor I were happy until I was sitting at her side, so close that my hip touched her thigh, and I sat there, viewing the place where I’d been crash landed like a Martian on Earth.

      It was spectacular. Like something from a book, with a majesty that was beyond my comprehension.

      Every color was a thousand times richer than the ones on Earth. They almost sparkled with an intensity that was borderline blinding.

      Everything from the grass to the sky, and to the water and the rocks that were around it.

      I was amazed and enchanted, even while I was wary.

      This situation was crafted purely for us, and that put me on edge.

      I had a feeling I knew the Mother’s score.

      Austin had to protect his mate against a large pack.

      Austin, who had self-esteem issues, who hid those issues in laughter and teasing, in fucking anything that moved to prove to himself he was good enough. Austin, who wasn’t sure of his place in the pack, who probably wouldn’t be sure of his place in his relationship with his shared mate…

      Now that he’d defended that mate from a pack of naturals, he was aware of his strength, knew he could defend her, and also? He knew Sabina wasn’t a delicate lily. She’d fought back. She’d helped during the fight.

      Their relationship was stronger as a result, and their own esteem?

      Higher.

      She had faith in him to protect her, and he had faith in her that she would have his back.

      The Mother was canny, but that meant she was working with our problems and our weaknesses, making us stronger, tying us tighter together.

      And me?

      I had a lot of issues, so that meant I was left wondering which the Mother had selected in the mate lottery.

      A sleepy sigh escaped my mate, and I twisted to look down at her, amused to see she was watching me.

      I tipped my chin to the side. “You okay, mate?”

      She smiled. “I like it when you call me that.”

      “Better than ‘love’ or ‘sweetheart’?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “Yep.”

      “Then you’ve got it, mate.” I reached for her hand with the one that wasn’t holding a damn sandwich, and raised it to my mouth, kissing her fingertips before I asked, “Want a bite?”

      “Of your butt? Sure!”

      I laughed, even as I handed her the sandwich. “It’s good.”

      “Everything is here.” Her smile faded, and she stared at the sandwich with distaste, so I wasn’t surprise when she put it on the ground where it instantly disappeared. “Until it isn’t.”

      Hating to see her amusement and contentedness disappear, I rolled back down to her side and turned my head to look at her.

      “It has a purpose.”

      “I figure everything does.” She shrugged. “Make a mated pair stronger, right?”

      “Yes, but I don’t think this is something that every mated pair goes through. This is unique for the omega and her alphas.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      I explained about the scent she and Austin had, a scent I sometimes smelled on my parents.

      “You mean they always smell of this place?”

      “Either that, or they sometimes returned here.” I shrugged. “I have no way of knowing. Maybe it’s the Mother’s idea of marriage counseling.”

      She laughed at that. “So whenever we don’t see eye to eye, we get shoved back here?”

      “Could be,” I said dryly. “I just recognize the scent, and I know I’ve never scented it anywhere else.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “That’s the mate bond,” I told her. Then, I reached over and pressed my hand to her heart. Not her breasts, her heart. “I can feel yours beating for Austin now.”

      “And you,” she rasped.

      I shook my head. “Not yet. Not until we’re claimed. It’s there. The link.” I closed my eyes. “I can feel it burning away, but it’s not cemented in place.”

      She pressed a kiss to my shoulder. “Eli?”

      “Yes.”

      “I-I know it’s crazy, but I already love you. Without the claiming even.”

      My lips twisted as I caught her gaze with mine. “I loved you the second I saw you in Ethan’s arms.” I released a sigh, then shielded my eyes from hers, closing them so I didn’t let her see all the secrets I wasn’t sure she could handle yet. “I knew what you were to me the instant I felt them approach. I waited for them, and then, when you were there, it was only confirmed.”

      “How?”

      “Scent, but more than that, the connection.”

      “Why didn’t the twins feel it?”

      “They did, but they were confused. They’d just lost their omega, and like I told you, the omega shields the pack from a lot. She’s the barrier between the pack and the rest of the world.”

      “That’s a lot of responsibility.”

      “It is. But you have the shoulders to bear it, and you have the mates who will shore you up.

      “Alphas rarely understand the power of the omega. Without her, we are nothing but a bunch of brutes. We have no softness, no means of seeking calm. We let the wolves out to play without fear of what that might cause. An omega is the true alpha of the pack. I, for example, am your servant. I’ve known that for a long time though, back when I saw how things were for Mother. I knew it then.”

      “Did your father?”

      “If he did, he was from another time and an era where women weren’t the bosses of men.” I shrugged. “I never bothered to argue with him about that because it was futile. He was who he was, and he believed what he wanted to.”

      “My father was a traditionalist too.”

      I snorted. “Mine would have made your father look like a modern thinker. My dad was ninety-eight when he died, Sabina. That’s a long time to be alive, and a long time to be set in your ways, especially when we’re all children of our generation.”

      She hummed. “I’m glad you’re not like that.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure I have my weaknesses too, but I recognize what you are, and I will always worship you for the calm you bring to us.”

      She reached over and cupped my chin, forcing me to look in her direction again. I didn’t open my eyes, though, not really wanting this conversation, even though I knew the importance of it.

      When she sighed my name, I looked at her because I had no choice. I needed to see her face when she sighed it like it was a benediction.

      Like my name on her lips was a prayer.

      When our gazes caught and held, she whispered, “Make me yours?”

      The words held power, especially after what I’d just told her, and though I wanted nothing more than to make her mine, I didn’t.

      Couldn’t.

      “You’re not ready. After what you went through this morning, you want time, and I get that. There’s no rush. We have all the time in this world.”

      She tutted. “You’re not listening.”

      One second, she was beside me, the next, she straddled me. Her hands moved to either side of my head, and she leaned over me, her large tits swaying with the force and speed of the movement, her hair draping over us like it was a curtain shielding us from the unseeing eyes this place had.

      I didn’t care about them, because I was of a dual nature. I was used to being out and exposed, free with nature and at one with it.

      Sabina?

      I was less sure if she’d be happy.

      But I found no shame in what we were doing, it was only natural. Only a declaration of intent, a cementing of vows that those very eyes who were watching us had granted us in the first place.

      In the cocoon of her hair, I sucked it in, loving that the scent of her was filling my lungs.

      I didn’t touch her, didn’t move my hands, because I wanted her to have this.

      I wanted her to own me, and when I took her again, I’d show her what it was like to be owned by me too.

      So I let her move, let her take things at her own pace.

      Neither of us said a word as she seduced me, but she didn’t realize she had no need to do so.

      I was hers. I was born to be hers, to claim her, to possess her. To be claimed and be possessed by her. But I figured this was a lesson she needed to learn.

      Just because I was the big, bad alpha of the pack, that didn’t mean I was that with her.

      I had another side, a side only she’d see, and I granted the Mother my thanks because in the real world, it might have taken me a long time before I’d have opened up to her all the way.

      When she kissed me, slipping her tongue between my lips, I sighed into the kiss, loving her taste, loving the way she played with me.

      I could feel her she-wolf in that kiss and was glad for it. I knew if I carried on being passive, the she-wolf would come out to play, demanding all of me, and that was exactly what I wanted.

      A lifetime of holding back, of having to restrain myself, wasn’t something I could easily vanquish, but she deserved all of me.

      The only woman, in fact, to ever get everything that I was.

      I shuddered at the thought, and inside me, where I could hear my wolf, I heard her she-wolf simply because both sides of her belonged to me. She yipped at my shudder, overjoyed at the chink she’d discovered in my control as she thrust her tongue against mine, making us cruise toward a higher plane that made me want to slam my hands into her hair, grip her tight, and hold her fast against me.

      But I didn’t.

      Not yet.

      Not yet.

      I shivered when her nails dragged down my belly, drawing nerve endings to life that were born to feel her touch, and as she did the same down my sides, I growled under my breath.

      She moaned at the sound, even as she pulled her mouth from mine. When her lips went to my throat, I stared up at the sky, which was in a perpetual twilight no matter how long we’d been here, and I let her torment me.

      Let her rile my beast, because only through riling me, would he come out to play.

      I’d have loved to let him loose, but it wasn’t as simple as that.

      A lifetime’s lessons. Decades worth of control building up into a wall that was impenetrable.

      That only she’d ever be able to knock down.

      I rasped out an exhalation when she sucked hard on my pulse point, but it was her moan of delight that got to me. And I sensed that was my Achilles’ heel.

      The enjoyment she found in teasing me, enticing me.

      The way she would rock her hips, grinding her pussy into my belly like what I was doing was the best foreplay ever. In truth, I was lying here, but she was getting herself off, and that was the biggest turn-on I thought I’d ever had in my whole life.

      She flipped her hair, letting the ends trace over my chest, and the sensation of that was electric. My stomach rolled, my back arching slightly with the move, and when she ground into me, I felt the claws around my control start to snap.

      Fuck.

      Though she was wet—I could feel her juices against my abs—she wasn’t ready for me.

      She wasn’t. They never were.

      I sucked in a breath, and instead of doing the sensible thing and warning her, I let my fingers dig into the earth to keep myself contained.

      She didn’t notice, not even when the sweet scent of the soil perfumed the air.

      She was too busy tonguing her way down my body, tracing the lines of my chest with her mouth and teeth. When she reached the part where her juices collided with my skin, I felt the gnawing ache in my soul as the wolf started making demands.

      The idea of her tasting herself, of her sampling her juices while supping from my flesh was a tease too many.

      I reared up slightly, my throat tensing as I watched her work down toward my dick.

      I could feel the pre-cum loading the tip, knew she was bare inches from it, and also knew that the second she touched it, that she tasted me, I was done for.

      I rasped, “Sabina?”

      She hummed, the vibration quivering against my stomach. “Yes?”

      Fuck, what? What did I want to say?

      Evidently, my reply wasn’t fast enough, because her mouth was there, sliding around the tip of my cock, and I let out a hissed breath that was both a curse and plea combined.

      I gulped, letting my head fall back as I dealt with the overload of sensations as she tasted me, humming with pleasure all the fucking while, and then she sucked, and that was it.

      My control snapped, and my hands tunneled into her hair, holding her still as I ground out some sharp, harsh exhalations.

      She made a rumbling sound that was pure she-wolf, and when she peered up at me through her hair, I saw her bitch staring back at me, and fuck, my wolf wanted to howl.

      I felt the breach in my control widen, snapping larger and larger, until the chasm was growing and he could sail through without any issue.

      The second he was free, she snapped her teeth at me, stunning me, and a growl rumbled from between my lips.

      She growled back, unafraid of the wolf that would have had most females pissing themselves right about now.

      “Straddle me,” I commanded, and seeing the arousal in her eyes was only another nail in the coffin of my limitations.

      When she nodded, I let go of her hair, even as my hands clamped down around her wrists.

      I held her with brute strength as she maneuvered around me again, and she didn’t dick around. Didn’t try to tease me.

      She sensed where I was, and that was our wolves in communication.

      Now was not the time to try to play.

      She’d had her play time.

      This was different.

      I couldn’t fuck her like I wanted.

      Not this time.

      I needed her to do this, but when she did? When she was mine?

      And when I knew she could take every inch of me with no concern for her, I’d let go for real, and I’d fuck her like her bitch was asking me to.

      I ground out a groan when her slick heat collided with my cock.

      She was like molten silk around me as she slid up and down, getting us both wet with the juices that slipped from her.

      I wanted to growl at her over that, but I didn’t.

      Couldn’t.

      I was big, and she needed to lubricate us both, but more than that, the wolf wanted her scent all over my cock.

      The thought made me snap my teeth at her, and like she had earlier, from between the tangles of her hair that was still in a nest around her head, she peered at me, and as our eyes were connected, she rolled her hips.

      I held her wrists, and I refused to let go.

      “Mine,” I snarled, and the sound of that one word almost ripped me back to the here and now, because the human sounds, the vowels and intonations, all of them were blurred.

      My wolf was in control.

      Absolutely, indefatigably in control.

      I wanted to flinch at the sound, but I didn’t because fuck, it felt good to let him out. To be my true self in the here and now. With her. Only with her.

      “I won’t run,” she whispered, sounding more in control, and I felt her trying to soothe me.

      I could sense the tendrils of power coming from her, and I recognized, even more, that she didn’t even know she was doing that.

      But there was no soothing an alpha.

      Not when his wolf was riled up with need for his mate’s cunt.

      Her words, on the other hand, I believed, because I needed to let go of her wrists to do what needed to be done.

      So, with my teeth bared, I made the move slowly, needing to stay calm so I didn’t hurt her.

      She didn’t try to move away, her hands didn’t slap at me for release, she let me gather both wrists in one hand, and then, I reached between us.

      Grabbing a hold of my cock, I held it up, waiting on her to arch her hips so I could guide her onto me.

      She moaned the second the tip was inside, and her head fell back, the hair cascading in a tumble that was more beautiful than the waterfall beyond, and I watched as she slowly accepted me, taking all of me.

      All I had to give.

      I watched my cock disappear into her cunt, watched it sliding into that secret crevice, and only then did I let go of her wrists for a second before they were both in my grip.

      I used my hold on her to demand she move lower, and she did, coming onto her elbows. I knew it was awkward, but I didn’t care.

      I didn’t want her to fuck me, I wanted her to feel me.

      I wanted her to know who was claiming her pussy.

      I wanted her to know who was claiming her.

      She blew out a breath, letting a few locks of hair waft out of the way so she could see me better.

      I could see the sweat beading her brow, and even though, in her eyes, I saw the torment of her need, I felt it.

      Her pussy clamped around me in a dance that was like a wave, triggering delight in me.

      “Do. It. Again.”

      My order was barely intelligible, but she understood, and she did it again, moving up and down, doing fucking miraculous things without us having to break the connection forging to life between us.

      My need rumbled out from between my lips in a low groan, and hers escaped in high-pitched mewls.

      She worked us both.

      Drove us both insane.

      All while locked to me, tied in one place.

      Our skin was glued together with sweat, each breath began to slip from our lungs at the same time, and I could feel the second our hearts began to sync.

      And only when that happened, did I stop clasping her wrists.

      “Make me yours, mate,” I rasped, and she surprised me by sitting up and reaching for my hands again, bridging the fingers on my belly and starting to ride me.

      My nostrils flared as I started to arch my hips, bouncing up so she could rock into me, and only when she started to move faster, reaching her own pleasure, did I start to let go.

      When her cunt clamped down around me again, this time I knew why.

      I felt her explode, and as I began to come, I felt the knot surge into being.

      All my life, I’d longed for this moment.

      A moment where my knot would tie me to my true mate.

      The second I’d known what a cock was, what it could do, I’d wanted it locked into the woman who was born to take me.

      As it forged a connection that would only end in our deaths, I felt her stiffen as she climaxed again. The moment my cum slalomed into her, she growled, her she-wolf out and free, and my only response was to howl with her, my wolf as liberated as hers as they owned the moment.

      Owned us.

      And the joy of it was?

      I had nothing to be ashamed of, because she was as wild as me.
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      I woke up stiff, and that didn’t come as a surprise.

      When you fell asleep with a penis inside you, it was never all that comfortable. But when you woke up with one that was tied to you by some kind of crazy magic? Some odd barb that made me wish I’d trained to be a veterinarian so I’d know how the frickin’ thing worked?

      Even less comfortable.

      But the joy was, I was on top of him, covering him, and I woke up loaded with his scent.

      That had been intense.

      Ay caramba.

      So fucking wild, even though it had started off with him being like a goddamn ice man.

      Kali Sara, he’d let me have free rein over him in a way that I’d never have expected, but then, I’d come to realize why.

      His control was such that he was behind a wall, and I’d had to break down each brick, let myself through that wall, or alternatively, let him out.

      I knew he was free now.

      I could feel his wolf inside him, and my she-wolf was purring happily away in my soul too.

      It was strange to feel like I was two entities in one body, but also, it felt good.

      Right.

      And being with someone who was dealing with the same situation just made it better.

      I’d never felt his wolf before.

      Ever.

      Not unless he’d been shifted.

      And I knew that showed how deep he’d had the poor creature locked down.

      That the beast was free made me happy, and it made me determined to keep the wolf calm and Eli too, because quite clearly, he feared its power. Feared what it might do, and I didn’t blame him.

      The wolf?

      Powerful.

      In a way size couldn’t possibly explain.

      I’d seen the beast, after all. And while he was large, that was nothing compared to his spirit.

      It was epic.

      All-consuming too.

      In its presence, I felt like I was drowning in him, but not in a bad way. Not like how I’d felt earlier at the totem. Like he was teaching me how to breathe a different way.

      “No greeting for your mate?” he rumbled, making me realize he was awake.

      I jerked up, surprised enough to almost elbow him in the belly.

      He snickered, caught my arm before it collided, then held me up as he peered into my face.

      Behind the amusement, there was concern in his eyes, and I got it. I did.

      He was…

      Shit, he was terrifying.

      The beast was so powerful, it was like he had a black hole in his fucking soul, and yet, that beast was mine.

      He belonged to me.

      Man and wolf.

      And I wanted them both. I didn’t want him to tie himself up again, lock himself inside that wall he’d built to keep calm and controlled.

      I gnawed my bottom lip, suddenly feeling shy by that penetrative look. Even as he felt concern, I was nervous.

      I’d been born to control this man’s power.

      I knew that, and the knowledge settled into my bones like it never could have before.

      “Morning, mate,” I murmured.

      “You’re not scared of me,” he whispered back, and even though I heard my nerves, he was right.

      I wasn’t scared.

      Fear didn’t litter my greeting.

      “I’m not.”

      He sucked in a breath, shuttering his eyes. “You probably should be.”

      “You’ll never hurt me. That beast will never overwhelm me. You know that.”

      He grunted, then raised his arm and used it to cover his face.

      When he did that, I scowled at him.

      My mates were all so distinctive. Austin had been so playful and overjoyed at our connection. When I’d woken up with him, we’d played in the water for hours.

      Eli?

      I’d known he’d be different, but I didn’t realize how different.

      It wasn’t in a bad way, there were just so many facets to his nature and Austin’s, then throw in Ethan’s… I was realizing how hard it would be to manage the three of them.

      I mean, hard in a good way. Worth it. But the experience was a little awe-inspiring, because somehow, these three incredible men, these powerful creatures, were made for me.

      And what that told me?

      That I was made to handle them.

      That they were so powerful, only because I was.

      Talk about empowering.

      I bobbed down, quickly pressing a kiss to his lips. “I love you.”

      His eyes instantly flared open. “Still?”

      My heart softened. “Of course,” I told him. “Eli, you’re not a monster.” Gently, I kissed him again, not stopping until he parted his lips and let me inside.

      There was an irony to the fact that I was doing this, that I’d had to entice him last night.

      If it was some kind of reverse psychology, I’d never have believed it.

      How could a being this intensely powerful be vulnerable?

      But he wasn’t the monster he seemed to think he was. He was a human too, with feelings and needs, all with an awareness of what he could do.

      I thrust my tongue against his, soothing both of us, before I pulled back and rasped, “You don’t scare me, Eli. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      I watched his eyes flutter open, then he mumbled, “The last thing I want to do is scare you.”

      I knew that.

      And I also knew we’d probably be edgy around each other until he felt more at ease about opening up.

      This time here, maybe it would help him.

      Maybe he’d feel better in letting his wolf out and around if he grew accustomed to it in this safe space.

      Okay, so it hadn’t felt so safe earlier on when those fucking wolves had come out of nowhere, but still.

      Safety was relative.

      “I need the pool,” I said, then I went to pull us apart.

      He snorted when I shrieked as a powerful wave of pleasure whispered through me.

      “I’m alpha,” he stated. “That means we stay knotted for a while.”

      I gaped at him. “I slept on you!”

      He shrugged. “So? I slept too. It won’t release us this first time until—”

      “Until what? And why do you call it ‘it’ like your dick is in control?”

      He chuckled at that, and his eyes twinkled, revealing a humor that was a little sarcastic and a lot dirty.

      Man, this mate of mine had so much of him to explore.

      He was like the Louvre or something. So many different walkways to traverse, so much to discover and to learn.

      And I couldn’t fucking wait to go down each and every one.

      With a sigh of pleasure, I listened as he told me, “It isn’t my dick. It’s my wolf. He won’t let us go until he knows you’re not scared of him.”

      “Didn’t he hear that conversation? That whole ‘I’m not scared of you’ one?”

      He shrugged. “Evidently not.”

      “We can still go in the pool, can’t we?”

      I yelped when he surged upward in a wave of strength that had me gasping as, in less than fifteen seconds, I went from lying on him like a thick duvet to being in a standing position.

      “Warn a girl, Eli!” I shrieked, my body doing all kinds of interesting things as the change in position and angle messed with me.

      Gravity pushed me down harder onto his cock, and the sensation?

      Electrifying.

      I almost scrambled to grab him around the neck, using that as leverage to give myself some relief, but it was no good.

      With each step, I bounced against him, and my eyes clenched closed as we walked into the water. It splashed around us, and the heat of it sank into my bones the second I was under the surface, but fuck.

      Just, fuck.

      When he gently pried off my arms, I let him, and when I was laying out in front of him, only then did I open my eyes as the water supported my weight.

      His hands moved over me, exploring my curves with a delight that was unfeigned, and when he wished, “I need soap,” I squealed a little when it plopped onto my belly, which made us both laugh.

      As he splashed the bar in the water, built up a lather with it, then soaped me up, I wasn’t sure whether he was trying to kill me, calm me down, or turn me on.

      Every time he swiped his hands over me, his fingers caressing my sensitive flesh as he did so, my pussy pulsed around his cock, and his cock responded with a little throb that I felt deep in my soul.

      That throb was better than a vibrator.

      Fuck.

      I learned how insecure the wolf was when, an hour later, and a long soak in the pool, plus a dozen conversations, I was released from the knot.

      I felt the change in him instantly, the sigh of relief escaped us both, and what else did?

      Something gross.

      I felt our cum released into the water as well.

      My nose crinkled at the thought of staining the place where we drank, but before I could, his arms were around me and he murmured, “Thank you.”

      “For what?” I asked in surprise, my mind still focused on sperm and vaginal secretions polluting where we drank. I mean, I guessed I could wish for Evian, but still—

      “For accepting me.”

      I sighed, then reached up and ran my hand over his head. “You don’t have to thank me for that. It’s my pleasure, my honor. Hell, it’s my purpose in this world, isn’t it? To be yours?”

      He smiled against my skin, and I smiled back, loving that he was a little lighter.

      “Your wolf was scared, wasn’t he?” I inquired gently, slightly blown away at the thought of that beast being scared when it was so crazy strong.

      “There’s only one thing in this world that could terrify him,” he admitted.

      “What’s that?”

      He sighed, and then broke my heart as he disclosed, “Your rejection.”

      And that had me clinging to him wordlessly. I felt mute, unsure what to say, but then I realized that his wolf didn’t speak English, and all he needed from me?

      To be there.

      Though the man needed the words, and I was going to use them liberally to ease his concerns.

      “I love you,” I murmured. “It’s going nowhere, will never go anywhere because I recognize the truth—I was born to be yours. Just like you were born to be mine.

      “The Mother would never have put us together if we weren’t meant to be, Eli. You just have to have faith in me and in her. Can you do that?”

      His answer was to kiss me. The softest, most tender kiss I’d ever experienced in my life, and I’d never forget it.

      Not until the day I died.
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      When I woke up in Eli’s arms after what, I assumed, was the fourth night here, I yawned out my fatigue.

      I was exhausted, but in a good way.

      My body was sore and loaded with aches and pains that I hadn’t experienced in years, but I felt good as I awoke in his embrace.

      The man was insatiable. And I knew why.

      If he’d been holding back all this time, I could only imagine how goddamn boring sex had been for him.

      Hell, more of an exercise in torture than anything else.

      We’d spent the last few days getting to know each other, and more importantly, learning how the other worked.

      He was a caregiver, and I didn’t even think he knew it. In his mind, it wasn’t giving care to rule the pack. It was duty and took strength and control. But he was. I knew that from how he cleaned me every day. How he rubbed my legs and body, and how he applied lotion to my skin like he was trying to figure out how to end world hunger.

      He was careful.

      Every move he made, it was like he consulted some inbuilt monitor that I had no access to.

      He watched the world with an eye that even Ethan and Austin, though strong alphas, didn’t.

      There was something about his caution that made me feel safe. And while Austin had achieved that, Eli compounded it.

      With two strong mates always willing to fight for me, I knew I was safe from my past.

      Safe from my boogeyman, and that liberated me in a way I’d never have imagined possible.

      If Eli was all twisted up inside, tangled in fears and concerns and dread, I was just as muddled.

      But through him, I realized that if I stayed that way, he’d never be allowed out either.

      And I wanted that.

      His wolf needed to see the light of day more.

      Austin had told me how Eli rarely shifted, so I knew he contained his wolf not only mentally, but physically too.

      And the she-wolf?

      Demanded the wolf.

      There was no messing around with her either.

      She knew who her mates were now. Knew the mettle of the men. Testing them with silly tricks to make them lose control wasn’t something she needed to continue doing. In fact, I knew I’d have to apologize for trying to trip Austin up that way.

      It had been stupid of me and wrong.

      “What’s wrong?” Eli asked sleepily.

      I blinked at him, taken aback by his realization that I was upset about my treatment of Austin. “Huh? Nothing.” Aside from feeling like I’d been riding a horse for ten days straight.

      Which, I guessed, I had been doing. What with Austin and Eli? Sheesh.

      Poor Ethan. When it was his turn, I was just going to fall asleep on him.

      The thought, however, sent longing through me.

      I wanted him here. I wanted Austin.

      This was mine and Eli’s time, though, and I embraced that, all while longing for the moments when we could come together as a unit like a jigsaw puzzle put back together again.

      I sighed at the thought, then murmured, “Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Your she-wolf was grumbling.”

      I loved how he knew that.

      Sometimes, he knew what the creature wanted more than I did.

      “She was?”

      “Yeah. You sore?” He peeped at me through dense lashes that would make any woman jealous. “I can give you a massage again, if you want?”

      My lips curved at that. “As kind and generous as that it is of you, mate, we both know it’ll end up with me on my back again. Or my knees.”

      He grinned, and the lighthearted expression made my heart happy.

      Smiles looked good on him, and I’d seen them so rarely in our recent past, but they were popping up with more and more frequency now.

      Something I was definitely proud about.

      If anything, I considered that a massive achievement, because if lightening his load was pivotal to keeping him sane, it wasn’t hard to make him laugh.

      He had a good sense of humor. It was just knotted in the web of his control, and until here, this place, I hadn’t known that. Hadn’t seen it or registered it, and I was so happy to see this side of him.

      Pleased with him, I reached over and rubbed a finger down his nose, then a strange thought occurred to me.

      “Why can’t I hear you in my head?”

      His brows rose, then he blinked, seeming to register he couldn’t hear me either. That didn’t come as much of a surprise to me though. Telepathic communication was the last thing he was accustomed to. “I don’t know.”

      “Is something wrong, do you think?”

      His smile was tender, and the sight made me melt. Before the claiming, he’d been gentle with me. But now? It was like… Shit, it was like he looked at me as though I’d set the world on its tracks for him.

      Which was crazy because the world was nuts, and I wasn’t much better in the aftermath of what had happened to Austin.

      The time with Eli had soothed me though, I had to give the Mother that—even if I really didn’t appreciate her throwing me into the crapper the way she had.

      “Mate,” he half-crooned, reaching up to push a lock of hair behind my ear. “You needn’t worry about our connection.”

      I hummed under my breath. “True.”

      When a scent wafted through the clearing where we rested, strong and pungent, but not fetid, the sudden urge to be my other self hit me.

      It was weird.

      Like a switch clicking on and off in my head where there’d never been a damn switch before as a compulsion to act overwhelmed me. Dazedly, I murmured, “I want to run.”

      He blinked at me, then stared down at my breasts. “I wouldn’t be averse to the show—”

      Even though my brain was decidedly on other things, I grinned at him, because it was such a man thing to say, and Eli, while all man, wasn’t like a usual guy. Austin was quite capable of leering at me as I did a two-mile jog with no clothes on. Eli? While I was sure he’d look, he would never hoot or holler at me as I did so.

      Austin?

      Hell yeah, he’d be down for that.

      My lips curved wider at the thought, as did the realization that I genuinely missed him. And Ethan.

      But I’d admit, Austin more than Ethan. That totally made me feel shitty, but Kali Sara, I knew why. The second Ethan was mine was the second that I’d be so fucking ready to never be away from any of my mates.

      The thought of being with the three of them, however, made me want to purr.

      Unfortunately for me, I’d changed, but I hadn’t changed to the point where my she-wolf could suddenly do cat things.

      My she-wolf.

      Just the thought was a reminder of her wants and needs, and right this second?

      She wanted out.

      Now.

      Right now.

      Completely in the dark, and unable to do anything other than obey, I stood up, and without another word, shifted.

      I didn’t even want to reply.

      I needed to run.

      The urge was in me.

      Out of nowhere.

      Maybe in another place, I’d have questioned why. Would have questioned what was going on, but here and now? I wasn’t questioning anything.

      Couldn’t.

      The only thing I could do was run.

      Run my fucking ass off.

      So I did.

      And within seconds, I felt the air itself shift as Eli’s wolf made an appearance.

      The effect on me was staggering.

      It was like, out of nowhere, the place throbbed with an ominous atmosphere, even though I knew Eli would never in a million years hurt me.

      I’d been running, not away from him, but running toward the forest behind the pool where I knew Austin had been making weird noises that time before the attack.

      Now?

      I came to a halt.

      I had to.

      Eli was so dominant that my she-wolf felt like she was magnetically attached to him.

      Though that chafed at my independence, it wasn’t like I had a choice. When he approached me, his muzzle ran all along the side of my body. He scented me, all of me. From my sides to my snout to my butt.

      Of course, that was when I ground out, “Back off, bud.”

      When his voice connected with me, I sighed with relief, even as I wanted to roll my eyes. “I’m not your bud,” he rumbled, and if he’d been in human form, and I as well, I’d totally have jumped his bones.

      Fuck.

      That voice?

      Alpha.

      And while it was enough to make the she-wolf quiver, I was glad when he pushed alongside me, scenting me with him.

      I could feel that in the air now.

      The way his essence perfumed me like the best aftershave ever.

      He nipped at my heel, then barked, “Run free, sweetheart.” It came out as an eager yip in wolf form, but I’d take either command.

      He was right too.

      There was a sense of freedom that came with each step I took now that I was running with him.

      It made me realize what he’d done.

      When he’d shifted, he’d pulled some alpha mojo to get me to slow down, to make me stay put.

      “Jerk,” I muttered in my head.

      He snorted. “Wasn’t about to have you running off into danger, was I?”

      I’d have liked to argue about that, but my other mate was still probably feeling the aftereffects of a natural wolf attack back home, so it wasn’t like I could chide him for being a dick.

      I huffed, though, and carried on.

      Exploring the woods in this form was a revelation.

      As a human, it was beautiful. The sky was so mottled with color, it was like looking at the best kind of tapestry, because the strangely rich hues here were so much better in this form.

      I felt the wind brushing through my fur, and it scented of me and Eli, but also of honeysuckle. I could smell green verdancy too, and I was overjoyed to note that the temperature in this skin was perfect.

      Ambient so that, even though I was running hard through the underbrush, even though Eli and I were sniffing things out amid the different trees and brushes, hunting as it were through the majesty of this place, I didn’t feel overheated.

      Eli and I did that for over two hours.

      Exploring the place, enjoying its beauty. Wherever we were, be it heaven or some such paradise—with predators waiting in the wings—it was big.

      Huge, even.

      So expansive that it made me wonder what this place was for when it wasn’t being used by alphas to claim their omegas.

      But even as I felt Eli start to relax, especially after I’d been approached by his wolf and I hadn’t been scared—I knew my chiding him for sniffing my ass had both amused and relieved him—everything seemed to turn to shit.

      It hit me in the face exactly as it had with Austin.

      It was there and then it wasn’t.

      The scent. Again.

      The power in the air.

      It almost made me cringe.

      It was nothing like what he’d exposed me to before, this was different.

      I could sense it, even if I didn’t recognize it until the cat’s smell littered my space.

      The creature stank. It wasn’t earthy and pungent like I’d thought before—the beast had evidently wandered close to us, triggering my she-wolf’s response. But this scent was vile.

      Death and decay surrounded it, and only when I saw it leap out of the bushes at me, did I even realize what it was.

      A cougar.

      Where on Earth had that come from?

      I leaped out of the way just in time, but Eli, of course, was already in my space.

      He flew out of nowhere, colliding with the cougar, and as I felt him call on all his power, I wanted to die inside.

      I wanted to crawl inside my soul and hide, because this level of power was so intense it scared me.

      The cougar, quite naturally, was aggressive. Kali Sara, I couldn’t blame her. It was either act with aggression or just curl into a ball.

      I scented that she was a she, and she fought with a brutality that was almost beautiful.

      The pair of them struck each other, teeth snapping, claws raking, and blood dripping.

      It was different, so much different than what I’d been exposed to with Austin.

      There, it had been wolf against wolf, and inadvertent though it may have been, Ethan had prepared me for that with his beta challenge.

      This?

      This was different.

      Cougars fought differently. Biting and kind of, well, the only way I could describe it was to compare it to the butterfly stroke in swimming. The curve of its arm was lethal, the way she could stretch and rake her claws was perilous, and even though I was cowed into place, frozen not out of fear but Eli’s dominance, I realized how beautifully she fought.

      How majestic she was.

      Eli was dark and dirty. He nipped and tore, slashed and cut through her defenses, and then I heard it.

      The tiniest of muffled sounds.

      Horror whipped through me as I ripped through the hold Eli had me in and saw the small cougar cub ambling toward us.

      My eyes locked onto the tiny creature as he approached, mewling and crying for its mama.

      My heart pounded as I saw Eli start to attack the cougar with a ferocity that the beast was too drained to survive.

      I sensed her desire to defend her cub, and fuck, I couldn’t let this go on.

      She needed to limp away, go and be with her baby.

      I didn’t give a fuck that this was a different kingdom from the one I lived in.

      I knew this was pure animal, and that it might bite me in the ass at some point, but having torn through the first chokehold Eli had on me, I managed to shred through the rest.

      It was stupid. So fucking stupid. I knew that, but it wouldn’t stop me from doing it.

      As the creature was protecting its cub, Eli was defending me. Making sure I was safe.

      And I had to stop that.

      Neither the cub nor I were in danger. The ones who mattered to us, on the other hand, were.

      So I leaped forward, pouncing into the fray. My abrupt arrival had the cougar hissing, but she took advantage, surprising the shit out of me even as she swiped me with a claw, making blood spurt from my body, which had Eli snarling as my essence saturated the air, before she darted off. Limping as quickly as she could, she grabbed the cub in her teeth by the scruff and hurried away, leaving me a wreck on the ground.

      Eli howled, long and low, outrage and sorrow fueling the powerful sound, and I shuddered, hating that I’d caused that, but unable to feel regret.

      Even if it killed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Ten

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    








            Eli

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why the fuck did you do that?” I roared, but even as the thought whispered into her mind, we shimmied out of being.

      In seconds, we were away from the magical space and back in the circle.

      She lay panting on the ground, blood spilling free, as Ethan and Austin leaped forward to tend to her.

      While I was relieved to see Austin was back on his feet, I was terrified that the cougar had gravely injured my mate.

      Shifting back felt impossible.

      My wolf was outraged. Not only from the fight, which still had adrenaline coursing through my veins like I was back in the middle of it, but also from the way she’d done that.

      What the fuck had she done it for?

      Leaping into the fight—

      I’d had her locked down. Purposely locked down. Speared into place with my dominance. She shouldn’t have been able to break free of my hold on her, but she had.

      She’d fucking endangered herself in the process too.

      Outrage swirled with…

      Fuck.

      Was I impressed?

      I knew of very few wolves who had the power to do that. Who’d be able to break out of my hold.

      Ethan and Austin were two of them, but I highly doubted they’d be able to achieve it if I was as pissed off as I’d been back in the woods.

      I’d worked goddamn hard to make sure my wolf was under wraps. Just because he was out and ready to party now that she’d unleashed him slightly, didn’t mean I was easy with him wandering around loose.

      We were disciplined by nature, because we’d been forced to be that way. Years of lessons learned had shown us that.

      But the truth was, with our mate, we wanted to play, and today’s run had been a sheer joy. Not only because I’d been with her, but because she hadn’t been scared of me at all. We’d also been able to explore the crazy world that we’d been dumped in, and the truth was, I’d loved every minute of it, until it had gone to shit.

      My wolf wouldn’t release its chokehold on me, so I dashed over to her side, almost nudging Ethan and Austin out of the way.

      They both growled at me, and while they were still humans, their snapping packed a punch that didn’t hurt me because of who I was to them, but still, their defiance would have impressed me, too, if it wasn’t the wrong time for that.

      I dove at Ethan because he was the nearest, and because, even though I was outraged, my wolf still scented how Austin was healing.

      The second he saw me pounce, he shifted and snarled at me when he was on four feet instead of two.

      His head was as low to the ground as mine was, our shoulders hunched as we circled the other, trying to find an in, but even as the thought to attack him hit me, I felt her presence in my fucking mind.

      “Calm down. I’m all right.”

      The soft words, the tone, none of it mattered. Just hearing her did. I felt myself come alive again as I twisted around and saw her trying to sit up.

      That she was feeling weak was a given, and I turned to face her, instantly ignoring Ethan now that she was speaking to me.

      His rumble told me he was pissed off, but fuck that shit. I’d just been through a fight with a cougar, and as powerful as I was, cougars could take wolves down—especially one who’d been protecting a cub.

      The adrenaline was an issue, and I was going to be feeling fucking hyper for a good long while.

      The second I shoved my nuzzle against her, she sighed, and Austin’s hands hovered over her, stroking her as he tried to soothe her.

      She just lay there, panting, and I got it. She was not only in pain, but the power to leap into the battle when I’d had such a hold on her had to be immense.

      Like trying to break through a concrete wall with a rubber mallet.

      I nuzzled her, as did Ethan, and after a while, she yipped at us, then started to roll up.

      That she wasn’t talking to us, trying to calm us down, told me that she didn’t have the energy for it. I wasn’t okay with that, because I wanted to ask her how she was feeling, but also, I understood how she was having to hunker down.

      How long we stayed there like that, I wasn’t sure, but Ethan shifted back and said, “We need to get her home. She’s bleeding profusely.”

      “We need to get her to shift back,” Austin argued. “That will help.”

      “Like it did you?” Ethan sniffed. “You’re still injured—”

      “Yeah, true.” He pulled a face. “Whatever those creatures are on that other side, they’re powerful. More potent than any of the animals roaming this land.”

      I didn’t have time to worry.

      My wolf was growing more and more frantic over the deep black blood that oozed from his dozing mate’s side.

      Knowing that I needed to wrestle back control so we could do as Ethan said—go home—I managed to tear back the reins from the beast, even though that should have been as impossible as Sabina evading my hold.

      My issue with the wolf was that he could overtake me utterly, and that was why I never let him have full access.

      But here, now, we were both in apparent agreement that our mate needed me as a human.

      Which was when it clicked.

      Deep in my being, in my psyche, my fucking soul, I suddenly became aware of why this was happening the way it was. Why it had unfolded this way.

      Three creatures who weren’t scared of my wolf, one of them so pivotal to me that I wouldn’t be able to take a breath of air without her at my side, and none of them could be suffocated by my wolf’s dominance.

      And where she was concerned, my wolf would always give me free rein because, at her core, transformed humans were always exactly that.

      Transformed humans.

      Human beings first, then wolf second.

      For shifters, it was different. We were half and half, and dependent on the animal, the equilibrium could alter.

      As was the case with me.

      If I didn’t control the beast, he made up more than half of me.

      But even though that was true, here, in my new family, my new partnership, I didn’t have to be afraid anymore.

      My mate could stand up for herself.

      Hadn’t she proven that with Austin?

      My mate was strong enough to tear free of my dominance like she was pushing through the chains of a flycatcher hanging over a door.

      And, beyond that, she wasn’t afraid to get between two dangerous predators in the middle of a fight.

      It didn’t take a fucking genius to figure out that her seeing the cub was why she’d come to the cougar’s aid.

      She’d seen the way I’d been leading up to the killing blows, and she’d known that the cougar was injured.

      She didn’t want that cub to be without its mom, and now? It wasn’t.

      It was wherever the fuck that cougar had been.

      My shifts took less than three seconds, and while my body was torn apart by the magic, I heard Austin hiss, “For fuck’s sake.”

      I almost knew what I’d find the second I was back on two legs.

      Even if I wasn’t happy about it.

      They were here, but they weren’t.

      Just like the first time.

      I rubbed a hand over my face, prepared for Austin’s demand of, “What the fuck happened?”

      Though his tone pissed me off, I got it. I’d been with our mate. It was my duty to protect her.

      Just as he had.

      From a pack of eight goddamn wolves.

      Me? I couldn’t keep her safe from a fucking cougar.

      I shoved my fingers through my hair as mortification and horror filled me. “We were exploring the woods,” I rasped. “We ambled onto a cougar’s territory.”

      Austin winced. “Shit. I thought I scented them.”

      “You did?” I arched a brow. “Did Sabina?”

      He shook his head. “No. That last morning…” His brows wiggled, rising and falling as I saw him trying to process what had happened. From scent alone, I could tell he was still injured, even if he was mostly better. “I headed out to take a piss, and when I did, I knew something was watching me. I went off to try and find it, because that scent—”

      My nose curled because we both knew what the scent was like.

      Carrion eaters always smelled the same fucking way.

      Natural wolves had the odor too, but it was different. On our kind, it wasn’t alien, but it was on others.

      “Then, out of nowhere, I heard Sabina scream.” He ran a hand over his head and down to the back of his neck.

      When he rubbed it, I just muttered, “You fought them off well.”

      He shrugged. “Almost lost. Would have if she hadn’t pulled the goddamn gun out of nowhere.”

      I nodded. “That place, fucking weird, right?”

      “Yeah. Fucking weird.” He slouched over, his elbows stacking on top of his knees. “Once she’s claimed Ethan, maybe things will be a bit more normal.”

      My nose wrinkled at that. When I thought about what had just happened, and what had gone down with Austin, I could only imagine what lesson Ethan would have to learn. I knew, for our mate and him, it didn’t bode well.

      I just prayed to the Mother that by the end of it, they were both in one piece.
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      I’d expected the place because Austin had warned me.

      They’d only been gone a handful of minutes, far longer than the first time, even though it was relatively still no time at all, before he’d shifted and clued me in.

      I appreciated that, even as I eyed my new surroundings warily.

      I was in a copse of trees, only they were like no trees I’d ever seen before, coming in rich verdant greens that were beyond the color spectrum back home.

      I’d say they were glowing, or glittering, but that felt impossible, even for this place.

      Of course, that was denying just how odd this new realm was.

      In all the books I’d read, in all the shit I’d learned, from our culture and from the human’s, I’d never picked up on this before.

      On an alternate space where the Mother brought an alpha to claim his omega.

      Truth was, you’d think it would be widely discussed.

      Things like that cemented a leader’s power. Not only was he granted an omega, a mate, he was also granted a unique glimpse into the Mother’s world.

      A touch that was unlike any other.

      That it wasn’t discussed made no sense to me, but also, I got it.

      This wasn’t exactly how I’d expected to claim my mate. Yet here I was. In a clearing with cougar blood polluting the area, as well as my mate’s.

      I picked up on what had happened from scent alone.

      Eli had been close to killing the cougar—maybe he even had, though she’d clearly run away. Not before she’d taken a lick at our women who, somehow, had decimated the hold Eli had on her to leap into the fight.

      How she’d done that still perplexed me a little. Especially as the scent of his dominance polluted the space as much as the cougar’s scent did.

      She was a newly transformed she-wolf, even if she was the omega.

      It should make no difference.

      Yet she’d done so, managed to injure herself in the process, and here we were again.

      I stroked a hand over her dozing body, trying to soothe both of us, but it didn’t work. I hated the lack of a voice in my head, and I had to admit, I was disconcerted.

      Austin was always there, but he wasn’t here. And my mate, my connection to her, was somehow muted.

      I couldn’t get through, even if I wanted to, not without a headache exploding behind my eyes every time I tried, so I figured I needed to stop doing that and move the fuck on.

      She was still bleeding, and the sight of that told me if I didn’t do something to stop it, she might die.

      On my watch.

      Damn.

      Heart in my throat, fear in my veins, I jumped to my feet in this strange world.

      The copse of trees was filled with a rocky terrain that was covered in a deep moss. The rocks were there because I could feel them underfoot, even if the moss was slippery against my bare heels.

      I peered around the place, scenting out danger, but also trying to see if there were leaves I could use as a poultice.

      When I peered around the twilight-strewn area, the sight of one particular tree had me freezing in place.

      It was odd.

      Unlike the others.

      The leaves were thick, and from this distance, I could see they had a strange texture. There was fruit on it, too, and around them, there were a thousand little lights.

      Fireflies?

      Were they eating the fruit?

      Because it caught my eye, I couldn’t seem to stop staring at the tree or the fruit that had light dancing around them.

      That was the glitter I’d seen earlier, I realized, but it didn’t come from a light or from the sun overhead, since there didn’t seem to be any sunlight. It came from insects.

      I strolled toward it, something in my gut telling me I was being drawn to a path that I needed to take. As I approached, I could hear the buzz of the insects, and the lights seemed to alternate between dimming and growing brighter, like they were beckoning me toward the tree.

      When I reached it and peered up at it, I saw how massive it was, and the fruits were all hanging high on the branches.

      With an ease that came from a childhood doused in mischief, I started to climb the branches, hauling myself up the bark, uncaring that I was nude, that my body was scraped with the tree’s hard outer armor.

      I knew my strengths and my weaknesses.

      I had a certain single-mindedness that was akin to tunnel vision. But that was nothing compared to how I moved then.

      I felt almost like a zombie, under another’s will as I strove to reach the branches with the fruit that hung over eighty feet in the air.

      I moved until I was there, and I saw the flies were dining on the fruit as I expected, but there was one that had only a few around it.

      I wasn’t sure if they’d bite me or not, and while I didn’t care if it hurt, I cared about them somehow incapacitating me and never being able to return to my woman.

      So, I went for the fruit that was the least surrounded.

      It was plum-sized, but the flies, though tiny, like flying peridots, shone like LEDs, giving the fruit a disproportionate appearance.

      I eyed it, its flesh morphing from the green of a Granny Smith apple to the bright red of a strawberry. It had the coloring of a mango, I guessed, but there was something a thousand times more vibrant about it.

      It had a thick stalk that connected it to the tree, and I raised my hand, studying the movement of the flies to discern when I could snatch it off the stem.

      They moved in a counterclockwise motion that was close to transfixing, but I focused, knowing my woman needed me.

      I felt sure this was the answer.

      That I’d been led here for a reason.

      I sucked in a breath and snatched the fruit.

      The flies buzzed angrily, the sound so much more than they should have been capable of for their size, but when they darted away to another one, I sighed with relief.

      Tucking the stem, which was still connected to the fruit, between my teeth, I made the long journey down the tree in record time—i.e. quicker than I’d made it up there—and rushed over to Sabina.

      She was still alive, thank the Mother, but she was sluggish.

      Limp.

      I sighed with relief though, and tugged off the stem, before I dug into the fruit with my thumbs, tearing it apart.

      The blood that spilled from it almost had me jerking in astonishment.

      It wasn’t juice. Wasn’t even the flesh of fruit.

      It was human flesh.

      The sight was repulsive, the smell was too, and even though I wanted to back away, I couldn’t.

      I was compelled to offer it to Sabina.

      As it hovered in front of her nose, her eyes opened. She was confused, sleepy and exhausted from blood loss, but at the scent of the most repulsive fruit I’d ever seen—and I’d tasted fresh durian—she snapped her jaws at it, almost biting me in the process.

      She gnawed on that damn thing like it was a fresh kill, and even released a soft burp as she settled back on her side.

      I sat on my haunches, hoping for a fucking miracle, but when it didn’t come, I had no idea what to do next.

      She was sleeping, wasn’t restless, and just as I started to despair that nothing would work, I heard them.

      The buzz. I recognized it.

      A swarm was coming toward us. I wanted to grab her and run away from them, but I’d taken the fruit, and that was what they wanted.

      Damn!

      No matter where I took her, now that she’d eaten it, they’d come after us.

      I woke up with a bang, only just realizing that I’d been in a daze.

      I felt the control of someone else, and though it could have been a malevolent power, I felt certain it wasn’t.

      That didn’t fill me with faith, however.

      My supposedly sound reasoning had seen me climb a tree, pick a fruit, and feed said fruit to my mate.

      My injured mate.

      A piece of fruit that could be poisonous for all I goddamn knew.

      I shook my head at myself and started to wave my arms, uncaring now if they gnawed on me, wanting them only to avoid Sabina.

      But no matter what I did, the swarm, which felt like every single bug from the tree had come to visit, surrounded her in a cluster.

      She was one big ball of light, and whenever I tried to wave them away, free them from her, she yipped at me.

      In truth, that gave me hope, so with nothing else to do other than wait, I decided to watch and worry at the same time, because that yip?

      Told me not only was she not asleep anymore, not dazed, she was okay with what was happening.

      And I had to have faith.

      Even though it was really goddamn hard to have that right about now.

      The light was blinding, enough to brand my eyes with the glare, and I wanted to look away, but fear told me that if I did, she might not be there in the next second.

      I had already seen how strangely time passed. There’d been less than three or four minutes between her and Austin disappearing before they returned, and with Eli, she’d been gone over ten or so minutes.

      Only the Mother knew how long we might be parted. To be away from her, forced apart…that was the last thing I wanted. Or needed.

      I was so ready to claim her, I was about to fucking howl.

      I needed to be tied to her. Needed it like I needed my next breath, because if I was tied to her, I’d know how she was doing, what she was thinking and feeling, enduring.

      I stared at the flies as the humming rose to a crescendo that I was sure I could feel in my bones, the vibration throbbing through my skull like the power of a pneumatic drill, and suddenly, just like I’d clicked my fingers, it was gone.

      The lights winked out, and I stared, aghast, as they all fell to the ground, surrounding her in a pile of dead things that were so small, I barely saw them in the dim light.

      What I did see?

      My mate’s naked, sleeping form.

      I sighed at her beauty, loving that she was back in her skin, because that meant I could hold her as I moved her around.

      She was still sleeping, and that was fine, since I saw her belly wasn’t torn to shreds. If anything, she was back to normal.

      Perfect.

      In all ways.

      Relieved to the point of fucking tears, I shrugged my feelings aside and instead, gathered her in my arms.

      She was a deadweight, but that was nothing I couldn’t handle.

      Maybe I should have kept her there, close to the tree, but I wasn’t sure if this place was safe. The cougar had attacked here, what was to stop her from coming back if we were trapped in the clearing for days? That’d be enough time for both the beast and my mate to heal some.

      No, I needed to put some distance between us.

      With her in my arms, her skin against mine, my heart settled some, making me realize just how fast it had been beating. How hard the panic had filled me.

      We seemed to walk for ages, but I carried on tracing Eli’s original path to wherever they’d come from.

      I knew that Austin had felt sure he’d been with her for five nights, so I knew there was definitely somewhere safe for us to find shelter. Even if wolves had entered his territory…

      Nowhere, technically, was safe in a place where I couldn’t reconnoiter without leaving my woman unguarded.

      Not going to happen.

      Just the thought had me tipping her up so I could press a kiss to her forehead.

      She sighed, and almost scared the shit out of me when her arms moved up to curve around my neck.

      The kiss… Was she Sleeping Beauty or something?

      Before I could overthink shit, she didn’t improve my mood by waking up.

      No, she just sighed, cuddled into me, and squeezed my neck like she was awake.

      But she definitely wasn’t.

      Even now, I couldn’t hear her, so she was either unconscious, which felt impossible with how she was able to cling to me, or she was unable to communicate with me at all here.

      Loneliness speared me yet again, and it was with relief that the sudden tumbling of water made itself known to me.

      When I peered over into the distance, squinting slightly because the light was so strange here, and amid the trees it was even fainter, comfortable, but still a little difficult to see into the far distance, I could discern the pool Austin had described.

      If it wasn’t for the fact that Sabina and he had been knocked out, I’d have thought them both insane.

      Seeing, however, was believing.

      I tugged her tighter to me, needing her close, now that I was utterly alone in my head.

      Having never been that way in my life before, having always had Austin, always having that numbskull’s presence inside my head, I had to admit…I’d appreciate him a lot more from now on.

      Mother, my brain felt like a vacuum, and the only thing that was tying me to an odd sort of sanity was the strong hold she had on my neck in this even odder half state, where she was neither awake nor asleep.

      I led us to the pool, and since we were both naked, it didn’t seem too much of a stretch to figure that she wouldn’t mind getting wet. Especially not when I waded into the water and felt just how perfect the temperature was.

      I sighed, appreciating the heat against my muscles as, eventually, I settled with her on my lap and in my arms, my lower body up to mid-waist in the water.

      For a moment, I did nothing other than just behold her.

      She was precious to me in so many ways she’d never know, but at that moment, she was a fucking lifeline.

      Austin and I had a love-hate relationship.

      We worked together, lived together, and truthfully, if things hadn’t worked out the way they had with Sabina, I’m not entirely sure what would have happened.

      Neither of us had ever talked about it, but damn.

      Without Austin in my life, there’d be a gaping hole.

      How had I only just realized this?

      There’d been no doubt about how the challenge would work out with Brandon. He was a weakling. I’d seen dogs who fit the role of beta better than he did. And that was saying something.

      I actually knew some very smart pit bulls.

      But what he’d gone through?

      He might not have lived.

      And what Sabina might have gone through?

      If she’d died…

      Mother.

      I’d have been alone.

      Without the claiming to tie me to her, like her bond with Eli and Austin did, I’d have been alone.

      I would have no one in the universe with me as they, too, perished after her passing.

      Christ.

      My throat felt thick, and my heart pounded in my chest as the sheer weight of those thoughts hit me.

      Slowly, I raised her so she was higher up on my chest, and I hugged her to me.

      Needing the connection.

      The confirmation.

      I could hear her heart beating. Not too softly, not too quickly. Just the right rate.

      She no longer stank of blood and gore, the odd flies had cleansed her of that—just the thought made me want to cringe—and everything about her appeared to be as it had been before.

      So, why did I feel so different if she was the same as ever?

      The press of my cheek to her temple grounded me in ways I couldn’t explain, but it sent relief bellowing through my system.

      I just sat there, for hours on end, wishing for a cigarette, staring at nothing with her in my arms, grateful Austin was alive, grateful for my mate, and grateful that we had Eli to unite us together.

      They said the Mother worked in mysterious ways, well, this was living proof of that.
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      I awoke thinking I’d peed myself.

      Never a nice sensation.

      I tried to think if I’d had that dream where you were using the bathroom, but actually, you weren’t. I could still remember that happening when I was fourteen and my brother not letting me hear the end of it.

      Even as my lips twisted into a grimace at the memory, I forced my eyes open because, the memory hit me.

      I no longer slept alone. For nearly a dozen nights, I’d slept tangled up in another’s arms… Had I peed on one of them too?

      Before mortification could hit me, I opened my eyes, and when I saw the pool, my brow furrowed.

      That I was back here again didn’t come as a surprise, considering I still had to claim Ethan, but that I hadn’t peed the bed made me so damn happy, I almost chuckled.

      Even as memories of what had happened—of the cougar, of Eli’s wolf’s power over me and how I’d shed it off like it was a second skin—flooded me, none of it held the force of my relief.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I sighed at the gruff voice.

      Eli was somber. Ethan was just plain serious.

      Both of them either needed a chill pill or some happy gas, and lucky for them, I came free and with no co-pay.

      I nuzzled my forehead into his chin and muttered, “Nothing. Just good to wake up in your arms.”

      He sighed, and the scent around him surprised me. Especially since I was, essentially, smelling his feelings.

      He smelled of Ethan.

      Like musk and the spice of sandalwood.

      But beneath it, I felt something else…

      “Are you okay?” I peered up at him, frowning as I did so. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” He shrugged. “You’ve been out of it for a little while.”

      “How long’s a little while?”

      “Long enough for me to get pins and needles in my arms,” he replied, and with Austin, I’d have laughed because it was a joke, with Ethan, it was a statement of fact.

      I wiggled out of his embrace, concerned for his poor arms, but he hauled me back to him.

      Okaaaaaay.

      Something was definitely not right in the state of Denmark.

      I cleared my throat as I pulled back slightly so my nose wasn’t plunked into his pecs, but fuck, it was a nice place to be.

      Especially with that musk and sandalwood scent?

      Even more powerful from that pulse point.

      I almost purred at the taste of him against my lips too, but I didn’t.

      Something was wrong, which was quite clear with the way he was holding me, but I wasn’t really in a position to move.

      One of my arms was around his neck though, and yup, I had pins and needles too.

      Ouch. But I ignored the discomfort of the limb coming back online, and instead, squeezed him, trying to comfort him, even though I wasn’t sure why he needed comforting.

      Unless…

      Had he thought I was going to die?

      I supposed it had been a possibility, and while I had no faith in the Mother or her will, I felt certain that we might leave this mating circle we were in with a missing limb but our lives intact.

      Just, at any rate.

      She was putting us through our paces, giving us things she didn’t think we could handle on our own, making us evolve to her pace, not ours.

      I’d be pissed about that, if I didn’t feel so fucking empowered.

      And hell, that was an understatement.

      I didn’t feel just fucking empowered.

      I felt phenomenal.

      Like I could do anything, take on the goddamn world, and show them my ass, wiggle it, then give a sweet ‘fuck you’ to anyone who disapproved.

      For someone like me, someone who’d been on the run all her life, someone who’d been a victim, these emotions were almost an aphrodisiac.

      Maybe later, I’d want to cry about how great I felt. Now?

      I just wanted to understand what was going on with my man.

      It figured that he was the strong and silent type.

      Not exactly helpful when I was trying to figure out what was wrong with him.

      Sighing, I rubbed my nose against his chest, hoping that would soothe him.

      His head tipped down, and his forehead bumped my temple softly.

      His breath whispered over my cheek, along the lobe of my ear. Sensation shot through me, but I dampened it down.

      Tempered it, because he was still seeking comfort.

      I strained to hear his thoughts, but wasn’t altogether surprised when they weren’t there.

      Was that the issue?

      I thought about how to resolve that, because with Eli and Austin, each time had been different. Just claiming Austin had connected him to me, but with Eli, only when I’d shifted had I been able to hear his thoughts. So for Ethan, I had no solution.

      Which sucked.

      So, because I didn’t know what to do or what to say, I sighed and just hugged him as much as I could in the twisted embrace I was sitting in.

      The scent of desperation escaped his pores, and it was so powerful, I had no alternative but to whisper, “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “The truth is hard to hear,” he rasped, making me tense in his arms.

      The truth was always the hardest option, in my honest opinion. No one ever said that the truth didn’t hurt.

      “I can take whatever it is you’re feeling.”

      He sighed, his breath making my hair gust a little, and as the ends tickled my skin, prompting me to shiver, he tucked me tighter into him and murmured, “It’s better now.”

      When he squeezed me, I figured out why.

      Because I was awake.

      Plus, Austin?

      While he was the more ebullient of the two twins, he also hadn’t had to deal with Ethan’s almost death as well as my almost death too.

      Shit.

      If anything could have prompted me to move, to shift out of the odd position I was in, it was that. I scrambled, shoving away from his hold until I could straddle him, until my arms could slip around him and I could embrace him with my entire body.

      The second he understood what I was doing, sensed that I wasn’t trying to get away from him, he squeezed me back.

      “I’m sorry.”

      My words had him tensing. “Why on Earth would you be sorry? You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “I’ve brought chaos—”

      “Fuck chaos. Fuck it in the ass.”

      His statement had me snorting, but it was his vehemence that made me pull back to peer at him so I could giggle up at him.

      “Fuck it in the ass, huh?”

      His grin was slow in coming, and when it did, it was sheepish as hell, but that didn’t stop it from making an appearance. Kali Sara, it was better than the sun coming out in this place’s endless twilight.

      I wanted to bathe in the rays of that smile.

      Wanted to dance in it, for God’s sake.

      Something about my most serious mate smiling at me, almost playfully, his words almost a joke in themselves, hit me right in the ovaries.

      Not the most ideal moment, perhaps, but hell, he was mine.

      I was his.

      And this place?

      Even though it was apparently an ‘almost’ death trap, it was for us.

      Constructed for us, to bring us closer together.

      Unable to stop myself, I pressed a kiss to his lips, then moaned when he kissed me back.

      I almost hadn’t expected him to do that, had thought whatever he was going through was too much, but evidently not.

      I sighed as he took it further, his hands moving up to my hair to hold me in place, even as one coiled the ends into a rope and used it to arch my head back.

      His tongue thrust between my lips, dancing with mine a few times, but within seconds, he was on the move, and I wasn’t about to complain.

      He nipped down my throat, sucking and suckling along the way, his tongue dancing as it moved across the hypersensitive skin.

      I moaned, shuddering against him, and I started to arch my pelvis. His cock, of course, was there, growing harder against me. I could feel the heat of him, the thickness, and the fact that he was responding to me so quickly filled me with hope that I could push past the shadows that overwhelmed the start of our journey as mates together.

      I hated that he was last, but somehow, everything was happening for a reason, and I knew he was meant to be with me, here and now, to deal with whatever challenge was heading our way.

      It was almost like entering a level in Super Mario or something. There was no point in having Luigi with me when I really needed Bowser.

      Still, now seriously wasn’t the time for me to get my nerd on, and instead, I focused on what he was doing. On the way he tasted me, on the way he savored me.

      Oh Kali Sara, I was so grateful for each of them.

      They didn’t just hold me, they made me feel real.

      Like I wasn’t a doll for their pleasure, but like, without me, they’d have no pleasure at all.

      I wasn’t something to fuck. I was something to savor.

      And I so badly wanted to be savored.

      I moaned when he nipped at the base of my throat. My stomach tensed, and my back arched as I let my head fall back, allowing him to taste wherever he wanted, but not unsurprisingly, that wasn’t enough for him.

      When his hands came to my tits, I started to grind down against him. A harsh snarl escaped him, and fuck, it set my she-wolf off.

      Everything inside me both clenched and released, desperate for what that snarl represented—his loss of control.

      Not unlike Eli, I sensed he had control issues too, but I didn’t have to worry about Ethan as much. He wasn’t in a jail cell he’d made for himself. He was just not as cheerful as his brother.

      That, I could deal with.

      Still, he surprised me when he twisted us around, and suddenly, I was on my back in the water. The shore, thanks to the cascading waterfall, lapped against my skin like a thousand fingers and tongues, and he loomed over me, looking like some kind of sex god.

      His muscles were already big, but adrenaline had them pumped up like he’d just been challenging Brandon, and while technically, he had, the challenge having occurred less than a goddamn half-hour ago, I knew that wasn’t how time worked here.

      For however long I’d been unconscious, he’d been coming down from that adrenaline buzz.

      So the sight of him like that, ripped and ready to fuck? To rock my goddamn world? Made me cream.

      Hard.

      I arched up, loving how my pussy collided with the water, my heat and the temperate liquid merging for a handful of seconds, before he grabbed my legs and flipped me onto my front.

      I swear, I was just a frickin’ ribbon stick to these guys, but I wasn’t about to complain, not when the move put me on my belly. He shaped my butt with his hands, then slipped his finger down the crack.

      “I’d prefer to fuck you in the ass than chaos,” he rumbled, making my lips twitch.

      “Maybe when we have KY jelly,” I teased, and loved how he laughed before he nipped my ass, hard enough to sting, but Kali Sara, what a sting.

      I squealed, arching up onto my hands and knees, which had been his intention, I assumed, because within a heartbeat, he was there.

      His tongue.

      Sweet fuck.

      He slid it down the folds of my sex before he thrust it inside me. Every part of me jerked to life in response, my body jolting, every muscle tensing sharply before releasing as I turned into a vat of goo in the water.

      My hair flopped over my head, trailing on the surface, my elbows dug into the soft sandy shore, and I just planted myself there, not about to lose out on this moment.

      This, the first time Ethan savored me.

      And this was savoring.

      He ate me out like I was the first meal from Popeye’s after a diet.

      He took me higher than I’d ever been before with just how fucking satisfied he sounded. He hummed and groaned, and I knew, from the slight slap of the water, that he was jerking off.

      If that didn’t annihilate me, I wasn’t sure what could.

      Just thinking of me bringing this powerful man pleasure by the taste of me?

      Undeniably incredible.

      I shuddered again when he sucked down on my clit, then yelped when he took the padded labia beside my slit and nipped it. My hips bucked, butt dancing to evade his mouth, but he got me good.

      Before I could even mewl out a complaint, he covered me. His chest sliding against my back with the water’s aid, his face settling into the crook of my neck.

      I felt his breath there, rumbling against my cheek, and I just knew his wolf was close to the surface. Especially when his tongue darted out to flutter over my earlobe, which he proceeded to nip.

      Tingles shot throughout my body, making me feel like I’d stuck my finger in a socket—who knew that could feel good? And no, kids, don’t try this at home—and I moaned when he rocked his hips and his dick landed between my ass cheeks.

      In my ear, he whispered, “I love you, mate.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. “I love you.” Kali Sara, how I meant it.

      His hand slipped over my waist, down between my thighs, and I felt him reach for his cock that way, his knuckles brushing my pussy.

      Eyes fluttering shut, I waited for him to find his place, but he surprised me.

      He didn’t just thrust in, no. He raised his arms, slipping first one then the other down mine, until our fingers were bridged in the lapping shore.

      Then, and only then, did he slide home.

      And he didn’t fuck me.

      Proving that even if his beast was tugging at his control, Ethan mastered it…

      Because like he’d tasted me, he savored this moment.

      He took a lifetime, rocking inside me, making me feel every inch of him, letting him explore every inch of me. And all the while, the world lazily spun on around us.

      The twilight was hushed, the water lapped at our skin, the tumble of the fall rasped along my eardrums while his breath did the same thing.

      His fingers tightened around mine, holding me in place, even as he kept me safe, sheltered and secure in his hold.

      I hated that I couldn’t see his eyes, but I loved that I could hear his breathing.

      The rasping groans, the low grunts, the swift inhales, and the sharp exhalations.

      I loved that I could hear him getting to that moment when, out of nowhere, something changed.

      It went from being lazy and somnolent, to a claiming.

      He moved faster, and the growl that escaped him had me slumping in his hold. My she-wolf had no desire to fight. He’d screwed that right out of me. She just wanted what I did—him.

      I moaned as he started to move faster, no longer content to just be languid with how he took me. And I could hear his heartbeat, could feel his breath changing, and knew my body was going through a similar transformation.

      I shuddered at the thought as my skin grew hypersensitive, and a keening cry escaped me when he bit my shoulder. Hard. Harder than he’d bit my labia, and I exploded.

      It hit me out of nowhere.

      I’d never known I needed the sharp sting of pain to make the pleasure come, to make it arrive like a freight train that was derailing, but Kali Sara, when it hit, it hit good.

      I felt like I was imploding, decimated into a thousand shards of glittering light that was only kept together by this man’s glue.

      He held me through it, and it didn’t surprise me that only when he knew I’d got mine, when he knew I was satisfied, did he let go.

      Of course, by now, I was used to the knot, used to the pleasure that came with it, but my hands struggled in his hold, and I twisted them around, gripping his tightly as I dug our joined fists into the sand and surfed through the colossal first wave as he exploded inside me and connected with me, that knot burrowing in deep, so I didn’t know where he started and I ended.

      Fingers clenched around his, I shuddered as the pleasure cascaded inside me, much as the beautiful waterfall behind me surged into the pool. I felt like I was put back together again, like my life was finally starting to make sense, and the strangest thing happened.

      Something that hadn’t with Eli or Austin.

      I couldn’t just feel him physically, I could hear his thoughts again, sure, but I felt him.

      And more than that.

      I felt the world around me like it had a heartbeat.

      It was surreal, and not what I needed after a mind-blowing orgasm but—

      “It’s to be expected,” he rasped, as he slumped on me for a second before he almost immediately took his weight off me.

      I wasn’t surprised to find myself adjusted as we rolled onto our sides, the knot still uniting us, my back to his chest, of course, but just more comfortable.

      Even if the water did slosh me in the face a little.

      He knew, and laughing, he moved his arm so I could rest my head on it.

      “Better?” he inquired, teasing me like Ethan had never teased me before.

      If I thought the world had come to a standstill before, it certainly did now.

      “Are you being playful?” I squeaked, frickin’ shook when he snorted as he kissed my throat.

      “My knot in my mate? You bet your fine ass I’m feeling playful.”

      And dear Lord, he didn’t just sound relieved, like he’d had the weight of the world taken off his shoulders, but he felt it too.

      He felt lighter.

      And I knew that sounded crazy, but to me, somehow, it made sense.

      I reached up and rubbed my forehead, dispersing a few annoying drops of water that tickled my skin. With each movement, however, I felt like I was going in slow motion, and the truth was, I wasn’t sure if I was tripping or not.

      Another snort escaped my uptight—now downtight—mate. “It’s the omega bond, Sabina.” He sighed like he was happy. Like he was redolent, and damn if I wasn’t happy he was feeling like that after a lifetime of being anal-retentive and all that, but I needed answers. “Remember Eli said things would make sense once you were claimed? Now you’re tied to us, we’re your anchors. That means the Mother can let loose and give you your powers without fear of you sinking like a stone in the water.”

      My brow puckered, and though what he said made sense, it also had me twitching.

      I bit my lip, trying to work through what I was currently experiencing, and then, I felt the heartbeats.

      Yeah, I felt them.

      “There are many animals here,” he reassured me, but what reassured me was that he could hear my damn thoughts without me having to say a single word.

      “There are? Eli and Austin never said that.”

      “Why would they? It’s to be assumed. It is a magical forest,” he teased, and there was no hiding from the fact that this teasing stuff made the entire situation more surreal.

      “Is my pussy a hallucinogen?” I blurted out.

      He froze, then started snickering, and when a laugh howled from him, I figured I had my confirmation. He’d dipped his wick into my magic mushroom pot, and somehow, he’d turned into Austin.

      Well, not even Austin cackled like that.

      I peered at him over my shoulder, amused that he was just so fucking happy, and I shook my head at the sight of him.

      Pouting, I mumbled, “You’d think the Mother would give me a breather after that killer orgasm.”

      “When better to open the floodgates?” he questioned, and though his tone grew a little more serious, it wasn’t enough for me to accept that answer.

      “I dunno, when the knot releases? Sheesh. She has bad timing all around. This entire period has been beyond strange.”

      “You’re in a different world, and I’m not just talking about this realm. Once you’re back on terra firma, things will resonate more. You’re connected to the earth in a different way. I’ve heard no omega say she can hear heartbeats. Your powers aren’t physical, but emotional, don’t forget.”

      “Don’t forget?” I immediately complained. “How could I remember? You guys didn’t tell me much.”

      He sighed. “You’re an alpha in strength, in power, but you’re the softness to an alpha’s hardness. Where he can only protect and defend, where he will be aggressive to maintain those two stances, you are the mediator. You want to protect and defend, but not with aggression.

      “Rather than start a fight, you’ll start a discourse. All while calming your alpha, whose instincts will be triggered, and all while managing to ease the fears of the pack—”

      “Sounds like a full-time job,” I rasped, feeling slightly overwhelmed by just what he was saying.

      Sure, there couldn’t be that many times when I needed to mediate, but thus far, Eli was butting heads with everyone on his council, which had to mean there’d be arguments in the upcoming days.

      The pack probably wouldn’t like that I’d taken on three mates, two of whom were the loathed twins, who were suddenly in higher positions of power, and throw in the fact that I’d been transformed against my will?

      None of that looked like it would make my days peaceful.

      His hand moved over to my belly, and he tucked me tighter into him. “There is no need to worry,” he rumbled, sounding sleepy now.

      Typical man.

      “We’re here for you. That, even more than being the leaders of the pack, is our main role in this life.” He kissed my shoulder, and within seconds, was asleep.

      And the truth was?

      With his words? With his demeanor and behavior?

      I could rest too, because even though the forest suddenly had a pulse, even though I could sense the animals wandering around, some of whom were warily eying the resting predators in the pool, I knew he was right.

      Everything might be upside down, but he and my other two mates would always ground me.

      And I thanked Kali Sara, and not the Mother, for that.
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      I stared at her, watching her watch the forest. We’d picked this particular tree so she could look at some rabbits…

      Yeah.

      Rabbits.

      If Austin ever found out about this, I’d never hear the end of it, but what was I supposed to do? Crush that joy in her eyes? Spoil something that made this stressful time a pleasure for her?

      Definitely not going to happen.

      That was why I was sitting up in a tree, bark digging into my ass crack, all while I tried to figure out how the predator was watching the prey not like it was its next meal, but as if it was a documentary.

      She was fascinated though, and not just by the rabbits.

      No one really knew what an omega truly felt or didn’t feel unless they were an omega themselves, but I’d never seen Merinda sitting and looking at the local wildlife with that expression on her face.

      Bewitched.

      Enchanted.

      More than that, relaxed. Contented.

      I knew she hadn’t had much time to relax in her life, and that she was doing so now filled me with joy, even if I knew both of us were waiting on the next step.

      We both knew that something was hiding in the shadows for us, but it didn’t seem to matter, and I was glad. It could have been a shitty time for us, what with what had happened beforehand, but instead, we were making it our own, and I’d admit to feeling a soul deep contentment that I never had before, simply because she was mine and I was hers.

      The claiming was rock solid.

      Not even a thing anymore.

      It just was.

      We were mates.

      Simple fact.

      I pursed my lips as I rocked back into the branch and, adjusting my dick to permit the maneuver, hooked my ankle around the thin spindly end so I could keep myself planted. I rested my hands on my lap and tipped my head back as I closed my eyes.

      Ever since she’d started hearing the heartbeats, she’d wanted to find the animals she hadn’t known about thus far.

      It told me her she-wolf was still weak if she hadn’t been able to pick up on the enticing scents in the forest, or maybe she just hadn’t wanted to hear them.

      Even now, she knew…

      Mother.

      I just knew she was going to turn vegetarian or something.

      I wasn’t even sure if shifters could be vegetarian, but if anyone would try, it would be Sabina. The way she was purposely wishing for food rather than going hunting… I knew I should make her, help her adapt. It was what we did. How we worked, after all.

      We were hunters, for Mother’s sake.

      Yet also, I couldn’t make her do anything.

      I liked watching her discover things for herself, and if anyone was going to decide that now was the time to start eating meat fresh from the source, that was on her. Not me.

      And I’d get in Eli’s and Austin’s faces over that too if they gave her trouble. I doubted they would, mind you. It was clear from how we hovered around her that we were all whipped, and none of us gave much of a shit about that.

      I sighed, appreciating the constant warmth that felt good on my bones, and the twilit sky that was comfortable on the eye. We were sensitive to light as a species, so this was perfect for us.

      It fit.

      This was our paradise, I supposed.

      The Mother had built it for us, hadn’t she?

      Was it somewhere like this where shifters came after they died?

      I wasn’t sure I appreciated that thought process as much—

      “We have too much living to do before we think about the end,” Sabina murmured.

      My eyes popped open at that, but before I could reply, she straightened on the branch next to me. I watched her, cautiously wondering what was wrong. Her back was stiff with tension, and she reeked of worry. Considering she normally smelled beautiful, that instant change had me tensing and sitting up. Peering around, I tried to figure out what she’d seen, but even as I tried, I couldn’t see shit, so I asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Something’s here.”

      Her words were low, measured, but I knew her focus was elsewhere.

      I frowned at her, then gritted my teeth when she dropped down to the ground, sinking nine feet as though they meant nothing.

      Considering I’d had to help her get that beautiful ass up here, that she could drop down so quickly and with no fear stunned the shit out of me.

      I acted seconds after she did, dropping down behind her, but as I approached her, I heard her whisper, “I need a bow and arrows.”

      When she was armed with them, I watched her stack them on her body, setting up like she was a pro.

      All the while, I just stood there, gaping at her, because what the actual fuck was happening here?

      My mouth dropped open, and I had no choice but to stare at her, gawk in fact, as I wondered what the hell she was doing.

      Then, of course, I scented it.

      A fox.

      And the rabbits here were defenseless. Two parent rabbits, four little tiny…hell, whatever they called baby rabbits.

      Innocent.

      Defenseless.

      And the rabbits were unaware of our presence, never mind the fox’s, so they were, in a word, screwed.

      My mouth tensed, but I didn’t say anything, because to be honest, I was curious. So curious as to whether or not she could actually use that bow and arrow.

      The sight of her standing like that, legs planted, her arms positioned in a way that looked like she knew what she was doing—when I decidedly didn’t—had me rocking a boner, I wouldn’t lie.

      Jesus, with no clothes on and like some kind of Amazonian? Her hair fluttering in the soft breeze, but otherwise completely still so nothing could scent her out?

      A man’s wet dream, and she belonged to me.

      I watched as she pulled her right arm back, then carefully, with a measure that told me this wasn’t the first time she’d used a bow, released the string. The shaft sailed through the air, and the fox shrieked, which prompted the rabbits to hop away as fast as they could with their little legs.

      My wolf twitched at the sight of dinner disappearing, but I wasn’t about to chide Sabina, was I? Not when she’d gone all Lara Croft on me to save the rabbits from the fox.

      It was quite clear to me that my mate was going to have severe issues with predators preying on…you guessed it…prey. Even if it was a facepalm moment, I wasn’t about to try to educate her as to the ways of the natural world and the rhythm of ecosystems. Dumbass, I most certainly wasn’t.

      Even though I was impressed because she’d speared the fox straight through the belly, I asked, “Where did you learn to shoot like that?”

      She sniffed. “I worked in carnivals for over twelve years, Ethan. You pick up a lot of random stuff.” Her tone was absentminded as her head tipped this way and that, cocking to the side like she was waiting to hear something.

      It was quite a freaky sight, but again, a turn-on.

      Just call me a pervert.

      I’d accept it.

      Everything she did was sexy.

      Of course, that was when I knew my hormones were acting for me, and I needed to wake the fuck up.

      “Wolves,” I rumbled, my head whipping to the side to catch her glance as she nodded at me, a calm about her that surprised me.

      I thought she’d be scared, might run screaming for the hills. But she didn’t.

      If anything, she regained that strange stillness that put me on edge while making me wonder what she was sensing that I couldn’t.

      Her omega senses were definitely on the rampage today, especially if my alpha ones weren’t picking up on things.

      Of course, I was cockblocked.

      By myself.

      So wrapped up in her that I was being a dumbass.

      Shameful, really. My only defense was that after an adulthood of following the rules, I just wanted to live a little.

      And if you couldn’t live a little when you’d just claimed your mate, when you’d taken a staycation in some other goddamn realm, then when the hell could you?

      Still, it seemed like I’d gotten my wish.

      Playtime was over, and our challenge was around the corner.

      She’d already explained to me that she believed we were being tested, and seeing the difference in her, seeing how she’d changed from the time we’d entered the circle to this strong creature standing beside me, I had to admit, it was for the better.

      I was impressed as hell, but also in awe of her. She was special, and she didn’t even know it.

      They said that, every now and then, an omega would come along and change her pack for the better.

      Usually, she was a gift from the Mother after too many years of lackluster alphas and omegas, who weren’t up to par.

      I’d just never thought that such a creature would be my mate.

      I placed a hand on her shoulder and asked, “Can you sense something I can’t?” I paused to listen. “What is it? Thirty of them?”

      She tipped her head to the side, her eyes closed. “Yes. I can hear their heartbeats.”

      I grunted. “That’s a large pack.”

      “I don’t think they mean any harm.”

      The insane thing was, I agreed. They weren’t prowling toward us, trying to be sneaky. If anything, they were just traveling toward us.

      Coming nearer and nearer.

      The question was, why?

      Why were they doing that?

      I rubbed my chin, uncertain as to whether I should shift or not. I wasn’t getting a dangerous vibe from them, but thirty wolves? No way could I protect her from that number unless we started to hurry away—

      “We need to get out of here.” I grabbed her arm and tugged her forward, but she dragged me back, refusing to move another inch.

      “No. We need to stay. This is important.”

      “How do you know that? I can’t hold off a pack that large. You know I can’t.”

      “They’re not here to cause us harm,” she countered, and she sounded so sure that I almost wanted to believe her.

      “They must be seeking vengeance.”

      “Animals don’t do that,” she said on a huff.

      I snorted. “You’d be surprised what animals do when backed into a corner, sweetheart. You’ve taken over this land, your mate killed some of their pack, and so did you—with bullets. Wolves aren’t stupid. They’re far smarter than you could ever realize, because the Mother gives them those talents.

      “Are you really sure you want to run up against that?”

      “I don’t think we have a choice.”

      She sounded resigned and—damn, this pissed me off the most—saddened by the prospect.

      Did she know something she wasn’t telling me?

      Did she expect all this to go wrong?

      I thought I’d lose my mind if that was the fucking truth.

      I sucked in a breath, then made the move to haul her over my shoulder, no motivation to do a damn thing other than get her the fuck out of here, to protect her with my last breath, but I didn’t have a choice.

      When I swirled around, I saw them.

      They were nearer than I imagined, and I knew Austin was right. He’d said that the creatures here were more potent, more powerful than those of our land, and he wasn’t wrong, because I hadn’t heard them, hadn’t even sensed them.

      It was like something was putting a block on me.

      Was it the Mother?

      I’d felt her hand on my shoulder when she guided me toward that tree with the disgusting fruits that had saved Sabina’s life. I wasn’t about to complain about her interference then, but now?

      Seriously?

      Couldn’t she cut us some slack?

      My eyes were on the wolves beyond, and I realized that they were a lot bigger than the natural creatures roaming the Earth too.

      Not as large as shifters, but in between.

      The eyes weren’t hostile, however, and their snouts weren’t hitched up in snarls. If anything, they were just watchful.

      Waiting on me to make the first move.

      In fact, when I turned around and saw the massive circle that surrounded us, I noticed they were all like that.

      They were all just waiting on…

      Not me.

      Sabina.

      My mouth dropped open at the sight, and when I stared at my woman, I saw she didn’t look stressed. Didn’t look anything.

      She was just calm.

      At peace.

      She tipped her head to the side, as watchful as the beasts, then she murmured, “Why are you here?”

      We were standing in a clearing amid the forest. There were several hundred trees around us, and there were many outcroppings and fallen trunks that acted as interesting levels for different flowers and fauna to live among, but the sight of the wolves around us was a thousand times more majestic than anything I could have imagined.

      It was a surreal moment in my life to watch one of the beasts move toward us—a single female. She was large. Overly large. Bigger than the others, and when she wandered forward, I noticed she was pregnant.

      I cut Sabina a look, wondering if she knew what was happening because I sure as hell didn’t, and this was my world, not hers. Why she was so at ease with this was beyond me.

      She’d mentioned to me that when we’d mated, there’d been like a click in her head where she’d gone from not understanding some things to understanding a lot more.

      But I’d never imagined the degree into which that was the truth.

      I frowned at the thought, wondered if she was acting on instinct or a knowledge that was denied to anyone not omega, but then my thoughts were dragged from me when the she-wolf waddled forward and flopped onto her belly before releasing a keening sigh as she rolled onto her side.

      My eyes widened at that, but even though I froze when all the pack around us stepped forward, I jerked into action a second later, just as Sabina did.

      The she-wolf whimpered as we approached, then started panting. I had no idea what was happening, not until I saw her belly contract.

      I winced, recognizing that she was in labor, and…

      From her size, I had to figure she was the alpha bitch.

      A mateless one, now that Austin had killed the alpha male.

      I grimaced, even as I stroked a hand over her, and Sabina surprised me further by whispering, “Something’s wrong with her. The birth isn’t going well.”

      My eyes widened at that. “She told you?”

      She bit her lip and ducked her head before sheepishly whispering, “Yes.”

      I frowned, then reached over and grabbed her shoulder. “Don’t ever act cowed before me, my mate. You are granted with gifts that I’ll never understand, and they are a blessing, just as you are my blessing.”

      She peeped up at me, then whispered, “It started this morning.”

      “Hearing the animals?”

      She blew out a breath. “Yes. It’s just impressions though.” Her gaze wandered around the clearing, taking in the circle of concerned wolves. “They’re worried. For her.”

      I arched a brow. “That’s clear to see.”

      “They like her. They want her to lead. The alpha male was brutal. Spiteful. She is good. Kind. But she is dying. She knows it.”

      Horror trickled through me. “How does she know?”

      “The pups should have come by now,” she rasped, her hand shaking as she let it drift over the she-wolf’s coat. As she touched her, the bitch’s tension lessened some, but every now and then, the contractions would appear. “She’s been in labor for almost half a day.”

      I scowled at that. “She should have given birth by now.” Twelve hours was a long time between the beginning of labor and birthing the pups.

      I knew that much. Only because of my time working at a vet clinic in town before we’d been set on the path to enforcing for the pack by Eli.

      I’d thought about going to college to study to become a vet, but it had just never worked out.

      Still, I knew some things… It was better than nothing, at any rate.

      In this instance, I had no means of acting. I figured Dr. Appleby would have taken her temperature, maybe would have given her some meds to encourage the birth while reducing pain, but I had none of those facilities at my—

      The hand was back at my shoulder again.

      Pushing me forward.

      I was me, but I was more.

      Touched.

      Shaped.

      Molded.

      A true child guided by its mother as I moved around to the she-wolf’s side and saw the pup was essentially stuck in the vulval entrance. Another wolf nudged me, and I turned to it in surprise. It promised me no harm, but there was a plea in its eyes, a plea that was so poignant, it was like looking at the eyes of another human.

      The thought took me aback, as did the nudging of another wolf. A male. Younger than the other. Very young, in fact. But I shifted focus onto the she-wolf once more.

      I needed to act. Fast.

      This was not how I’d imagined my day going, me sticking my hand carefully inside a she-wolf’s genitals that wasn’t my mate’s, but hell, life was turning weirder every day.

      When I managed to get the pup out, I felt the hand grow tighter around me.

      It didn’t relent.

      Didn’t let go.

      The pup wasn’t breathing.

      The mother was exhausted.

      Sabina looked frozen, like she knew both were dying, and I just couldn’t let that happen.

      In my head, a sudden buzzing made itself known to me, and I jerked up, twisted around, and tried to figure out where the fuck it was coming from.

      I recognized that noise.

      I knew it.

      Quickly, I passed the pup to Sabina, and she took it, sorrow etched on her features, but I ignored her, and instead, ran toward the sound.

      I ran as fast as I could, totally aware and uncaring that some of the wolves—including the one with eyes that would haunt me forever—followed me as I sped through the trees toward the buzzing.

      When I saw it, it came as a real shock. I knew for a fact that we’d been nowhere near the tree that bore the fruit that had saved my woman, but that didn’t matter.

      This plane, this forest, it seemed to act of its own accord, which told me this was the right move.

      I took a running jump and caught the lowest lying branch before I moved up the tree, crawling up it like a spider monkey. The second I reached a level where there were two fruits, I didn’t wait.

      I grabbed them, plucking them both off the tree and ignoring the angry flies as I did so.

      Putting the stems in my mouth was not pleasant, considering I knew what was inside these horrific fruits, but I had to get down.

      Fast.

      Time was running out.

      When I plopped to the ground, the wolves yipped and barked, and the one with a streak of silver on its head and the young pup both danced around me as I started the short run back.

      It took far less time than it had taken to get there, and when I arrived, I saw there was another pup beside the she-wolf.

      Twins.

      Mother.

      Had to be, didn’t it?

      Blowing out a breath at the sight, I almost skidded to a halt over the slick moss as I made it to the she-wolf’s side.

      When I dropped the fruit into my palm then tore into it, I watched as the disgusting flesh was revealed to me.

      Sabina’s face was proof of just how vile it was to see genuine flesh inside a fruit, like I’d spliced into my leg to reveal torn tissues and sliced fat, but I shoved it in front of the she-wolf.

      Either she knew what it was, or the scent of blood in her exhausted state was too tempting to deny.

      She snapped it up and ate it with a gusto that I couldn’t fault as I moved over to Sabina and tore into the second one.

      I dabbed my finger into the flesh, wanting to laugh when Sabina almost gagged, but I put it to the pup’s tiny mouth. The small creature was more like a ball of goo than a little wolf, but it lapped at my finger.

      A miracle in itself, since I knew newborns didn’t seek milk for a little while.

      As I refreshed my finger, dabbing more and more blood from the fruit into the tiny pup’s mouth, I heard them.

      That buzz that was close to a pneumatic drill in strength.

      Quickly glancing over my shoulder, I saw their approach, saw the wolves start to dance out of the way, even as their yips and howls serenaded us at their disgust over the swarm approaching us.

      Moving from Sabina, I took the other pup that had been born and placed it against its mother’s belly.

      It was stronger, but still weak, so I did as I had for its sibling and nourished it with a few drops of blood.

      When the buzzing grew louder still, I dropped the fruit in front of the mother, letting her snatch it and chomp down on the ‘treat’ before I grabbed the pup and placed it beside its twin.

      Then, I got off my ass, dragged Sabina into a standing position, and hauled us both away.

      She struggled for a second, but when I hefted her over my shoulder, there wasn’t much she could do.

      I let her beat me, let her hands bang against my thighs, even as the buzzing grew to a fever pitch.

      When the bright light shone, burning so hotly that it was like a supernova, I had no choice but to close my eyes.

      Only, when I opened them, we were no longer in the clearing.

      We were in the totem’s circle.

      I released a shaky sigh, relieved to be back home, away from that weird ass place, even as I was left wondering what the hell was going on.

      When I heard Austin mutter, “What the fuck? Where did they come from?” I quickly peered around the circle.

      Unfortunately, even though I’d closed my eyes against the dazzling light, I was still a bit blinded, and I knew Sabina was the same because she rasped, “Austin? What’s wrong?”

      My twin muttered, “A she-wolf and her pups, as well as a massive pack of naturals, just plopped into being, babe. That’s what’s wrong.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You mean they came with us?”

      “You knew about them?” Eli countered, and I glared at him. Even if I was half blind, I still knew where the prick was and where to aim my stare.

      “Yes. I knew about them. No, I didn’t realize they’d be coming back with us.”

      A cry escaped Sabina, but before I had the chance to freak out, she whispered, “They’re all alive, Ethan!”

      My hands were caught and held in hers, and I had to laugh when she bounced up and down, especially when Austin said, “Babe, will you do that for me back in my bedroom at home?”

      I grinned, snickering as I told her, “I’m so glad, love.”

      “I can’t believe you knew what to do.”

      “I didn’t.” I reached up and wiped my eyes with my forearm. “Damn, I’m still a bit blinded. Aren’t you?”

      “No. I turned my head into your butt.”

      “Aren’t you the lucky one,” Austin teased, making me roll my sore eyes at him.

      Sabina giggled, which made my heart happy, then asked, “What do you mean, you didn’t know what you were doing?”

      “I didn’t. Someone guided me. Just as they guided me to help you that first day we landed in Oz.”

      “Kali Sara,” she whispered, “that’s so strange.”

      “Not going to say it isn’t.”

      “I mean, did I eat the fruit?”

      “You were in your wolfskin. You saw how the bitch wolfed it down. Why wouldn’t you in that form?”

      “Everyone’s a comedian,” Austin muttered.

      I tugged one of my hands free and wiped my eyes, rubbing a little harder to try to get them back online.

      Surprisingly, though I didn’t expect it to work, it did. I peered through the shadows marring my vision, and muttered, “Mother.”

      “My reaction exactly.”

      Eli’s dour words didn’t make me tense up. I knew what he was thinking.

      We already had a pack of naturals living in the woods, roaming around. This pack was twice the size. There’d be challenges, and that was a damn shame, because we couldn’t afford to lose the naturals.

      They were slowly going extinct from the way the humans kept on taking their territory, so we worked hard to bring them here, to tether them to this safe space.

      “Maybe they’ll be okay,” Austin murmured softly. “I mean, these are freaky wolves. They’re not like the others, are they?”

      Sabina tugged me over to the she-wolf who was licking the little pups, tending to them.

      When her belly started contracting once more, I pulled a face as she tensed and released a keening cry.

      A couple of minutes later, she birthed the placenta, and Austin muttered, “Well, that’s some shit I didn’t expect to be seeing today.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I’d never anticipated this either.

      Hell.

      What I didn’t expect?

      For Sabina to reach over, grab it, then wander over to the totem.

      “She asked for yours—”

      Sabina shrugged at Eli’s statement. “Doesn’t matter. I think the totem needs this too.”

      Who the hell were we to argue?

      At least she seemed to know what was going on, while we were just in the dark. Still, I could stand being in the dark so long as she was here with us.

      The center around which we all orbited.

      Our very own sun.
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      I sensed the council’s disdain the second we wandered into the clearing, but I ignored it because, as always, they looked at me and Ethan like we were pieces of shit. There was no change there, but I was looking forward to Eli bringing them down a peg or two.

      I wasn’t sure when it would happen, just knew it would.

      And that was a day I was excited about embracing.

      As we stood there, beside the pedestal, with me at Sabina’s back, Ethan on her left, and Eli on her right, I watched as the pack trounced in, the totem messing with them, as was its way.

      When they circled us, the supernatural pack of wolves, in turn, circled them, which immediately had tongues wagging.

      “Brothers, sisters,” Eli declared, the second we were all in place. “I bring you here with great news.”

      I could feel the anticipation in the air, especially since I knew people were still reeling from Brandon being taken off the beta pedestal.

      While Ethan wasn’t a popular choice, Brandon was a prick, so he wasn’t that popular either.

      And if I could compare popularity to one of us, that meant Brandon had been hated by the regular folk in the pack.

      My lips twitched at the thought as Sabina took a slight step back, not stopping until our bodies purposely collided.

      In her ear, I whispered, “You doing okay, sweetheart?”

      “I’ll be glad when this is over. I’m nervous.”

      My lips curved as I slipped an arm around her waist. Behind me, I heard some padding paws, the rustle of leaves behind the totem, and I knew who it was.

      Or what.

      The she-wolf.

      The bitch was like my woman’s second skin.

      I wouldn’t lie, my nose felt like it was pushed a little out of joint now that she had the bitch at her side, but how could I be unhappy that she had a constant guard? Someone who’d keep her safe no matter what?

      I couldn’t be upset about that. If anything, I was fucking relieved.

      The idea of a world without her was something I couldn’t abide. Knowing that the Mother had granted her a guardian that would help tighten the safety net around her?

      It felt like I’d been given a double dose of Valium, especially in the face of my new position.

      Sharing a job with Ethan was a helluva a lot different from suddenly being the one who enforced shit on my own. With Ethan tied up with more work, and Eli struggling to figure out a way to overturn the council without toppling the pack into chaos?

      We needed all the help we could get.

      Throw in the fact that I was trying to help them with their jobs, and Ethan was still being contacted by some of the pack, even though they had to know I was the only enforcer—shit was confusing to say the least.

      “I wish to introduce you to Sabina Highbanks,” Eli announced. “Our new omega.”

      The whispers were there, surging to the fore, merging around us, and Sabina tensed somewhat as she evidently keyed in on their mutters.

      They weren’t necessarily excited, more curious.

      I figured that was the best we could hope for.

      “While she takes that position, and Ethan settles into the new role as pack beta, don’t forget that Austin is still enforcer. Our duty to you has not changed, however, what is unusual is that the three of us are bound to the omega.”

      “She’s that powerful, Alpha?”

      Trust Maggie May to be the one who dared speak out at that moment.

      Conrad muttered, “Shut up, Margaret!”

      Maggie just grunted and focused on Eli. “Son?”

      I ignored Conrad and replied, “Yes. She’s that powerful. Capable of more than you’re ready to hear, but as she learns her way, she’ll be our guiding light.”

      Sabina was tense in my arms, and I knew that came from being at the center of attention. As beautiful as she was, as confident, being stared at by a bunch of people you didn’t know was just never on someone’s to-do list.

      I couldn’t blame her for being nervous. She was in a circle of creatures that, until recently, would have inspired terror in the heart of any human if they were aware of what we truly were.

      We’d known she’d respond this way. Omegas were, after all, incredibly empathic, and here, at this moment, with the pack in great upheaval, it was a wonder she was standing.

      That was why when Eli tipped his face to the totem, then angled his head back to stare up at the moon, and hollered, “And now, we run!” I grabbed her and held her back.

      He shifted without stripping, which was a waste of clothes, but who was I to judge, which prompted everyone in the vicinity except for Ethan, myself, and Sabina to shift in turn.

      That right there was proof of why we belonged to be where we were in the pack.

      Might ruled in these situations, because might was goddess granted, and that was the truth of it.

      Seconds after he’d transformed, the pack was all furry. Eli looked at me and waited for me to nod to check in with him. Then, Ethan shifted and started to run with Eli toward the edge of the circle where they’d lope into the forest.

      For the rest of the night, they’d play and run and walk as wolves, but me and Sabina?

      We wouldn’t, because something was holding her back, and it was on me as the only normal one of her three mates to uncover what was wrong.

      When I grabbed her chin and gently twirled her to look at me, I saw she was relieved to be standing here in her human skin, and I shook my head at her. “You’ll have to run with them soon.”

      A hum escaped her. “That’s not my purpose.”

      I arched a brow. “What do you mean?”

      “The alpha, beta, and enforcer run with them.” Her lips twitched. “They don’t need me. I hate running.”

      Nose crinkling, I told her, “It’s different as a wolf. You’ll love it. You liked it on the other plane, didn’t you?”

      “I did. But that was different. Here, I’m not supposed to do that. I’m not supposed to run with you.”

      I frowned at her, because she either sounded incredibly certain or she was really good at bullshitting me.

      Who knew, it was probably both.

      A laugh escaped her, and she elbowed me in the belly, before she muttered, “Gotcha.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I knew you were bullshitting.”

      She sniffed. “No, you totally didn’t.” But it didn’t stop her from snatching my hand, turning me to face the totem, and asking, “I wasn’t sure if you could shift with clothes on.”

      My brow furrowed. Was that the issue? I’d have thought days of being naked in the other realm would have calmed her down. “You can. It wrecks your clothes. If you’re powerful enough, it even makes them disappear.”

      “Why?”

      I scoffed, “Like I’d know. The Mother works in mysterious ways.”

      Her lips twitched, but she scanned the totem with an attention to detail that surprised me. “Isn’t it strange?” she eventually commented.

      “Strange ain’t the word, doll,” I replied wryly, not particularly interested in the totem, even though I knew she was, because hell, I’d seen it all my life. It was the exact opposite of completely new to me.

      She glanced at me, then muttered, “I’d never have said that to Eli.”

      My lips curved, and I squeezed her hand. “I know, but he’s all bark and no bite where you’re concerned.”

      She shrugged. “Probably wouldn’t have said it to Ethan either.”

      I sighed, tugged on her hand, and swirled her backward into me so that she was leaning against me once more. “They’re your mates. You can say whatever you want to them, and if they don’t like it, well, it won’t cause a war. You’ll just argue. Simple.”

      “I hate arguing.” She sighed. “I’m not very good at it, plus, it’s such a waste of energy. There are much better things I’d prefer to do.”

      “Oh?” I teased, grinning when she shimmied against me.

      “Yeah, oh,” she remarked wryly, “but not just that, I don’t want to offend anyone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She hummed. “When everyone stepped into the circle tonight, I heard a cluster of whispers.”

      “You did? That’s great news!” Anything that enabled her to be more at one with her powers was for the good. We’d need all the skills the Mother granted her to take the pack forward to where it needed to be.

      None of us were exactly sure where that was, but we figured we’d find out once it started to unfold.

      “Yeah, but not.” Her nose crinkled much as mine had earlier, and I watched as she ducked her head between her shoulders and muttered, “I don’t think Merinda was very popular.”

      I thought about that, then shrugged. “Probably not. Eli doesn’t realize that though. He thought the moon rose and fell on her.”

      “She was his mom. Of course, he thought that,” she chided softly.

      I just hummed. “She was mine too… I think that’s a measure of the woman. For her to do what she did? It says a lot about her.”

      “I agree. I was just surprised is all. I thought they’d be hostile to having a new omega because they loved the old one so much, but they weren’t. Aren’t. They’re curious about me. A little nervous, a lot wary. They can scent I’m a wolf child, but they also sense my power and are happy if Eli is.” She looked thoughtful for a second. “The council is going to be trouble.”

      “When aren’t they?” I muttered.

      She sighed, and it was dreamy and definitely not because she was thinking about the council. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “No more beautiful than you are, my mate.” She looked up at me and graced me with her smile, and I felt that smile in my heart. Reaching for her hand, I raised it to my mouth and kissed her knuckles. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

      She hummed. “That would be nice.”

      “You want to run as wolves?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Why not?” My question had her shrugging, but I repeated, “Why not?”

      “Just don’t feel like it.”

      I squinted at her. “You think that if you shift, you’ll feel something else?”

      She shoved me a little. “Since when could you read between the lines?”

      I laughed. “Since always. Ethan just thinks I’m the dumb one.”

      A gasp escaped her. “He doesn’t think that.”

      “He does.” I shrugged. “It’s okay. I think he’s a boring fuck too.”

      Sabina giggled. “Well, you’re both wrong, and I love you both exactly how you are,” she stated primly.

      “You’ve got no taste. You like Eli too. He walks around like he’s got a stick up his ass.”

      When Eli howled at that, making me fully aware that he was listening in on our conversation, I chuckled when she jumped.

      “He can hear from that far?” We both could sense how far away the pack was, and I just shrugged.

      “He’s powerful, and as a wolf, when he runs, when he lets the beast out full throttle, he will always be keyed into you and your needs first and foremost.”

      A shaky sigh escaped her. “I’m still not sure how that happened.”

      “It didn’t just happen, love. It was preordained by the very lady who made this.” I gently slapped the totem, shivering a little as I did so.

      The magic in the circle was incredibly potent, and I’d just felt it filter through my bones like an electric shock.

      The zap had me shaking my hand, then reaching for her. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      I tugged her into my side, and we started walking out of the circle.

      With nowhere really to go, I turned her to the house where Ethan and I lived. Or used to live.

      We’d need to move out soon enough, and I figured, like most women, she’d be curious about where we stayed.

      “I heard that. I’m not most women,” she groused.

      “No, but you’d still like to see our place, wouldn’t you?” I teased.

      When she huffed, I knew I had my answer.

      Behind us, I heard padding paws stepping through the mulch and dead leaves lining the forest floor, but concern didn’t filter through me because I knew it was the she-wolf.

      “She’s protective of me,” was all she said, picking up yet again on my train of thought. That the bitch was protective of her was something I knew she liked. Didn’t get it, but she liked it nonetheless.

      “I’m glad she is.”

      And I was. I could feel it brimming in the she-wolf’s heart—a possessive protectiveness that would see the beast kill anyone who dared put Sabina in harm’s way.

      Fuck, if her life goal and my life goal weren’t exactly the same.

      “We’ll need to make sure if she bites someone, no one knows it’s her—”

      “She won’t bite anyone,” Sabina scoffed, making me snort.

      “She’s wild. Of course she will!” I tugged on her hand. “It’s okay.” I pressed another kiss to her knuckles.

      She sighed, smiling into my eyes as my lips connected with her skin. “I meant to apologize to you.”

      I arched a brow. “Why?”

      Her hand came up to cup my cheek. “During our claiming, I treated you badly.”

      My brow furrowed, but I knew what she meant. Aside from the natural wolf attack, I considered our claiming to be perfection—that she didn’t, that she felt guilty for her actions, was because she felt too much. “You were still a victim then. I understood it then, and I understand it now.”

      Her lips twisted, but the smile that shone through was more genuine than I could bear. “You’re right. I was. But I’m not anymore.”

      I winked at her. “Trust me, sweetheart, I know that. Anyway, no apologies. None are necessary. Come on. I want to show you my den.”

      The walk to my cabin didn’t take long, not from the totem’s location, and when I guided her inside, she peered in each room, shaking her head and smiling as she did so.

      “What’s got you smiling?”

      She grinned. “It’s nothing like I thought it would be.”

      My eyes widened. “Is that good or bad?”

      “It’s neither. Just nice to know you two can surprise me.” She leaned up on her tiptoes, then pressed a kiss to my lips. I sighed into it, as did she, before she darted off and started exploring.

      When she strode into Ethan’s room, I leaned against the jamb, watching her.

      “Kali Sara, he likes books, doesn’t he?”

      My mouth twisted into a smile. “Yeah. He likes them. A lot.” That was an understatement. The walls were lined with books, and every possible surface was stacked high with them—all types, thicknesses, and sizes.

      “I hate reading,” I muttered.

      She grinned at me. “Sacrilege.”

      “It’s just not how I work. If you tell me a story, I’ll never forget it. But if you have me read it?” I blew out a breath. “I’ll hate every second of it.”

      “I want to hear a story from you sometime.” She hummed. “Eli was saying you’re great at telling them.”

      “Well, that’s not a way to give me stage fright, is it?” I grumbled, surprised that Eli had given me that compliment.

      She snickered, but ceased trailing her hand over the books, the myriad tomes that Ethan considered priceless possessions, before she wandered over to me.

      “I want to see your room now.”

      “Who am I to disobey?”

      She grinned, then laughed when I led her in there.

      “Austin, really? Did it need to be so big?” was her first response.

      I winked at her. “Big is as big does.”

      “True,” she mused. “Your dick is as big as the TV.”

      “Be grateful it isn’t, sassy monkey,” I chided, but I leaned over and nipped her bottom lip for her pains.

      She chuckled, making my heart break in the best possible way, and then come together again at another sign of glee from her, and whispered, “I like this room.”

      My brows rose. “There’s nothing special about it.”

      “There is.” She huffed. “It’s your room.” A grin appeared on her lips, and it made me want to kiss her hard and deep and fast.

      She loved me, that was clear to see, because this room was anything other than special.

      It probably even smelled a bit like jock, but hell, I was a jock. An overgrown one who was being forced to grow up fast.

      But I could deal with that for her.

      A howl sounded outside, and I wasn’t shocked that the pack was running hard and fast. It startled her though. She jerked and almost fell back against me.

      I kissed her temple as I hugged her tight. “You’re safe here with me.”

      Plus, the she-wolf.

      She was outside, roaming around, and the howl she shot back at the running pack was just as annoyed as Sabina’s jolt.

      How tied to each other were they?

      I wasn’t sure.

      It was strange though, damn strange, but so much about this situation was.

      I didn’t think we’d ever get some answers to our questions, but maybe some questions weren’t supposed to be asked?

      I hated that, because I liked to know shit, even if I wasn’t book smart, but you couldn’t question what was set in stone.

      You could know that the big bang boomed the universe into being, but there was no knowing why it happened specifically when it did, was there?

      Maybe, in the grand scheme of things, our little plot twists weren’t that big of a deal to the universe by comparison, but to us? They mattered.

      Everything had been so strange since the very start.

      We’d lost an omega, then we’d gained one.

      We’d found our mate, and she’d been forged into a powerful wolf child when that just didn’t happen.

      Wolf child and powerful were words that didn’t go together.

      “Eli wants to know how it happened too,” she murmured, as she moved around my space, muttering, “Eureka,” when she found the remote control.

      I watched as she flicked on the device, her head tilting as a football game blared on. When she turned the volume down, peering at me over her shoulder, she said, “He says he’ll get to the bottom of it. Eventually.”

      “Some things you can’t reason away.”

      “Sure you can. If you try hard enough.” She reached out a hand. “Come and watch TV with me until the guys get back?”

      “Of course.”

      So we did. We watched Next Gen straight from the beginning, and I sighed as she settled on my lap in my lounge chair, feeling whole and complete in a way that made me realize I’d been missing a part I’d never known I was lacking.

      When, about three hours later, I heard shuffling outside the cabin, then a few yips and snarls, I felt Sabina tense.

      She’d drifted to sleep, and when she had, I’d scented it.

      Her period.

      That was why she didn’t want to shift.

      My lips twitched at the thought, even as she accidentally on purpose elbowed me in the belly for my thoughts—this shielding my thoughts shit was definitely high up on my to-do list—and I told her, “It’s Eli and Ethan. They want to run with you.”

      She shrugged. “I know. I don’t want to.”

      “Sure you do.”

      “I don’t feel great,” she muttered around a yawn.

      “Then the best way to feel better is to shift. The wolf processes all things differently than you, sweetheart.” Then, I threw down the big guns and wheedled as I kissed her throat. “Please?”

      She huffed, twisted to me, and questioned, “You sure?”

      “I’m positive.”

      She winced a little as I helped her up, and as we walked over to a set of patio doors that led outside from my room, I watched her strip as she commented, “I like this shirt too much to ruin it.”

      Fuck, she was beautiful.

      And ripe.

      Goddamn ripe.

      Mouth watering, I watched her smile at me, that mysterious smile that all women were capable of granting their men and blowing their minds with, before I let my gaze drift down her.

      The sight of blood on her thighs surprised me a little—it made sense that it was there, I just hadn’t expected it. Dumb of me, I guess—and when she peered down, her cheeks flushed with heat. “Oh! I didn’t think—”

      I tutted her. “It’s okay.”

      I could tell that it wasn’t for her, of course, and she shifted before I could say another word.

      When she pawed at the door, I strode over to open it, let her out, then shifted too.

      The second I was outside, I sighed with the joy of being back in my wolfskin.

      It felt good.

      What felt better?

      For the four of us to be here, and even better still?

      The supernatural wolf pack was here, in the vicinity, not getting too close but guarding us.

      It was, I realized, quite clear that our family was important to them.

      I just didn’t know why or what the implication would be for the future.

      Sabina yipped as she and Eli tumbled about. The sight surprised me because even as a wolf, Eli was stoic to the nth degree.

      “He attacked Conrad.”

      My surprise had me staring at my brother’s lolling tongue. “Did he survive?”

      “Nope.”

      Eyes flashing, I muttered, “Shit just got real.”

      “Shit was already real,” he replied. “But that’s one taken out to the trash that we don’t have to worry about anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      Ethan pissed on a tree by our door, then sniffed the scent marker to make sure it was strong enough. “He cornered Maggie May.”

      I growled at that, my beast’s hackles rising at the thought. “Why the fuck did he do that?”

      “Because he was stupid?” He turned to me. “The council will know things are about to change. It wasn’t a challenge, just Eli defending Maggie, but that’s a declaration of war in itself.”

      I snorted. “They’re all chicken shit. They won’t do anything.”

      He sniffed back. “Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. We’ll see, won’t we?”

      With that, he took off, and I chased at his heels after I pissed over his scent marker.

      That was what brothers were for, right?

      When I saw Eli and Sabina playing, I had to admit to being warmed by the sight.

      It made me want to dive right in, so I did.

      This was my family.

      My future.

      And I’d never been so fucking happy about my status goddamn quo, even if there was trouble on the horizon.

      In a strong pack, trouble was rarely an issue, but Eli’s father had run the Highbanks pack into the ground, and Eli, out of respect for his mother, hadn’t done that great of a job thus far either.

      There was always dissension where there was weak leadership.

      Only Eli’s power, and the fact that he wasn’t cruel and was just, had probably saved him from being challenged.

      Well, that and the fact that the only two men who could have bested him were me and my twin, and we’d die for Eli.

      Both of us would.

      And that was before we’d known exactly who he was to us.

      The thoughts running through my mind were too heavy, so I flung them aside. The trouble would be there until we got things on track, for however long that might be, and tonight wasn’t going to solve or resolve shit.

      I had these moments with my mate and this time with my brothers to enjoy being a unit.

      Because that was what we were—a pack within a pack.
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      “It isn’t seemly to have that natural wandering around after her.”

      I wanted to narrow my eyes at the bitch who’d made that statement, but what was the point?

      They didn’t know how the she-wolf and I were tied. They didn’t know how Ethan and I had helped birth the pups who were back at the packhouse, snuggled up in bed.

      I wasn’t sure if the she-wolf should be walking around so soon after giving birth, but I wasn’t given much choice.

      When I left the house, shutting the door firmly in her face, she made such a racket that all the naturals came racing to the door, snarling at me in anger at pissing her off.

      I wasn’t scared of the pack, not like I’d been that first day.

      They weren’t giving off the same vibes. It was more of a ‘for God’s sake, shut her up’ kind of thing.

      And considering I was Dr. Doolittle right now? I figured I’d be the one to know.

      I blew out a breath as the she-wolf muttered, “Useless female.”

      My lips twitched though, because I couldn’t blame her. It was one of the council leaders’ women, and I had to admit, she looked useless.

      From the pack meeting last night, where I’d been formally introduced as the new omega, and the pack had learned that I was mated to the alpha, beta, and enforcer, I’d seen how the women in the pack had a hardiness that wasn’t exactly common.

      They all looked like they could build a house without a man to help them—that kind of thing.

      I figured that was because of a few reasons. One, this town was way off grid. That was why Ollywood’s had come here, because the nearest city was Vancouver, and that was a long ride west.

      The master of ceremonies, a son of a bitch called Niall, drooled over coming to these small communities where people were starved for entertainment.

      What the crowd lost in having small numbers was made up for in the amount of cash they were willing to spend.

      So this place was definitely on the smaller side, and it was also a little isolated. The people around here had to get used to being self-sufficient, except, it seemed, for the woman sneering at me.

      She screamed city girl.

      As did most of the pack council, now that I came to think of it.

      As I pondered why that was, wondering how most of the pack were hardy and built as though we were still living in the pioneer times, but the leaders were all city slickers, I moved ahead of the bitch and headed into the store.

      Eli said that I could ask the housekeeper for whatever I needed, but I had my period and I wasn’t going to ask anyone for tampons. I could buy the damn things myself.

      On top of that, I’d wanted an opportunity to roam around the town and get used to the changes that started happening last night. Yep, my powers were evolving, and I’d been feeling weird all morning. So getting out of the house had been imperative for that, but also because I wanted to see for myself where my new home was founded.

      The interesting thing was, of course, that I’d expected to have a guard with me, to have either Austin or Ethan at my side, but the second the she-wolf had gotten to her feet, not looking like she’d been in a life or death situation just four days ago, Austin had settled back into his seat and gotten back to work.

      Evidently, they thought she was my guard.

      What was interesting about that was I knew she had appointed herself as that, but I hadn’t exactly told them.

      My mouth twitched at the thought, especially when the she-wolf growled when I told her, “You can’t come into the store.”

      “Stupid humans.”

      I grinned as I ducked inside, muttering inwardly, “I won’t be long.” She huffed, but I felt her take a seat. Whatever elixir was in that gross Hannibal Lecter fruit, it had worked the same miracle on her as it had on me, but the truth was, she was a little stiff, which told me how close she’d been to death.

      I felt her aches and pains, felt them and wanted to heal them, but I wasn’t a healer. All I could do was stroke her and keep the fire stoked.

      She wasn’t used to living inside, that much was clear, but she made the sacrifice for me and her pups.

      I was both honored and perplexed by it.

      Still, I wasn’t about to complain, not when her presence gave me some freedom.

      I hurried down the small grocery store’s aisles, trying to find tampons.

      There was an irony to the fact that I’d hoped one of the things that didn’t shift over with the transformation was periods, but no such luck.

      As I wandered toward the small selection, I heard the whispers of thoughts as I passed.

      I knew who was human and who was pack, simply because the whispers came from my people.

      Yeah, my people.

      These magical creatures who were both man and beast were mine now. Not the regular folk who wandered around, homo sapiens pure and simple.

      The beasts from paranormal books.

      My life had turned out better than I could have imagined, and Kali Sara, was I happy for that.

      If I thought about how miserable things had been less than two weeks ago, I’d probably start crying.

      Which was why I didn’t think on it.

      Why I couldn’t.

      My future was bright now, gleaming like the sunlight through a hundred gemstones, and even if it would take a while to be accepted by the pack, I could deal with that.

      They couldn’t be much more suspicious than carnies of a new member on the staff.

      The store was as small as Ethan had warned. He told me the staff drove the two-hour ride to the nearest Walmart once every ten days with a pickup truck to get most of the groceries.

      Men.

      What was I supposed to do until then?

      Just gush blood on the floor?

      Even as my lips twitched, I heard a soft cry from someone in the back of the store, and I twisted around just in time to see one of the pack children eying the back of his hand and rubbing it.

      It was bright pink.

      Outraged, I stared at the person who’d slapped him. I was even more angered when I realized the guy was human. Not pack.

      “Sticky fingers get slapped,” the human snarled, and I strode over to the child, not knowing who he was, but just aware that he was one of mine.

      “How dare you slap—” In his head, the boy whispered, “Daniel,” so I tacked on, “Daniel. He was helping me shop!”

      The grocery store manager scowled at me. “Ain’t never seen you around this store before, but I’ve seen him plenty. Always got his fingers where they shouldn’t be. Well, I’m sick of it—”

      I glared at him. “If you have a problem with him, you should contact Eli Highbanks.”

      The manager frowned at me. “Why would I do something like that? Mr. Highbanks has nothing to do with this—”

      “This, what?”

      The guy sniffed. “Oliver Twist.”

      The little boy started sniffling at that, and I felt his misery at the likeness.

      Something was going on here, something I needed to figure out, so I ground out, “Contact Mr. Highbanks, and whatever Daniel has stolen, put it on my bill today.”

      The manager, a guy whose tag on his plaid shirt told me his name was Robert, huffed but nodded. “Will do, don’t you worry about that.”

      When he stormed off, I reached for Daniel’s hand and stared into his face. “How old are you, Daniel?”

      The little kid bit his lip. “I’m nine, ma’am.”

      I crouched down so I wasn’t looming over him, and asked, “What did you take from the store, Daniel?”

      “Some candy,” he whispered.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      He bit his lip harder this time. “Yes.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “You’re the alpha’s lady—the new omega.”

      “So you know I can hear what you’re thinking? Even if you don’t say it?”

      He gulped. “Yes.”

      “That means I can tell when you’re lying, doesn’t it?”

      Another gulp. “Yes.”

      I hummed. “So, with that being said, do you want to tell me why you wanted to be naughty and take candy from the store?”

      “I’m hungry.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Didn’t you eat lunch today?”

      He shook his head.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t.”

      I frowned. “Why can’t you? Doesn’t your mommy or daddy give you a lunch for school?”

      “I don’t go to school,” he whispered.

      I blinked, wondering what the hell was going on, but of course that was the moment the tampon situation became critical.

      Huffing a breath, I held out my hand as I stood up, muttering, “Come with me, Daniel. Let’s get you some real food.”

      When I made it to the counter after I picked up a box of cookies as well, I paid for my things and the tab Daniel had run up, ignoring the manager’s mean-spirited scowl as he watched us leave.

      The sight of the she-wolf didn’t have Daniel tensing in fear, which I’d almost expected, because I knew from Eli’s and Austin’s reactions that she was a lot bigger than they were used to dealing with.

      As it was, Daniel stuck his hand in her scruff and tugged on it, holding on like he was holding my hand.

      My lips curved, but my smile died as the she-wolf grumbled in my head, “Smells of death.”

      I frowned, uncertain how to respond to that, especially when the bitch didn’t move away. If anything, she moved closer.

      Did that mean his folks had died?

      Wondering what was happening, I made it to the car in record time, because I really needed to get to a bathroom, stat.

      When I opened the SUV Eli had given me to use, the she-wolf cruised in like she’d been riding in cars all her life, but Daniel needed help scampering up the step toward the seat.

      When I set off, I’d admit to rushing and going a little faster than I ought to, but time was going to wait for no man, and I needed a bathroom.

      Now.

      When I made it onto our land, the she-wolf scared the shit out of me by howling, which triggered a wave of howls that almost had me crashing the damn car as I swerved off the road and back onto it.

      When I growled under my breath, unapologetically, the bitch said, “Visitors. Smells like same males.”

      That meant ‘twins’ in her talk.

      She had a very limited vocabulary, but for a goddamn animal, limited was pretty fluent, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to complain, because I’d yet to figure out what howls meant in this form.

      I could understand everything else like I had an automated Google Translate running inside my head.

      When I righted the car, and got us back on the drive, I cut a look at Daniel, whose grin was beaming on his face.

      Apparently, he liked a little excitement in his life.

      Well, he was coming to the right place for it, I thought wryly.

      When we rolled down to the end of the drive, and I saw the cars backed up there, I tensed a little.

      “See?” the she-wolf muttered.

      I frowned, wondering how the visitors could smell like the twins, then I decided now wasn’t the time to worry about it. Now was the time to hope I didn’t have a bloodstain on my jeans.

      As I pulled up, the gravel made a sloshing sound as I did so, then I raced out of the car, opened the door for the bitch, and then helped Daniel out too. Scurrying us across the porch and through the front door, when I pointed to the door at the end of the hall, I told him, “If you go in there, Elsa will get you something to eat.”

      “Elsa? Like in Frozen?”

      I pulled a blank at that, then gaped at him. “Who’s Frozen?”

      He sniffed, a tad superior for my liking, before he muttered, “Never mind.”

      I wafted him away, then rushed to the downstairs’ bathroom.

      Just in time.

      When I was all sorted out, I peered at my ass again, checked there was no blood, and made my way out into the hall.

      There was a tension in the air I could sense now that I wasn’t panicked.

      Anger too.

      The combination had me wondering what was happening, especially when I heard Ethan growl, “Motherfucker.”

      He wasn’t exactly the swearing type, so the curse came as a surprise. Not that I minded. Especially when he growled, “Love fucking you, mate,” in my ear as he’d done last night.

      I hummed at the thought, trying not to get turned on as I wandered over to Eli’s office, where I knew he would place the visitors for a meeting.

      As I slipped inside, I saw their heads turn to the left to face me, and as they did, I was granted a full, frontal view of the visitor in question.

      Well, two visitors. Men, shifters. Not of the pack.

      And both of them stole my heart. Not in a good way, either.

      One, well, he looked like Ethan and Austin combined. He had their long nose, the wide brow. He had the soft lips and the beautiful eyes.

      He was gorgeous, but he was a helluva lot older.

      He had to be either their father or, maybe, their uncle? Only he didn’t scent like them entirely, just of them. And yes, there was a dramatic difference between the two. You had to have the she-wolf’s nose to get it. So, maybe uncle…even though uncles weren’t exactly a thing in the pack, were they?

      And the other man?

      On his knees? His wrists bound to his ankles?

      My brother.

      I swallowed at the sight, swallowed again when I saw the hatred in his eyes when he glared at me.

      And like that, it came rolling into my mind.

      The memories.

      Not just ancient history, but the recent past too.

      Cyrilo had never liked me. He’d always said I was too weak to be Papa’s favorite, but I had been that because I looked like Momma. Just because he beat her and treated her like crap didn’t mean, in his own way, he wasn’t proud of her beauty.

      My defection, as it were, had hit him harder for that reason.

      I knew that, knew he’d had plans for me, to marry me off to one of the Lindowiczs who ran some shady dealings over on the East Coast, and who the clan had been battling for what seemed like decades. Plans I’d ruptured by bearing Kian a child.

      But here Cyrilo was.

      And out of nowhere, the flashback hit me. That hatred…a twin to the hate in the wolf’s eyes when he’d leaped onto me like I was sport for him. My attacker. Who’d torn out my throat like I was so much prey to be hunted.

      I remembered it, those gleaming eyes filled with loathing and burning anger that, even then, I’d known couldn’t be animal. It just couldn’t be.

      There was too much human emotion in that gaze, and I was right.

      It was my brother.

      He’d attacked me.

      He’d been the one to transform me.

      My mouth trembled as I whispered, “How did you find me?”

      Cyrilo didn’t answer, he was mute as he tipped his chin down and stared stonily at the floor.

      “Sabina, I presume?” the older Ethan/Austin murmured, striding over to me with his hand held out for me to shake.

      It was such a human gesture that I wasn’t sure how to respond for a second. I hesitated so long he started to drop his hand, but mine snapped out, and I whispered, “Sorry. I’m just shaken.”

      “Hardly surprising,” the other man said softly. “It’s taken me a while to catch him. Otherwise, I’d have brought him here sooner.”

      “Catch him?” I frowned, staring up at him with confusion, taken in by those soft eyes that belonged to my men.

      “First, I think I should introduce myself.”

      “This is Frank Gunner, Sabina,” Eli rasped, and I cut him a look. He hadn’t moved from behind the desk, but I could see he wanted to. I knew he wanted me close, and since this bastard was my attacker, I figured it was understandable.

      I smiled at Frank and murmured, “Pleasure to meet you, Frank.”

      “I just wish it was under kinder circumstances,” he rumbled.

      My smile grew tight, and I moved past Cyrilo, darting out of his way as I slipped over to Eli. When I was by his side, my hand on his shoulder and his fingers entwining through mine, only then could I breathe a sigh of relief.

      The twins weren’t doing as well. Ethan was scowling at Frank, and Austin was staring out the window.

      I was confused as hell, I’d admit, and with Cyrilo here, I was just more nervous than I thought I’d ever been in my whole life.

      And that included having to deal with the aftermath of Austin’s attack.

      Selfish, maybe, but hell, I wasn’t perfect.

      I released a soft breath, trying to get my control back, as I questioned, “What’s going on?”

      “Frank is Austin and Ethan’s uncle.”

      Frank beamed a smile at them. “Am indeed. Mighty fine day it was to find you here. Never would have believed it if it wasn’t for this piece of shit storming into your territory.”

      I blinked. “Your uncle?” I wasn’t sure why that came as a surprise, but then it clicked when I took in the similarities between the nephews and uncle. “I thought twins were rare.”

      Frank shrugged his shoulders. “We are. But we beget twins in my line. Always have. Always will. Got a set of twins of my own, and one of them has already given us another set.”

      His pride beamed out of his smile.

      But I wasn’t as happy. “Why didn’t you come for Austin and Ethan then? I thought twins were to be ashamed of?”

      Frank shrugged. “Whether we were cursed or blessed is something I don’t bother thinking about. We are what we are, and that’s that. Truth is, I didn’t even know Lucas had the chance to have any sons. Had I known, I’d have been a part of their life without hesitation.”

      I cleared my throat. “Lucas is dead?”

      Frank whistled under his breath. “If he is or isn’t, I haven’t heard from him in…” Another whistle. “Twenty or more years. Maybe even thirty. Wasn’t a good egg, all told.”

      I winced at that candor, then muttered, “Why are you here? To bring…him?”

      He crinkled his nose. “Truth is, ma’am, I’ve been watching this fool for a while now. My granddaughter brought him home, and though they’re mated, he never felt right to me. Always shady, never settling down, getting into trouble left and right, but she pleaded with me to transform him, and like a fool, I did.

      “She called and told me about him coming back to her boasting about taking out some woman.” He blew out a breath. “I managed to track down his whereabouts, but the bastard must have overheard me talking with my granddaughter. He ran off.”

      Instinct had me asking, “And he hurt her?”

      Frank, for the first time, lost his joviality. “Yes. He did.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      His nostrils flared for just a second. “She was a fool for letting him into her life. We have a choice to reject the mate bond when the mate is a bad egg.” He cleared his throat. “His punishment will be hers when it comes time for it.”

      My mouth worked a little as I processed how he was trying to hide from his pain before a memory whispered inside my mind.

      Two wolves had been there that night.

      Two.

      Not just one.

      Her? The female? His mate?

      My she-wolf howled like she knew I was right, and with that sound ringing in my ears, I decided it was a kindness not to mention the granddaughter’s involvement in my attack. Instead, I spoke to my brother, “Well, seems like even in all these years, you’ve yet to change, Cyrilo. Not even getting transformed could shine up the pile of shit you are. Not even the blessing of a mate bond.” A mate bond that would see both of my attackers die.

      Maybe there was justice in the world, after all.

      A surprised breath billowed from Eli’s lungs. “You know him?”

      I gritted my teeth, tipped my chin up, and confirmed, “He’s my brother.”

      A snarl escaped Ethan, and when he flew across the room to attack Cyrilo, I moved toward him to try to stop him, but I wasn’t surprised when Austin shifted and dove into the fray. The two of them got caught up in a tussle, snarling and snapping at each other, but even their fighting, which was anything other than playful, didn’t snatch my attention totally away from Cyrilo.

      He hadn’t shifted in response to the attack.

      Hadn’t responded in any way aggressively, other than to rear up and fall back as his cuffs controlled his movements.

      “The silver,” Eli explained as he stood up and moved from behind his desk and strode over to me.

      I wanted to melt into him when he put his arm around my waist and tugged me close, but I couldn’t.

      Not when the enemy was in our midst.

      I sucked in a breath, trying not to feel like I had the last time I’d seen Cyrilo.

      Trying to forget what he’d done to me, to my baby, to Kian, but it was impossible.

      He’d always been working on Daddy’s orders. His minion.

      “Last time I saw you, you were smiling at me when you forced us off the road,” I rasped.

      Cyrilo didn’t even duck his head in shame, he just stared stonily ahead.

      I heard Ethan snarl some more, and Austin growled at him, focused on controlling his brother, but it was Eli who murmured, “What did he do?”

      “Drove into my little car. He was behind the wheel of a pickup truck with massive bull bars on the front. We didn’t stand a chance. None of us did.”

      “Thought I’d fucking killed you until I saw you on goddamn TV one day at some carnival dressed up like a gypsy,” Cyrilo snapped, peering over at me long enough to slam me with his hatred. “Proudest day of my life was telling Father I’d cut out the scum from our line. You shamed me, bitch.”

      “I shamed you?” I squeaked, my eyes widening, and then I felt the way Ethan and Austin were tearing into each other, their blood actually spilling over this conversation, and I did what I was slowly learning to do.

      It was, as always, a learning curve, but I breathed in, sucked in calm with some oxygen, and blew it out in a measured flow as I closed my eyes and focused on their bright energy balls which, as always, were there the second my eyelids shut.

      I worked on soothing them, calming them, and as I did, the strangest thing happened.

      I saw more balls of energy.

      About twenty-five more.

      When I focused on them, I recognized that one was Daniel, and there were a few people in the house who were linked to those energy balls.

      Even crazier?

      I could sense the bitch back in town.

      She was there too. The whispers back in the grocery store—all from my pack.

      I froze a little, taken aback to note this was how I could help people. Would every person I met who was pack become a part of my little cluster?

      The biggest difference between the pack and my mates was size and color. My men were larger presences in my soul, and oddly enough, I noticed they were at the bottom, closest to me. Almost as though…

      They were keeping the hordes from me.

      They were my barrier.

      They kept the pack apart from me.

      Relief whispered through me, even as I focused on Austin’s and Ethan’s spirits and tried to calm them down.

      Of course, trying to calm someone down wasn’t as easy as it was in real life. Telling them to breathe or to think happy thoughts wasn’t going to work in this medium, so I did the equivalent of petting them.

      Well, as much as I could when I wasn’t able to use my hands during this exercise.

      This was a whole other ball of wax.

      I hummed under my breath and jerked back into Eli’s hold when I felt how they responded to that.

      Instantly, they calmed.

      It was like I’d pushed a button or something.

      Insane.

      But brilliant.

      A laugh escaped me, and that?

      Had the power of a tidal wave.

      The energy reacted to sound!

      Oh man, I could handle that.

      The laughter didn’t just affect Ethan and Austin, I felt it change Eli’s mood too. It even slipped into the other people in my care, mellowing them out.

      My happiness or joy spread into them the second I focused on them.

      Interesting!

      I hummed again to soothe them, and when I opened my eyes, I saw Frank was staring at me with curiosity.

      “Been a long time since I felt an omega as powerful as you,” he mused the second our gazes connected. “In fact, that was a mighty impressive show. I could feel you, even though I’m not in your pack.” He cut Eli a look. “She’ll need guarding.”

      A snap came from behind me, and Frank’s lips twitched as the bitch slinked in, rumbling all the while, her shoulders hunched, head low, sporting a menacing glare. When she brushed up against me, her head butting my hand, I speared my fingers into the thick fur, and murmured, “I have my own guard.”

      “I can see that.” He laughed a little. “Never seen a she-wolf taken with a transformed female before. Why, you do things differently up here in the North, don’t you?”

      Eli cleared his throat. “Some things we do, sure. But other things, no.”

      The curve of Frank’s mouth flatlined at that. “Yeah. I feel that. Well, I brought him here for you. A sacrifice, even though he’s hurt my family, but my omega confirmed he won’t leave your lady alone. Not until he’s seen through his task.”

      “He almost killed her,” Ethan snarled, and I twisted around and saw that he was standing there, back in his half-shredded clothes, glowering at Cyrilo.

      Austin stood in front of him, evidently trying to hold him back, and I could confirm that he needed to.

      I had never, not in the time we’d been together, seen him so angry.

      So uncontrolled.

      It was almost a turn-on.

      At the start of our relationship, things had been so unpassionate, so clinical, that I’d been concerned. I was getting all the passion now in spades.

      Which made me a very happy bunny.

      The thought had my lips twisting into a smile as I asked, “What will you do with him? Do you have jails?”

      “For what he did, he won’t go to jail, sweetheart,” Austin replied, and a satisfied rumble escaped Ethan.

      “You’ll kill him?” I inquired flatly, and even though I knew I should feel badly about that, I didn’t have it in me to do so.

      I couldn’t feel anything other than relief to know that Cyrilo was going to die, not when he was the one who’d ripped my life out from under me.

      Twice.

      I sucked in a breath, and questioned, “Father’s dead, isn’t he?”

      That had to be why Cyrilo had upset the apple cart the way he had.

      Everything about this way of life was mahrime to our kind. Dogs and cats were pets we were forbidden from owning. We loved horses as a result, because, to my people, they were the noblest of breeds. First, Cyrilo would never have allowed himself to be transformed if Father was alive. Second, Father would never have accepted Cyrilo’s methods as justifiable.

      Even that car crash wasn’t how the family did things.

      A knife to the throat. A dagger to the heart. No guns. Nothing of that nature.

      Nothing mechanical.

      Only blunt force and the will to kill someone who had dishonored the line.

      He’d made a mistake in transforming me. He’d just meant to slaughter me and thought to use his wolf to get away with murder.

      A wolf attack was a lot different than homicide.

      “You’re a hypocrite,” I rasped, my thoughts whirling as I tried to get myself under control.

      My brother was dying soon, and I needed answers, answers he wasn’t going to give me.

      His tight mouth and the way he stared blankly at the ground told me all these things.

      I knew he wouldn’t give me the peace I needed.

      I knew he wanted me to suffer, but he would suffer too.

      Striding over to him, I waited for Eli to hold me back, but he didn’t.

      “How did he manage to transform her, that’s what I’d like to know?” Frank muttered. “The bastard’s always been alpha-type, but not strong enough to best me.”

      Of course, that pricked the fool’s pride. “I never showed you just how strong I am.”

      “Makes sense,” Eli murmured. “Something in the line is powerful. Just look how it bred Sabina.”

      I jerked my chin up at that, taking heart from his words.

      To my men, I wasn’t a victim. I was strong.

      I was powerful.

      I was their omega, their mate.

      Their equal.

      Recognition slammed into me as I processed all that before I grabbed Cyrilo’s chin and forced him to look at me. “May Kali Sara heed my words. May she whisper them into God’s ear and beckon him to send you straight to the pits of hell for what you did to Joshua and Kian.” I lowered my face, closer to his, knowing he could attack, but I didn’t care. “May the evil in our family line die with you, may it rot in Satan’s arms with you—”

      He snarled at me, his teeth snapping, but the touch was all I’d needed.

      I could feel his energy.

      It was different than the pack’s, different than my mates’.

      This was familial.

      Blood.

      It was black in my being, and the second I closed my eyes, I didn’t have to touch it to know who it was.

      And because I knew the energy was affected by sounds, I called on my she-wolf, and she responded.

      As did the bitch at my side, who went straight for Cyrilo’s throat as I let out a snarl that any natural wolf would be proud of and let it echo in his head as the creature who was tied to me in ways we’d never understand, who was Mother blessed, took the threat away.

      As he bled out on the floor, I kept my eyes closed, watching as the black ball of energy withered away and died.

      Only when it was snuffed out did I open them, and I saw the carnage.

      I didn’t have it in me to care though.

      Instead, I watched as the she-wolf pranced back to me as light on her feet as a ballet dancer now that she’d attacked, and with her bloody maw still dripping my brother’s lifeblood, she returned to my side and waited for me to pat her head.

      That was her payment.

      My mouth curved into a smile, then I heard Frank say, “Well, I figured I’d seen a lot in all these years, but I never thought I’d see that. Are they tied together or something?”

      “Or something,” Eli rasped.

      And that was the way of it.

      Whatever was going on here, whatever was happening with me and the she-wolf, how linked we were…I wasn’t about to question it.

      The Mother had known I’d need help, and here she was.

      At my side.

      And I knew that her pups would be at my babies’ sides too.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Austin

      

      

      

      Nothing was starting to surprise me.

      I was getting used to batshit, because ever since Sabina had come into this world, she’d shaken things up from the start.

      So, watching the she-wolf bitch scratch at the door like a dog needing to be let out didn’t come as a surprise. Nor did the way she didn’t go outside, just howled on the doorjamb, and within seconds, the pack of natural wolves was running to her side.

      Two males approached her, bowing their heads as they did so, and when she sniffed then retreated to Cyrilo’s corpse, I wasn’t surprised when they began to drag him out.

      The bloody mess they left behind, the trail of guts, was something I was grateful our maids would have to deal with.

      It was, even for me, pretty fucking gross, and when they were outside with the body, when they took him far out into the forest until we couldn’t see them, I knew the naturals were about to have a human feast.

      Quite fitting, I thought, for scum like that.

      Sabina turned to Frank and said, “I’m sure you understand, but I need a moment,” and without waiting for his reply, retreated to the door. I felt Eli’s need to go to her, Ethan’s too, but we had etiquette, and leaving another alpha in our council room wasn’t how we went about doing things.

      Me, on the other hand, I wasn’t tied to the formalities as much, so I slipped out after her, just in time to watch her retreat to the kitchen.

      Brows high, I followed her and saw the kitchen was empty except for a small boy.

      My nose twitched at the scent of him, one I somehow recognized, then I saw she was looming over him, asking, “Daniel, did you eat something?”

      He bit his lip, shoulders rounded so his head was hanging low, and he muttered, “Yes, ma’am.”

      Daniel.

      I knew that name. Not rare, but I knew of no pup in the pack with that name, and it was my job to know everyone.

      My brow furrowed as I tried to process who he was, whom he belonged to, and then I stopped worrying.

      Sabina was my priority.

      I moved over to her, getting as close as I could until I was at her back, and she sighed the second I was there and leaned into me.

      “You need to go lie down,” I rumbled in her ear.

      She sniffed. “I’m not sick.”

      “That was some impressive—”

      “It wasn’t me. It was the she-wolf,” she retorted primly.

      “If you think that, you’re nuts. She’s tied to you and your she-wolf in a way I’ve never seen before. Frank is a lot older than any of us. He was shocked too. That tells you it’s rare what you just did.”

      “Just as rare as what Cyrilo was able to do.”

      I hummed, because she was right.

      “Do you have any sisters?”

      Her eyes widened at that.

      Her jealousy should have pissed me off, especially when I was tied to her, one hundred percent, but instead, and knowing that was the human half of her still at play, I started to answer, “Sabina—”

      “No! Sorry.” She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose. “That was stupid of me. Why were you asking—so you could take one for a mate? As if.” She blew out a breath. “Stupid. So stupid.”

      I reached for her, grabbed her shoulder, and squeezed. “Don’t be hard on yourself.”

      The fact that she was being exactly that told me she was in more shock than she was letting on.

      It figured.

      What had just happened back there was enough to blow my mind, never mind hers, and I was used to this world.

      I watched her take a seat opposite Daniel, who hadn’t uttered a peep since my arrival, and as she shakily seated herself, I murmured, “I’ll get you some water.”

      When she didn’t argue, I headed over to the industrial sink, grabbed a glass from the cupboard above it, then used the filtered water faucet to pour her some.

      As I did, she answered, “I have two sisters.”

      “Cyrilo was the only boy?”

      “Yes.” She gulped. “Thank God.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was horrible. And having two of him around would have been a nightmare.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip at the thought, because it made me wish I could tear Cyrilo to shreds as well.

      Those natural wolves from the other side were fucking lucky to be snacking on him.

      When I turned around, I made sure my expression was composed though, and handed her the water.

      “Daniel, who are your folks?” she asked, and I let her change the subject off herself, especially since we shouldn’t be discussing things like this in front of the boy. “We need to get you back to them.”

      “I don’t have any parents anymore,” Daniel whispered, making me frown.

      I tipped my chin to the side. “Who were they?” I didn’t know of any deaths in the recent past.

      “Lina and Kingsley Rainford.”

      My mouth rounded at that as I processed those words, then I heard her mutter in my head, “You know them? Who is he? He was caught shoplifting at the store.”

      “You’re on the wrong land, Daniel. You know that, don’t you?” I told the boy instead, but I was soft as I spoke to him, not wanting to scare him.

      But it figured that was why he was scared in the first place.

      He knew he shouldn’t really be here.

      “I don’t like it on Rainford land anymore,” he whispered, his bottom lip quivering.

      It wasn’t hard to figure out why.

      I rubbed my brow, wondering how the fuck I was going to explain to Eli that, somehow, our mate had brought home the kid of a recently felled alpha from our neighboring pack.

      Sweet fuck.

      This was the last thing we needed.

      But what were we supposed to do?

      Turn him out?

      I’d never agree with that shit. Ever.

      “What’s going on?” Sabina questioned, her voice wary, and I sensed she could discern my own concern over the situation.

      “Daniel’s father was the Alpha of the Rainford pack, which is about three hundred miles east.” I blew out a breath. “When his mother’s mate died, she passed, and in those circumstances, packs tend to—”

      “Throw children out?” she whispered, finishing the sentence before I could.

      I cut her a look, and knew she was assimilating a lot of information right now.

      Eli had told her that only bad alphas were challenged, and Kingsley had been the worst.

      He’d been cruel and vindictive. Power had bloated him.

      It was no wonder that the Rainford pack hadn’t wanted his spawn there.

      Except, the kid was little.

      And he was scared.

      I could sense that from here.

      He was hungry too, bony, and if he’d been living in an actual house for a while, I’d be surprised, because it looked to me like he’d been sleeping rough, maybe in the forest.

      “I know you were fostered, Daniel,” I rumbled softly, squatting down in front of him. “Why aren’t you with that family?”

      “They’re mean to me,” he whispered miserably. “Everyone’s mean to me now.”

      I tipped my chin, understanding how fear could lead to cruelty, even if I hated the truth of that.

      Rubbing my chin, I murmured, “We won’t be mean to you. Do you want a sandwich?”

      “The lady already made me one.”

      I hummed. “But you’re a growing boy, ain’t you? You need more than one sandwich.”

      He peeped at me from under his lashes, his bright blue eyes staring back at me. “I’m still hungry,” he whispered.

      That was clear to see.

      A kid his age shouldn’t be so small, especially not when he was alpha stock, and he was.

      That was another nail in his coffin.

      Though it was young, I could see it in him.

      He was going to change soon.

      It was in the air around him.

      My wolf sensed it.

      As I got to my feet, moving toward the refrigerator for some fixin’s, I asked, “How old are you, Daniel?”

      He gulped. “Nine.”

      A year older than Eli had been when he’d shifted.

      It fit.

      I blew out a breath, then I felt her settle behind me, her hands coming to bridge over my belly.

      “What is it?”

      “He’s powerful.”

      “I can feel that, I think.” She hummed, her mind wandering off as she tried to figure out what was happening, things that I wasn’t explaining.

      That was the trouble with our life.

      Some things just couldn’t be explained. Some things just had to be bred into you. Cultural shit was hard to pass on, but this? Impossible.

      How did you explain that some packs felt no compunction in tossing little kids out into the human world to survive on their own if they’d lost their family to a pack challenge?

      It was evil, I knew, wrong on so many levels, but what an alpha could do to a pack when they were cruel enough to be challenged?

      Not worth thinking about.

      I thought about all that as I made a PB&J for the kid, then I muttered, “You need to ask Eli if he can stay.”

      She tensed a little. “Why?”

      “Because if you ask, he won’t be able to say no.”

      “And he’d say no if you did?”

      “Yes. He would. Without compunction. We don’t meddle in other pack’s politics, and Daniel is one big Gordian knot of trouble. Especially as he’s going to shift soon.”

      She pressed her forehead to the center of my back. “I didn’t mean to pick up trouble, but he was being scolded, and I couldn’t stand it—”

      She knew what it was to be alone.

      To be left adrift.

      I sighed. “Don’t worry about it. Just make sure you explain what you know to Eli and plead with him if you must. Otherwise, he’ll be returned to the foster system, and he’s far too strong for that.”

      I could sense her confusion. “You really think I’ll be able to convince him?”

      “Of course.” I snorted. “He’d lay down his life for you, Sabina. Just like Ethan and I would.”

      She sighed. “You don’t need to. I’d prefer you to live.”

      “Yes, well, that’s the goal,” I said, amused by her answer. She hadn’t taken it as a compliment, more of an irritated perk of being mated to men as powerful as the three of us.

      That was probably going to be very good for our egos. Sabina wasn’t the only one in our unit who was going to be grounded, it would seem.

      We were going to be leveled out too.

      I’d already seen how Cyrilo’s unfeeling responses to Sabina’s distress had ruptured my icy brother’s control.

      We were changing.

      I just wondered how I was too.

      Was I getting softer?

      Something about the boy’s plight just didn’t sit well with me. I don’t know if that something was triggered by being newly mated, or if it was just a broader understanding of how fate worked.

      Sometimes, things happened for a reason.

      Sometimes, bad shit had to happen for the good to be allowed to flourish.

      If Kingsley had lived, for example, that meant Daniel would have been a lost cause.

      As Sabina’s father had bred Cyrilo for sin, Kingsley would have done the same.

      But under our roof?

      He’d be an alpha to look up to.

      I reached for the hand she’d pressed to my belly, and squeezed her fingers before murmuring, “Just speak with Eli. Okay?”

      She hummed, and the sound soothed me in a way I wasn’t about to question before I grabbed the sandwich, traipsing across the kitchen to hand it to Daniel, who hadn’t moved once.

      At least if we had to live with a kid, he was a good kid.

      Probably too fucking terrified to squeak without shitting himself, thanks to that cocksucker of a father of his.

      When I heard movement in the hall, I listened in, taking note that Frank was leaving.

      Ethan and I didn’t even need to talk to one another, didn’t even need to discuss Frank and who he was to us.

      We wouldn’t be exploring that side of our family.

      Roots were roots, but we were who we were, and we made ourselves into the men we clawed our way into being.

      Just like Daniel.

      His past tarnished him, but his future would make him.

      Ethan’s and my pasts didn’t tarnish us, but we weren’t going to be digging into the family history, making connections, not unless the pack needed them.

      You never knew when you needed another pack on your side, but Frank’s was from the South, and we were high up in the North. I highly doubted we would be able to use those ties between us to any gain.

      Ethan’s voice was polite, Eli’s sharp at the same time, both were grateful as they ushered Frank out of the house.

      When I heard a car start in the distance, only then did my shoulders settle as tension released from them.

      “You don’t have to have a relationship with him if you don’t want to,” Sabina told me gently, reading my mind but answering out loud.

      “I know. I don’t want one.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “I want to focus on the future, not the past.”

      “That’s what we’ll do.” She pressed a hand to her stomach, reached for mine, and smiled. “That’s what we’ll do.”

      I arched a brow at her, and teased, though I knew she had her period, “You trying to tell me something?”

      She grinned, shook her head. “Nope. Just, you know, preempting things.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You never heard of the phrase ‘you don’t borrow trouble’?”

      She arched a brow at me, darted a look at Daniel, and repeated, “Nope.”

      I laughed a little, then hauled her into me so I could kiss her on the brow.
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        Eli

      

      

      

      “You want to what?”

      I worked my jaw at that, not appreciating being questioned by someone I didn’t even fucking consider a councilor anymore.

      Before, taking their shit had been hard.

      Now that I had a different plot ahead in mind, it was even more difficult to accept.

      I ran a hand over my chin, watching as the council—without Conrad and his wife as leaders—gathered in front of me, umbrage lining their features as they bristled with dissension and fury at my tactics.

      “It isn’t a matter of wanting. It is a matter of honor. Of duty. For a child that young to be tossed out onto the streets is an abomination.”

      “That’s because Kingsley Rainford was an abomination,” Laura Thierry muttered.

      “Yes, but his son isn’t. He’s also close to shifting, and if he does that and is left to lead his own life without any input from anyone else? Who knows where that might lead us.”

      “It isn’t our problem,” Ronan Grayford snapped, making me want to bitch slap the fucker for being so damn dense.

      “It is. He came to our territory. He was stealing food from one of our stores to fill his belly. At some point, it was going to become our problem.” I shook my head. “This is why I have issues with you all. You never see the woods for the trees. You never see past the small circle in which you inhabit—”

      “We all know your thoughts on our leadership,” Grayford snapped. “Poor Conrad and Larissa—”

      “Poor Conrad, my ass,” Ethan snarled, his anger clear to behold. “I saw what happened with my own eyes. He cornered an innocent. A woman a lot older than him. He was duplicitous and disrespectful of pack law. We don’t challenge each other like wild, feral beasts in the middle of a run. We uphold pack law, and as council leader, that was literally all he had to do, and he failed.”

      Ethan wasn’t wrong, but then, he’d been there.

      I had taken no pleasure in ending Conrad’s miserable life, mostly because I pitied his wife. As mates, when he wandered over to the next realm and into the Mother’s arms, she would too.

      I never killed without being fully aware of the repercussions, but Conrad?

      He was a fool.

      He’d refused to relent, he’d carried on attacking me, so when he snapped at me, my beast had overtaken my control and had demanded submission.

      It was too late for Conrad to back away by that point.

      His future was altered by his stupidity, and as a result, two people were no longer a part of my pack.

      Larissa was, of course—she was still hanging on, but it wouldn’t be for long.

      We all knew that. Just like we knew that my mother’s hanging on for two years had been either a miracle or by design.

      I rocked back in my seat, uncaring that there was a wall of disapproval staring at me.

      Instead, I murmured, “Your time as councilors is coming to an end. I understand you know this. I understand, even more, that you will want to cling onto the seats of power which you’ll hold on to for as long as you can, but don’t misunderstand me.

      “I’ll let you stay on until I figure out the best possible plan of action for the pack as a whole. Until then, you hold your positions, and that’s that.

      “You do not question me, especially when it comes down to the life of a small boy whose future is at stake. Whose very existence, whose very power puts the pack in danger.

      “If he shifts on our territory, or hell, on any other, and a human sees him…” I shook my head at them. “If you can’t see the devastating impact of that, then I fear for your brains.”

      When, twenty minutes later, still huffing, they wandered out the way they’d come in, I growled under my breath at their myopic stance.

      “The rest of the pack will agree with you,” Ethan said neutrally.

      I shot him an irritated glare. “They have no choice in the matter.”

      “I didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

      The small voice had me twisting in my seat, and when I saw the kid Sabina had brought into the fold, I sighed.

      He was too fucking small for his age, too fucking small for the power in him, and just seeing that made my wolf howl. It made me think of the twins when they were younger, ostracized by those who should embrace them, but more than that, the wolf could recognize an equal power, and it could recognize that strength and appreciate it—especially when it was in a child so young who was in desperate need of molding.

      I beckoned the child forward with my hand and told him, “You weren’t supposed to be listening in on that conversation.”

      “They were loud. I didn’t need to do much to listen.” His answer made my lips twitch, and when I shot Ethan a look, I saw he was smirking too.

      My brother sat on a sofa, reclining like we hadn’t just had the villagers armed with pitchforks and shovels at our door.

      But then, I guessed we hadn’t.

      The council meant nothing to me anymore. It was time I figured out how to disband them properly for the good of the pack as a whole.

      But for now, Daniel needed me.

      And his wolf? Fuck, it needed mine badly.

      As he approached with a caution to his step that told me he was wary around me because of my strength, but also attracted to my power because like called to like, I didn’t rush him.

      I just let him make his way forward.

      When he was near enough, I snatched him up in a surge of energy, made him laugh as I hung him over my shoulder, and then asked, “You want to sit down?”

      His giggles made my heart feel overfull. “No! I like this.”

      That he hadn’t been played with was another given, so I just wandered over to the patio doors and said, “See this land, Daniel?”

      “Nope,” he replied with another giggle. “I see your legs.”

      I had to grin as I shuffled around so he could see better. “How about now?”

      “I do.”

      “The land is all we have. You should remember that.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Maybe you don’t now, maybe you will when you’re older, but don’t forget I said it, hmm?”

      “I won’t, sir.”

      “You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’” I corrected, like I’d corrected him every night for the past three nights of his stay here.

      “E-Eli.”

      Had to figure the kid would loosen up some when he was hanging upside down over my shoulder.

      I let him down though, and said, “You caused no trouble. I’m pleased to have you here. If people huff and puff over it, well, it’s what they do, isn’t it?”

      His eyes were troubled. “I wasn’t welcome at home anymore.”

      I nodded. “Not because of you. Just because of your father.” His tension told me what he felt about him. “But it wasn’t personal.” I needed to ram that home, because otherwise, he’d grow up filled with a bitterness that saw him only wanting revenge on those who’d tossed him out. That was why it was important for him to know that only the land mattered. Not power struggles and strife. The land counted more than anything, because it housed us all, nourished us all, and gave us leave to gather together, to form a community.

      Community being the key word.

      But I wasn’t about to bamboozle him.

      I was having to teach a kid how to be an alpha when he wasn’t ready for it, at all, but shit, what choice did I have?

      Not for the first time, I wondered why all this was happening in the order it was.

      What had Mom triggered when she’d set that rite into action. Where had the rite even come from?

      It was fishy.

      And I had a feeling that, at some point, it would bite us in the nuts, but as it stood, I wasn’t concerned, just wary as to what came next for us.

      “Your father’s pack might not welcome you anymore, but this one will after a short span of time. They just need to see you’re a good boy is all.”

      His eyes were big and bleak in his face. “What if I’m not? What if I’m like—”

      I crouched down in front of him. “Did you know I met your dad a few times?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t know that.”

      I hummed. “He wasn’t a nice man. You’re nice.”

      His smile was shy. “You think so?”

      “I know so.” I reached over and scrubbed a hand over his hair. “Now, you go and get some food in you.”

      His eyes, so somber before, lit up at that. “Really?”

      My lips twitched. “Really.”

      When he scampered off, Ethan murmured, “Gonna eat us out of house and home.”

      “We can afford it.”

      “Surprised you’re being so diplomatic about this.”

      I shrugged, got to my feet, and turned back to the patio doors. “Sabina asked me. Her logic made sense.”

      “So, get her to ask you about all the shitty things we need to do in the future. Gotcha.”

      I sniffed at that. “Fuck you.”

      He grinned. “No. I’ll ask her to do that as well.”

      I sniffed again, but muttered, “Everything’s happening for a reason.”

      “You don’t say, Sherlock,” he replied wryly, but he started tapping his fingers on the armrest, rolling them in a rhythmic tap that was, surprisingly enough, not irritating. “You worried?”

      “No.” I blew out a breath. “I’m not. Maybe I should be, but I’m not.”

      “It all started when Merinda passed over.”

      Merinda, not mother. Never mother.

      I got it.

      I did.

      But it prompted me to ask, “You really want nothing to do with Frank and that side of the family?”

      He shrugged. “Why would I? Austin feels the same as me.”

      “You’ve talked about it?”

      His features crumpled with impatience. “What’s to talk about? I know how he feels, and he knows I feel the same way. We’re disinterested because no good can come from learning about that side of our blood.”

      “Family’s all we have,” I informed him softly. “Consider yourself lucky you have so much of it.”

      “You do now too,” he countered, acknowledging the bond.

      I hummed. “Always had it. It’s different.”

      “Can’t believe you didn’t tell us,” he said on a sigh as he tipped his head back.

      Our eyes clashed and held, but I told him the truth. “Wasn’t the right time. Would only have caused more dissension.”

      “I saw the council leaving. The meeting went well?” Sabina murmured, her voice soothing me, even as I twisted to face her in the doorway. I beckoned her closer and sighed when she meandered around the furniture over to me.

      “As badly as we could expect,” I said dryly, leaning down and joining our mouths which was far more pleasurable than that particular topic of conversation.

      When she sighed into the simple kiss, I took it a little step further, but stopped when her hands tightened in mine, her tongue thrusting against mine too.

      I wanted her.

      I always did.

      But fuck, now wasn’t the time. Nor the place.

      Yes, that was because Ethan was present. Maybe in time, I’d loosen up on that score, and we’d roll into things better, but for now, I couldn’t share anything with them where sex was concerned.

      It was something to work on. Something for my beast to have to accept. And it would.

      I just needed time.

      “I felt your anger.”

      Her first words as we separated had me shrugging. “Surprised you didn’t wade into the fight.”

      “Saw no need to. They were angry, and nothing you said, and nothing I did, was going to change that. They can see the writing on the wall, and they’re waiting for the axe to fall.”

      “Mixed metaphors,” Austin chimed in, strolling into the room like he owned the place. “Nice.”

      Sabina snickered, and even though Austin’s levity sometimes grated, I liked that he always had a way to make her smile.

      Sometimes, I couldn’t do that. I just wasn’t that lighthearted. I knew Ethan was more capable than me because he wasn’t as serious, as bogged down with duty, but Austin was the one who could make her laugh, and I loved to hear her laugh.

      Fuck, I loved it as much as I loved her.

      I squeezed her hands as she turned around to face her other mates but used me as a prop. I’d once worried that I wasn’t good enough for her, and maybe I wasn’t. But with Austin and Ethan, I knew that all three of us were exactly what she needed.

      It wasn’t about us lacking some important thing that made us less, too weak to anchor her, but how the three of us came together as a unit. That was what grounded her. What strengthened her. And for that reason, we were vital.

      “Guess what I just found out,” she murmured.

      “What?” I asked warily, not knowing what her answer might be. At the moment, those words could beckon anything, and we had enough to deal with.

      “It’s Austin and Ethan’s birthday next week! You weren’t going to tell me, were you?” she chided.

      “They hate their birthdays,” I responded dryly. “I’m not that big of a fan of them myself.”

      She heaved a sigh. “Spoilsports, all of you. Well, birthdays mean a lot to me. As do saint days.”

      “Saint days?” Austin clicked his tongue as he leaned against the armrest of the sofa opposite Ethan. “Even more suffering.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m going to write down all the days in Eli’s calendar so they’re set in stone, and we’re going to celebrate each and every one. Do you hear me?”

      “Bossy,” Ethan muttered, and she chuckled at that.

      “I’m coming into my own.”

      Well, there was no denying that.

      She most certainly was, and every step forward she took was a step forward for us and the pack.

      Considering how muddled things were at that moment?

      I was beyond grateful for small mercies.
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      My nose crinkled when I saw the dining table.

      I hated most of this house, with its uncomfortable furniture, the antiques that made it feel like a museum, and the formality of it, which gave it more of an air of a corporate office than a home.

      Still, we’d barely lived here five minutes. I didn’t think it was time to go to Ikea and bring out the big guns.

      So, facing a dining table that would satisfy a royal, my nose crinkled further as I saw the massive birthday cake, and then the silver that lined the mahogany surface, along with the cloches and different platters that were covered with fruits and different foods that were displayed to perfection.

      Austin heaved a long-suffering sigh at my side, which Sabina heard and laughed at.

      “You’d think I was poisoning you.”

      “We hate birthdays,” I muttered, as I’d been muttering all day.

      Austin had too, and he’d woken up with a birthday BJ and a long slow fuck that, according to him, made him realize that power ballads weren’t talking bullshit.

      I knew my birthday gift was for tonight, so I’d admit I wasn’t pouting too much over that, but a party?

      Cue grumpy face.

      Eli was already seated at the head of the table, but Sabina darted over to us, pulled Austin and me into the room, and dragged us over to our chairs.

      Normally, we ate in a room just off the kitchen. It was small, looked over the woods, let in a lot of light in the morning which sucked, but in the evening, the way the moon trickled in through the trees? Perfection.

      This formality was uncalled for, but she looked so goddamn excited that, what? Was I supposed to ruin her joy?

      Yup, not gonna happen.

      So I let her drag us to our chairs, and when she stood between us, I decided there had to be some perks to today, so I settled my hand on her ass as she reached down, put her hands on the lids of the cloches, and revealed our birthday dinner.

      I grinned at the sight, and I had to admit, she’d done good.

      Burger. Steak. Fries.

      No veggies. And no, I didn’t consider fries to be a vegetable.

      “I knew you were perfect,” Austin told her, and I grinned wider because he wasn’t wrong.

      When she beamed a smile at me, I felt my heart melt, and even though I was looking forward to later, I wasn’t too upset about this now.

      “I got the same!” Daniel’s small voice made me jump. It was easy to forget about him, since he was so quiet, but the kid was a good one.

      And he loved books, which made him popular with me too.

      I smirked at him. “This is a feast fit for alphas.”

      Eli snorted, and I saw he’d pulled off his own cloche, revealing a similar meal, but his had a little pot of blue cheese dressing on it.

      I laughed and muttered, “Someone knows I’m the one getting laid tonight.”

      He let out a chuckle, but didn’t get mad at my statement, instead, just upended the sauce onto his steak.

      As she took her seat between Daniel and Eli, I asked, “How did you even find out today was our birthday anyway?”

      She shrugged. “Overheard it.”

      Overheard it?

      “From who?” Austin pressed.

      “Couple of maids.”

      I rolled my eyes at that, guessing, “Hayley and Bridget.”

      Austin nodded. “Bitches.”

      Sabina frowned. “Why?”

      “They were mean to us in school.”

      Sabina snorted, because I’d admit it sounded pretty childish, but it didn’t stop me from huffing, “They were!”

      Daniel’s eyes were round. “Someone was mean to you in school?”

      I wasn’t sure if he sounded impressed or terrified.

      I shrugged. “We weren’t always this big and nasty.”

      His nose crinkled. “You aren’t nasty.”

      My lips twitched. “Thanks, kid.”

      Figured he’d know what nasty was with an evil bastard like his for a dad. Jesus, even if I hadn’t agreed wholeheartedly with bringing him in to the fold, I’d have done so just because of his past.

      “Why were they mean to you?”

      “Because we’re twins,” Austin explained.

      Daniel hummed. “I think that’s silly.”

      Sabina’s reply was strident. “Me too.” She frowned. “Weren’t twins disliked in your pack, Daniel?”

      He shrugged. “There weren’t any.”

      “But if there were some,” she reasoned, “would they be disliked?”

      Awkwardly, he shuffled in his seat. “Yes.”

      His unease told me he’d been raised to dislike twins too, but the way we’d treated him, our kindnesses, spoke for us.

      Well, at least we had one convert.

      I forked up some steak as Sabina grumbled, “I don’t get why twins are so hated. It makes no sense to me.”

      “We told you. We’re like a broken rule.”

      “It’s not your fault, though, is it?”

      “No. But it’s just seen to be a curse.”

      “If your line begets twins, then we’re going to have some, and I refuse for my kids to be treated like that.” She huffed, plunked her knife and fork down, and glowered at us like we were going to argue.

      But then I sensed her genuine distress, and it hit me square in the feels. She was such a mother. I didn’t know why or for what reason, but it was the truth. Everything about her was protective, defensive of the young. I’d picked up on it, thinking she was unhappy being a predator now, but it went deeper.

      She was a natural nurturer for a reason.

      Daniel mumbled, “I’ll protect them, Sabina.”

      She twisted to look at him. “You will?”

      “Of course!” He beamed a grin at her now that he had her attention. The second she was looking at him, the kid lit up like a firework. I couldn’t blame him—it was how I felt whenever she glanced my way. “When I grow up, I’ll be real strong.”

      She reached over and squeezed his wrist. “You already are.”

      He squirmed at that. “Not strong enough.”

      “Plenty strong,” she countered. “For your age.”

      “She’s right, Daniel,” Eli intoned. “Best not to walk before you can run.”

      He eyed Eli, studying him with a gravitas I understood. Sometimes, Daniel had a way of looking at Eli with pure hero worship in his eyes, and it always made me want to laugh. Eli was so repressed, the last thing we needed was Daniel to emulate him.

      Not that I was much better as a role model.

      The best of us all was Austin. At least he knew how to let his hair down.

      “Okay, Eli, I won’t walk before I can run,” he repeated carefully, like he didn’t want to mess up. Then, he cleared his throat. “Eli?”

      “Yes, Daniel?”

      “I can walk already.”

      Eli’s lips curved. “I know. It’s just a saying. You need to get used to walking as a wolf, before you can run as one. You see what I mean?”

      Daniel took a big bite of his burger as he contemplated that. “I think I do,” he said, with his face now covered in ketchup to the extent where he looked like he was eating rare, bloody steak.

      I had to admit, whatever I’d expected for a birthday meal, it wasn’t this.

      Something quiet, something small.

      Just us.

      With Daniel.

      Who didn’t really count, because he fit in.

      It was weird how he did.

      How right it felt to have him here.

      I’d figured he’d cramp our style, but he didn’t. Even though his alpha was strong enough to rub our wolves the wrong way, it didn’t seem to matter.

      I was glad for his sake though.

      The meal ended with a massive sundae that had more toppings and candy on it than I could imagine, served with a slice of cake that had more buttercream frosting on it than actual cake, and it was then it hit me.

      This was what every kid would want for a birthday meal.

      Just looking at Daniel told me that. He was in a catatonic state of bliss as he scooped up the mountains of ice cream, syrup, candy, and brownie bites…

      This was for the kids in us.

      The kids who hadn’t been allowed to be that for too long before our culture had started to batter us.

      Mother blessed, we were lucky men.

      Lucky, lucky men to have a mate like this at our side.

      And I’d never forget that.

      Not as long as we lived.
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      When I plunged into her, she was slick and hot, full of a fire that branded me. It filled me with a heat that melted the ice that took up such a large part of my soul and spilled out of my pores, enabling me to be me when I was around her.

      The true me.

      A side of myself that I only recognized around her.

      A side that was free from the pack’s prejudices, that was uncaring over whether I was liked or disliked. That was liberated from a lifetime of being ostracized.

      Knowing who I was, that we were tied to Eli, that we were mated to this glorious woman, was all I needed to know—that my past had caught up with me in the best way imaginable.

      I blew out a breath as I settled in deep, and I wasn’t, I’d admit, surprised when I heard footsteps padding toward us.

      Sabina’s bedroom was a communal space. Over the past two weeks since we’d been mated, we’d taken turns sleeping with her. I wasn’t sure when that would change. Didn’t know if it even would.

      We were all alphas. All used to having our own dens, our own areas that weren’t tainted with others, so maybe this would always be how it worked…for Eli in particular.

      Austin and I were a little different.

      I’d wondered when he’d come to us, and I wasn’t surprised it was tonight on our birthday.

      Not because he wanted a birthday gift in Sabina’s body too, but because he was as messed up over things as me.

      She twisted her head to look at him, and her cheeks instantly heated up in a way that had me burrowing my face in her throat, hiding a laugh as I sucked on her there, wanting to mark her for all to see.

      “Austin?” she squeaked, making me laugh a little more, so much so that I couldn’t control my shaking shoulders.

      Sabina slapped my back. “Stop giggling, you.”

      “I’m an alpha,” I countered, though the words were muffled. “I don’t giggle.”

      She sniffed. “I say you do.” She cleared her throat, which had her body doing interesting things beneath me, “What are you doing here, Austin?”

      “I didn’t want to sleep alone tonight.”

      She sighed at that, then mumbled, “I’m kind of in the middle of things.”

      Austin snorted. “I can see that. Don’t worry. Carry on.”

      “Carry on?” she echoed, bewildered. “With you watching?”

      I nipped her throat. “Watching you be pleasured is something I’d like to enjoy too.”

      Her mouth dropped open, and when I reared up to look at her, I had to stifle another laugh.

      She looked like she’d swallowed a fish.

      My lips twitched as I moved to kiss her cheek. “Don’t worry. Everything that happens in this room is all about pleasure, isn’t it? No shame, no fear. Just joy.”

      She relaxed a little at my words. “No shame, no fear, just joy,” she repeated breathily. “I think I like the sound of that.”

      Austin hummed as he walked toward the bed and climbed on it. She didn’t tense up, but she did twist a little to see him in the flickering firelight.

      When he cuddled up close to her, I moved my head out of the way, knowing that he’d kiss her, soothe her.

      She’d tightened up on me, her tension translating to inner tension, but I knew Austin would relax her.

      Both of us were careful not to talk to one another because we were well aware she could hear, and the last thing either of us fucking needed was her knowing that this wasn’t the first time we’d done this.

      Neither would it be the last.

      I’d known the three of us would head down this path together, I just hadn’t thought it would be so close to the claiming.

      Still, I got it.

      Austin rarely let on about feeling vulnerable, but we hated our birthdays.

      With a passion.

      Rebekkah, I felt so much better calling her that and not mother, always forgot our fucking birthdays, and it had just been a nightmare at school for us.

      In a pack school, birthdays were celebrated in class.

      For us? It was a horror just unfolding before our eyes, because kids didn’t want to celebrate the twin freaks’ birthdays.

      Memories and kids were both bitches.

      Not wanting to lose my erection, not when my dick had breached heaven’s gate, I hummed as I started to nip at her throat again, sucking and laving as Austin began to twist her mind and make her breathless as he stole kisses from her.

      I could feel the instant her body softened, her acceptance coming to the forefront as she opened up to me, her nails no longer digging into my spine as she relaxed and invited us both in.

      Satisfied, I started to rock my hips, but I leaned down and began to suck on her tits too, nipping here and there, sucking hard and fast on her nipples, raking my teeth with them, until I heard her breath catch.

      She moaned into Austin’s mouth before her hips started to rock back, arching up to meet me until she was as eager as I was.

      A groan escaped me as she tightened that delicious pussy around my dick, and I curved up over her, putting my hands on either side of her arms so I could find my balance. Once I’d reached it, I pushed into her harder, grinding down as I leaned up on one hand and used the other to rub her clit.

      She came within seconds, surging to that peak so fucking fast that I almost blinded myself in the fireworks that exploded to life in my head as I was drawn into the mix too.

      With the knot, it wasn’t like in the past where we could screw and take turns. I’d be in her for hours now, but I figured Austin was aware of that and just wanted to hunker down with us.

      As I groaned out my release, her high-pitched shriek had me wanting to laugh as she clung to me, clutching at me as the knot forged into being, triggering her second orgasm that made me cry out too.

      “Fuck!” I ground out, my head falling back, neck arching as I dealt with the pummeling blows of pleasure on my nerve endings.

      Jesus, that felt so good!

      I roared with the release, not stopping until her pussy calmed around me, no longer drawing every ounce of cum from my balls.

      As the pleasure turned into a memory, I slumped on her before Austin helped roll me onto my back so she was draped over me like a blanket of warm female curves I would never be able to get enough of.

      When he pressed a kiss between Sabina’s shoulders, I knew he wasn’t jealous or annoyed at not getting any. This was different.

      This was our mate.

      Things changed when you were mated.

      Stuff like blowjobs and anal were no longer on the menu. Well, they were, but you couldn’t end that way.

      You could start off with both before you had to go inside her pussy, because if you didn’t?

      The knot would appear, and it didn’t take too kindly to not being able to burrow into the female. I knew Austin didn’t feel like spending the rest of his birthday with an ice pack on his dick.

      “What happens?” Sabina asked, and I felt my balls crawl into my body.

      How much she could hear of our thoughts wasn’t something any of us had figured out yet. But it was disconcerting to say the least.

      “I can hear plenty,” she mumbled. “But I give you privacy. Just not so easy when my brain is mush.”

      “What are you talking about?” Austin questioned softly, and I felt him roll onto his side as he spoke.

      I cleared my throat. “I was thinking about… Well, remember old Bill Levers?”

      Austin snorted. “Levers is famous, bro. How could I forget?”

      “Yeah, well, tell Sabina the tale.”

      Another snort escaped him. “You were thinking about knots?”

      “I was thinking about knots,” I confirmed.

      Austin laughed. “When Levers got older, he said he couldn’t get it up as much so he took some Viagra.”

      “That works on shifters?” she queried, her voice drowsy.

      “You’d be surprised what works and what doesn’t,” I said dryly. “Viagra does to a point, but we’re not supposed to take it.”

      “For reasons which I will explain,” Austin interjected, and I was glad because I didn’t have the energy to say shit, never mind tell a story, but then Austin was damn good at sharing stories.

      I could remember being a kid when he’d talk me to sleep some nights, speaking about this and that.

      The memory was a pleasant one, and it had me smiling into Sabina’s hair.

      “So, Levers took some without telling his mate, and he kept having random erections throughout the day. He kept her so fucking exhausted all day that neither of them realized the knot wasn’t functioning like normal.”

      She gasped. “You’re kidding?”

      “No. Levers said they were like jackrabbits—”

      “He talked about this with people?” she demanded, outraged.

      “Well, it was funny,” I mumbled. “Plus, he was warning us not to take Viagra. This was when it had just been released,” I tacked on with a little laugh.

      “Anyway,” Austin rumbled, tapping her on the butt. “If I can continue…”

      “Sorry,” she muttered, but I heard her smile.

      “They were so tired they forgot about the knot, so when Levers got another hard-on, and his mate was too tired and sore to take him anymore, she clambered down the bed and sucked him off.”

      “Oh God, what’s going to go wrong here?”

      “The knot fused to her cheek.”

      I started snickering, just remembering how Levers told the story, and how his mate, for months, hadn’t let him near her again.

      He’d been a cautionary tale for a lot of men back then.

      “To her cheek?” Sabina shrieked, jerking in my arms in response.

      “Yeah. It was like a misfire. It wouldn’t normally do it.”

      “It wouldn’t?”

      “No. But because he’d fucked up his system, jacking it with Viagra, he made a clusterfuck of things.” Austin snickered. “So, his mate was tied to his dick like that for nearly thirty minutes—”

      “Thank God it was only a half-hour! Your knots can take all night to let go of me.”

      I hummed. “Sign of the strength of our bond, plus how strong we are as wolves. It’ll lessen with time, and with how often we mate.”

      She rolled her eyes at that, muttering, “You get plenty,” before she carried on with, “Levers wasn’t an alpha?”

      “No. If he was, his mate would have probably gnawed off his cock after the eighth hour,” Austin said, amused.

      “That isn’t funny,” Sabina argued.

      “It was at the time, primarily because Maggie May was the one who told most people about what happened, and Levers had to get up during a council meeting, explain everything, and tell us not to use Viagra.”

      “Was this when Eli was alpha or his dad?” she questioned.

      “His dad.” Austin snickered. “That was more hysterical than anything else. That old fucker was such a goddamn stickler.”

      “He was the only one who wasn’t snickering that night.”

      “Poor Maggie May.”

      “Poor Levers,” I retorted. “One mistake, and he was denied access to his mate for over six months.”

      “He deserved it,” she replied with a sniff, which made me roll my eyes.

      “We can agree to disagree,” Austin countered with a snort. “Mates can’t be apart for that long.”

      “Well, no,” she agreed softly, and I could tell she was thinking about being without us for that length of time. “But she was traumatized!”

      “Hardly. A freight train through the living room wall wouldn’t faze Maggie May.” My lips twitched at Austin’s tone. “We need you to meet her properly. You’ll probably like her. She was the woman who spoke out at the pack meeting.”

      “I remember her.” She cleared her throat. “Conrad attacked her, didn’t he?”

      Was I surprised she’d learned about that? Not exactly. Still, I’d have preferred her not to know.

      “We can take you to the diner tomorrow,” I concurred, changing the subject as I accepted that Sabina would like Maggie May’s inherent bluntness.

      Sabina had to get to know the pack, and Maggie was a good way to start.

      Though she and Levers weren’t high ranked, they worked the diner, and that meant their place was an unofficial meeting ground. Everyone knew them, and it was why, though poorly ranked, people tended to listen to them.

      You never ignored the people who made your dinner. Especially not when their chicken pot pies were the best this side of the Columbia River.

      I hummed. “You’ll like her, and I bet you’ll like her BLTs.”

      She laughed. “If there are BLTs involved, then can we take Daniel too?”

      “Of course. Kid needs to eat more.”

      Since she’d wheedled Eli into taking the boy in, he’d managed to eat us out of house and home.

      His metabolism was working extra time right now, and we all knew he’d be shifting soon. I figured that was why Eli had agreed to Sabina’s request, even though it was damn awkward in the midst of all the pack turmoil with the council.

      Bringing in another alpha’s spawn, an alpha who was unpopular to boot, who’d lost a challenge, could never happen at a great time. But with the shit with the council too? Yeah, couldn’t be much worse.

      Still, I got it.

      Eli, more than anyone, knew what it was like to shift at such a young age, and Daniel needed all the help and support he could get.

      That was why he was staying with us. I wasn’t sure if it was permanent or temporary, but knowing Sabina, it would be permanent.

      Surprisingly, having the kid around didn’t irritate me. He was good and quiet, but just ate like a…you guessed it…wolf.

      “Probably be good to introduce Daniel to Maggie too. She might settle things for him after he shifts and can take his place in school,” Austin reasoned.

      “Yeah, good point.”

      “I still don’t get why he can’t go to school—”

      “Because he’s technically illegally here,” I interjected dryly.

      “It’s not even a legal school,” she countered.

      And it wasn’t. The pack school wasn’t like a normal public school. All the kids were registered under human law as homeschooled, when really, we had our own system.

      “He needs to be at home when he shifts,” Austin explained.

      “When Eli was close to shifting, he didn’t go to school for around eight weeks.”

      “Kali Sara, so long? He must have been lonely!”

      Trust her to think that.

      I’d never looked at it that way, mostly I’d been jealous about him getting to stay home from school, but now that I thought about it, in this great big house with a fucker for a father and a weak bitch for a mother—that wasn’t much fun.

      Her hand glided down my arm, and I knew my bitterness had drifted into her awareness.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      “No need to apologize.”

      Wasn’t there?

      Merinda was still Eli’s mom.

      He still respected her. I didn’t want to cause any tension between us with my inability to get over the fact we’d been dumped on Rebekkah like we were stray cats.

      “It takes time,” she soothed, and it figured that Austin knew what we were talking about, because we were going through this together.

      “I just find it hard to believe that all this time, he was watching over us and he never said anything.”

      “You know how controlled he is, how he plays every move cautiously,” she replied. “I’m not surprised at all. It’s exactly the kind of thing he’d do.”

      Austin sighed. “She isn’t wrong. Didn’t he put up with the council just because he didn’t want to upset his father’s memory while Merinda was around? Then, the second she was gone, he started stirring shit up.”

      I hummed at the thought.

      Eli was an odd man.

      Sabina snorted. “That’s one way to phrase it. I don’t think he’s odd, more just unique.”

      I jerked at how she picked up on that thought.

      “He isn’t going to be like his father, but neither is he going to be as soft as taffy. He’s just Eli. He wants to see the best in people, he wants to give them enough rope to hang themselves and if they don’t, then he’s pleased. He’s very watchful, and he watched over you, making sure you had the support you needed, even if it wasn’t from the people who mattered the most.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “He shouldn’t have had that responsibility on his shoulders.”

      “No, but he gladly took it.” She hummed as she pressed a kiss to my shoulder, and I felt her breathing even out as she drifted off to sleep.

      I felt how calm she was, how happy, and it made me feel better, even though I was still a little tangled up inside.

      “It’ll get better,” Austin mumbled, and I heard how sleepy he was too.

      “Will it?”

      “Yeah. Just don’t focus on the past. We’ve got too much to live for.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but sometimes, it wasn’t easy to let go of the bitterness. Rebekkah had been a shitty mother, but in comparison to what Merinda had done, she’d been a peach.

      Here I was, with my future in my arms, and I couldn’t be happier that she was the exact opposite of Rebekkah. That she was nothing like Merinda, either.

      We’d shared the war stories of what had gone down in that other place. She’d repeatedly shown how she’d protect us, fight for us, defend us. How she’d fight for younglings, and the way she’d brought Daniel into the pack’s bosom? A key piece in the jigsaw puzzle that was our mate.

      She was a born nurturer, everything I’d never known I needed, and through her?

      I’d find peace.

      Even if that peace came with a side of crazy.
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      The gasp hit me right in the chest.

      It was strange. So strange. I blew out a breath, closed my eyes, and tried to swirl through all the balls of energy in my mind that were representative of a person in the pack.

      When I found them, when I realized their attack was happening in this very house, I shot out of my seat and surged into action, slipping out of the small office I’d claimed for myself and heading out into the hall.

      I was coming to learn the energy was like a magnet. It pulled at me and pulled at the other person until we were together.

      These things were happening more and more frequently.

      Ever since my powers had accepted all members of the pack, the bombardment hadn’t stopped, but I was refusing to stress over it, refusing to be anything other than accepting of it.

      If I stressed, then I’d worry, and there was no point.

      No point at all.

      And, anyway, what I could do helped people. I’d wanted that all my life, and here I was with my desires met.

      I rushed into the kitchen and saw Ariel, one of the cooks who worked here, holding her chest. I knew I could have calmed her from afar, but sometimes that wasn’t enough.

      I didn’t know how to define ‘sometimes.’ I only knew that she needed me here.

      The staff members were all watching on in horror, with a few hovering around her like they wanted to help but had no real idea how.

      Me? I knew what to do, but I waded into the mix, unsure if they’d let me through.

      Just because my powers had accepted them, didn’t mean they’d accepted me.

      They were still wary, and I understood that.

      I was unusual.

      A freak.

      Just like always.

      But it didn’t matter because I had my men at my side, and that was all I needed.

      True acceptance from these people would come with time, and I was more than willing to give them that, because I wasn’t going anywhere.

      When I almost dropped to my knees as I approached Ariel, I ignored the gasps and sniffs as I shoved people out of the way. Instead of focusing on them and their wariness, I focused on her.

      She felt it too.

      Her body responded as if I’d jolted her with power, and maybe, I thought guiltily, I had.

      I wasn’t sure, to be honest. This was the first time I’d done this, and I wasn’t even healing her, more like just calming her down.

      The way our energies collided, however, was like nothing either of us anticipated, but she instantly started to relax.

      I hummed under my breath, remembering how that had helped Ethan that day with Cyrilo, and as I did so, I felt the wariness in the entire kitchen start to disband.

      It was surreal for me too, and I knew this was possible, so only Kali Sara knew what everyone else was feeling.

      I carried on humming, even started to sing an old ditty my mother had sung to me before bed, and eventually, the cook I knew as Ariel opened her eyes and stared at me.

      She gasped a little, her breath coming out in pained sobs that made me wince with her.

      “What happened?” I whispered, wanting to know so that maybe I could ease that pain as well.

      “She’s terrified of mice. One flew across the kitchen floor.”

      The voice had me twisting around to find its owner. I gaped at them. “Mice?” I pulled a face, then blew out a breath. My instinct was to tell them to put poison down, but ever since the other realm, I’d started changing.

      I was a predator by nature now. I knew that. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t live my life by my choices.

      And those choices meant I didn’t like to kill unnecessarily.

      So much blood had been shed in my past, so much of it a waste of human life and love, that to be faced with a world where death was closer at hand, where the repercussions might lead to not just one death but two? Well, it wasn’t my idea of a dream come true.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t change things.

      I cleared my throat. “We need to figure out a way to stop them from coming around then, don’t we?”

      Elsa, the housekeeper, commented, “I’ll get some poison.”

      I shook my head. “No. No poison. Something more natural.”

      She scowled at me, so I scowled back as she grumbled, “They don’t work.”

      “Sure they do. There are ways and means. We’ll figure it out.” When she pursed her lips in disapproval, for the first time, I called on my she-wolf.

      Two things happened—the bitch from the other realm waded into the quarrel, snapping her teeth whenever someone got in her way, and my she-wolf came out to party.

      The other females gasped at that, and Ariel, sadly, started gasping for air again, so I quickly dropped my hold on my she-wolf, well aware that everyone now knew that I had power to back me up.

      I didn’t like pissing contests, but these people were predators too. They respected strength, so I’d shown them what I could do. And that was that.

      I rubbed my hands over Ariel’s shoulders as the bitch moved over to me. When she pressed her head onto Ariel’s lap, the other woman tensed, but I reached for her hand and put it on the bitch’s head. “She means no harm,” I assured her.

      Ariel’s breathing calmed, and she stopped bellowing air in and out, instead, starting to breathe a little more subtly. “Who is she?”

      It figured the household staff would want to know, so I shrugged. “She’s my friend.”

      That was the only answer I had, and it was the only answer they’d get, because I had no other answer.

      When she was calm enough to stand, enough to wander over to a seat, I patted her hand and got her some water. When she took a sip, I asked, “Are you okay, Ariel?”

      She stared at me with hesitation in her face, her eyes. “Y-Yes, Omega.”

      I shook my head. “Sabina. My name’s Sabina. You know where I am if you need me.”

      I didn’t wait on her to reply, just shot her a soothing smile and started out of the kitchen.

      Women moved out of my way, and I let them, sensing their wariness had morphed into surprise, and I was good with that.

      Everything was a learning curve, wasn’t it?

      As I headed out into the hall, the bitch at my side, I heard Daniel giggling at something overhead in the room we’d given him.

      Even though he wasn’t my son, the links between us were powerful.

      I had no way of knowing why, just knew that to be true, and it was only one of the reasons why I’d wanted him here, close at hand.

      Austin was helping him with his homeschooling, which amused me because I knew he hated books, and we were all taking it in turns to help him catch up with all the education he’d missed.

      Which was a lot.

      I was almost tempted to go up there and help, but I knew I’d be a distraction, and Daniel didn’t need that.

      He needed his teacher focused on him, not on my ass.

      Lips twitching at the thought, I closed my eyes and concentrated on my other men.

      Eli was out. I hated that. I knew he was at one of the pack businesses, knew he was scoping things out for when he decided on his next plan of action.

      That he was taking so long to act when he was decisive by nature told me he was nervous, and it was the kind of nervous I couldn’t soothe.

      He took too much on, bore too heavy a burden, and though I could help ease the strain, I couldn’t erase it entirely.

      Instead, I just tried to share it, and I figured I was doing an okay job of it because he hadn’t complained yet.

      Ethan, on the other hand, was in the office where Eli worked, so I wandered in there, smiling when I saw him sitting at Eli’s desk.

      “Rebel,” I called out when, after finishing his call, he put down the landline and twisted to look at me.

      His grin was sheepish, but he beckoned me with his hand, and I moved toward him, easily slipping onto his lap like I’d been doing it since I was young, and not just in the past month or so.

      Everything about us was as natural as night following day, and the ease of it all just settled in my soul, making everything a thousand times better.

      When I rested against him, my butt against his crotch, I felt his dick harden, but mostly, I felt the way he wanted comfort and wouldn’t ask for it.

      His arms slipped around my waist, and he rocked us back as he sighed. “Feels good to have you in my arms, mate.”

      They were all surprisingly tactile, but I wasn’t about to complain about it. I figured they were all alphas, all manly men who weren’t allowed to show weakness…only to me.

      “Everything okay?”

      He shrugged. “Just a lot going on right now.”

      My eyes narrowed at that, and I twisted somewhat so I could look up at him. “Who was that on the phone?”

      “Uncle Frank,” he said bitterly.

      “What did he want?”

      “He extended an invitation for us to go down to the family pack.” His jaw worked for a second. “I have no desire to go.”

      “I know you don’t. We discussed this already,” I told him calmly, accepting his choice, even if I didn’t necessarily agree with it.

      He huffed, apparently sensing that, and muttered, “If anyone should understand that family isn’t everything, it’s you.”

      I arched a brow, surprised by his tone. “My situation is a lot different than yours. Plus, your family wants you in the circle. There’s a difference.”

      “They don’t want us,” he muttered, that same bitterness etching his voice. “They just want to see their brother or their nephew or whoever in us—”

      I frowned. “You’re more than your father, and if what Eli said is true, then your father was a convict. I mean, I’m not saying that’s bad, but from what I’ve learned—and I figure Cyrilo was a pretty big lesson to be taught—a shifter has to do something bad for the pack to allow him to be jailed in human prisons.”

      He huffed. “Yeah.”

      “You know what Lucas did?”

      “Killed someone, apparently.” His sullenness didn’t come as a surprise. But his answer did.

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, wasn’t sure how to ease this particular ache.

      “You don’t like that you understand Eli’s father’s reasoning, do you?” I guessed cautiously.

      He hissed under his breath. “No. Fuck, why do you always know what I’m feeling?”

      I snorted. “It’s kind of what I do.”

      “Yeah, but still.” He blew out a breath. “If another male came to our union and he was a convict? I wouldn’t let him anywhere near you.” He gulped. “I don’t like that. I don’t like that I’m anything like that fucker.”

      “You’re protective of me. I get it,” I told him softly, surprised by his cursing. “You don’t need to beat yourself up over this, Ethan. We don’t know the ins and outs. Maybe it was self-defense. You don’t know. Unless you look.”

      “I don’t want to,” he confessed.

      “Then don’t.”

      “It’s not as easy as that.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I confirmed, “but the truth is, you have a long life ahead of you. A lot of time to figure out your roots. Just covering them up won’t help you, love. Just burying your head in the sand when you need answers will get you nowhere.”

      “True.” He grunted. “Maybe in time.”

      “Yeah. In time.”

      He cleared his throat after a while of us just sitting together, restful despite the conversation at hand. “Sabina?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What happened?”

      I tensed at his somber tone. “When?”

      “With Kian and Joshua?”

      I swallowed. “I told you some of it.”

      “Not all of it.”

      “No.” I bit my lip as I thought about how to answer. The past and the present no longer blurred, but with Joshua? He was a blank space in my future that I could never erase. “Kian and I loved each other. It was crazy to bring a baby into the mix, but we were stupid and young. We thought that was the only way my father would let us be together—”

      “He couldn’t have stopped you.”

      A bark of laughter escaped me. “Oh, but he could. He’d planned a marriage between me and a boy from another family, don’t forget. The night I told him I was pregnant was the night he told me about the marriage.”

      Ethan sucked in a breath. “Jesus.”

      “Yeah. I was lucky I was pregnant, because I know things would have happened fast after that.

      “He locked me in my room, but my sister, Lara, helped me get out. She’d called Kian, and he was there, waiting for me a few streets away. I never went home again.”

      Maybe he heard the sadness in my voice, a sadness he might not be able to understand because he was disconnected from his family in a way I wasn’t, but while the men in my line had been bastards, my sisters weren’t. My mother wasn’t. Weak, yes, but horrible? No.

      He ran a hand over my arm, soothing me with his touch. “Austin mentioned you had sisters. Do you think they’re like you?”

      “Cyrilo was special, wasn’t he? I don’t see why they wouldn’t be too.”

      He hummed at that, then his voice deepened, changed, and I knew what he was going to ask before he even finished the question. “You carried to term, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” Sadness filled me, as did the horror of having Joshua and losing him to a family grudge. My lungs felt like Ariel’s—compressed, tight and taut, unable to let me breathe. But then I registered where I was and with whom. I was also older and wiser.

      I swallowed, but it was thick and hard to do so. “I thought when we moved away, we were safe. Then, the day after I got out of the hospital, we were driving down this road. It was bright, the sun was so fierce it hurt my eyes, even though it was winter. There was snow on all sides, and the plows had just been out, and we were so fucking happy. We’re from the South, we’d never seen snow before. It was like a gift.

      “And Joshua? He was beautiful. So beautiful, Ethan. He was perfect.”

      I peered up at him through tear-drenched lashes and saw his sorrow for me. When he pressed his lips to my temple, I sighed. I wasn’t soothed, but it was better than the gnawing emptiness that I’d always had as cold comfort before.

      “He was tucked into the car seat. He should have been safe. We all should have been. But as we rounded this curve, suddenly, there was a big truck there.” I gulped. “It came straight for us, moving onto our side of the road. We collided because every time Kian tried to maneuver out the way, Cyrilo wended into our path.

      “Even though I knew Kian was doing his best, it wasn’t enough. It would never be because Cyrilo was there with his orders. I knew we were dead.”

      “But you survived,” he whispered softly.

      “Yeah. Only just.” My mouth trembled. “It was luck, if you’d believe it. Where he pushed us off the road, it landed us into the next county. It muddled things in the news. So when I went into the hospital, he checked the wrong one. He never was that smart though. He should have checked both.

      “Dad put too much faith in him because he had a penis. But his stupidity was my saving grace. Even if, for most of my recovery, I wanted to die.”

      He squeezed me. “Thank you for living.”

      My lips curved into a sad smile, and I reached up, ran my fingers through his hair, and whispered, “You’re welcome. But I know now why I survived.” I shrugged. “To be here, with you.” I kissed his lips. “Most of my family sucks. There’s no way to argue that. But yours? Maybe it doesn’t. Maybe it’s cool. And maybe they’re horrible. Don’t discount things just because it’s your knee-jerk reaction, hmm?”

      With that said, my story imparted and never to be shared again because I couldn’t keep looking back to the past, I turned my face into his collar and let myself weep.

      For Joshua.

      For Kian.

      Because they had no happy ending, and my love for them was as pure now as it had been back then.

      Love didn’t die.

      It changed.

      Morphed with the years.

      But it stuck fast.

      Even while my heart beat solely for Eli, Ethan, and Austin, the memory of what I felt for Kian and Joshua was capable of taking my breath away.

      So I sobbed in my mate’s arms and let him hold me as I absorbed the grief that would always linger, knowing that I was safe and out of harm’s way and in the arms of men who’d die to protect me.

      More importantly, who I’d kill to defend.
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      With her hand in mine, we walked into the diner.

      Austin and Ethan flanked me with Daniel hovering just ahead, moving with a dance to his step that made me smile, because it told me that in a few short weeks, we’d managed to improve his life. As we passed through the doors, the entire place came to a standstill.

      Highbanks wasn’t the biggest town, but we were densely populated and most of that population were members of my pack.

      The few humans here tended to be on the outskirts of the town, and I was more than okay with that, since the cross section of our town, the Rainford area, and then Drake’s Point, one of the biggest cities and for which the county was named, was where the humans tended to congregate.

      So when I walked in, quickly scanned the diner, and saw no humans, I knew I could relax some and that my reason for being here didn’t need to be put off until some trucker had finished his apple pie.

      The diner was an unofficial meeting ground for the pack. My father had been too up his own ass to even consider that the pack might gather every Wednesday night at six PM to talk about shit they knew the council didn’t give a fuck about, but I wasn’t like him.

      I’d known for a while how it rolled, mostly because Austin and Ethan had warned me back when we were younger, and also because I knew the pack had to have a voice.

      Levers and his wife, Maggie May, were those voices.

      My father—again, dumbfuck—had just thought they were trusted by the people. Me? I knew the rest of the pack leaned on them to be their speakers.

      That wasn’t how I wanted my tenure as alpha to be.

      I didn’t want the elite in my packhouse, eating my fucking cheese and drinking my goddamn wine.

      I wanted these people.

      I wanted them to be welcome, for our issues to be shared, and for us to make this pack and this area better.

      So I let my wolf out. It roared in my head, echoing in my brain as the prospect of freedom enticed it, but then I felt her hand on my back. Immediately, the wolf was calmer.

      Which made me calmer.

      I was still uneasy about letting him loose, because if anyone knew his full strength, it was me, but I knew I had to. Showing Sabina my power, coming to see that I wasn’t terrifying, watching her rip through my domination, it gave me the courage to reveal a side of myself the people hadn’t seen before.

      And I only did it because I knew, within the flash of a heartbeat, if things turned crazy, Sabina would find a way to stop me.

      That was her strength. It was equal to mine. A Mother-granted gift.

      The power I exuded was enough to make every person within the diner cringe and drop to their knees in submission, only, as I gradually pulled back the veil on my wolf, there were over four dozen gasps, but no one flinched or cowed.

      They knew what I was doing.

      I was telling them I was here as alpha.

      I was here as their leader, but I wasn’t here to dominate them.

      Thank fuck that had worked. It had been a hard-won thing.

      The hush that had overtaken the diner at our entrance broke at that, and Maggie May, from behind the counter, declared, “You sure know how to make an entrance, Eli.”

      My lips curved. The irascible old bat had never called me alpha, not once, and she was one of the few I didn’t mind that from. I appreciated her shrewdness though.

      Her breaking the ice like that made things a whole helluva lot easier.

      “It’s style, Maggie May. You’ve either got it or you don’t.”

      She sniffed at me, but her smirk and the gleam in her eye told me she was amused.

      She’d always liked me.

      I knew that like I knew she’d hated my father.

      Whenever I came here, I always got extra servings, and that was without my asking for it or her even charging for it. I shoved a hefty tip on there, of course, but she was just like that.

      A feeder.

      Especially to those she liked.

      In fact, Sabina reminded me of her in that regard. She was a nurturer too. I figured Ethan was right about the pair of them probably getting close over time, and if that was to happen, it would be fortuitous, because Maggie was a great ‘in’ to the rest of the pack.

      The majority of them, honestly.

      As I moved toward a booth, I eased Sabina into the seat. I mean, I knew she could manage on her own, but helping her meant I got to cop a feel of her ass, and even if I was an alpha, nothing took priority over his mate’s butt.

      That was essentially the law.

      Austin and Ethan slipped in opposite her, and rather than take a seat too, I leaned on the Formica tabletop and stared around the place.

      Highbanks was a town forged on minimal industry. Most of the people here worked at pack-owned businesses.

      We had a logging company that enabled us to sustainably cut down trees, while ensuring they were replanted, we also had a few other businesses that kept people afloat—they were pack owned as well, but they were currently managed by most of the council.

      And that was my biggest issue in tossing them out.

      They were the bosses, and while I was their boss, I had to have someone to replace them, which was why I’d been stuck, left to figure out how to get rid of people who I needed.

      I rubbed my chin as I glanced at my people, and when no one turned their attention back to their food or to the conversation they’d been in the middle of, I gruffly commented, “You all met Sabina. You all know who she is. You all know that she’s the omega, and that her other mates are Ethan and Austin Carter.” I pursed my lips. “What you may not know, because it was council only business, is that my mother found a rite that was essentially a way of elbowing the Mother into gifting me my mate.” Gasps came at that, and I couldn’t blame them. That was still fishy as fuck to me. “You evidently felt the loss of the omega, and I’ve been remiss in sharing the details with you in regard to Mom.” I sucked in a breath. “This is the meeting I wanted to have with you after I claimed Sabina, but council protocol doesn’t allow that. And, to be frank, I think that it’s time for that protocol to change.”

      A heavy stillness seemed to blanket everything around me, and I knew I had their attention more than ever.

      Eagerness whirled around the room, and I felt Sabina stiffen a little as she processed the sudden communal surge of emotion.

      “There was no body to bury, but we will be arranging a community wake for everyone to wish her well into the Mother’s care—”

      “I wouldn’t bother, son, your mother was a crappy omega. No one here is sad to see her go, aside from the way she leveled us out, that is.”

      I wasn’t surprised that Maggie May was the one to say it, but I cut her a look anyway. “She’s still my mom, Maggie.”

      The older woman shrugged. Her hair was bleached a steel gray, and she had the straight locks contained in a tight ponytail that brushed the back of her plaid shirt-clad shoulders. She lived in a white tank top and jeans with a similar shirt, no matter the weather. And on her feet? Steel-toed boots.

      She looked like a female lumberjack, but her face? Even with the steel gray hair? Beautiful. Her skin was like caramel, her eyes a rich coffee, and her features were perfectly symmetrical.

      She’d probably been a babe back in her day, and I’d admit she was definitely a GILF, if you were that way inclined. But though our wolves made us age at a different rate, there was no hiding from the fact that Maggie was really old.

      She arched a brow at my prolonged stare, but I just shook my head at her. “Whether you liked her or not—”

      “Not.”

      Several dozen mutters reached my ears then, and I felt my mouth gape a little at the universal dislike for my mom. In all honesty, I’d known my dad wasn’t popular because he was a hard-ass and he relied too much on the council. But Mom? I’d thought she was—

      Bill cleared his throat as he plunked a hand on his mate’s shoulder. He was a genuine person, just like his woman, but he had a softer way about him. Maggie didn’t mind if she cut you verbally when she was speaking the truth. Bill? He added some honey to the vinegar.

      “Your mother wasn’t the softest person to come to. She wasn’t all that good at easing pack concerns, because if she was, we’d never have needed a reason to meet the way we do.”

      Well, that wasn’t a lie, was it?

      I knew for a fact that these meetings had been going on for a long time, and that was because Father had been obsessed with building pack wealth rather than the community.

      I wasn’t like him.

      Community was all that mattered, and now that I had a mate who had a purpose that was Mother given? I knew things had to change.

      Sure, the pack needed wealth to sustain itself, but more than anything, we needed a place that was safe for our pups to be born.

      I blew out a breath and said, “Sabina isn’t like her.”

      “No, she isn’t,” Linda Green muttered. “Remember that panic attack Ariel Johnson had the other day, Elsa? Right in the middle of the kitchen, she was. Thought she was having a heart attack.”

      I twisted around to look at Sabina, brow arched, and she just shrugged, but her smile was sheepish.

      “She’s a lot more potent,” Maggie confirmed. “That’s for sure. Only fitting that the Mother would grant us a true omega after gifting us shitty ones for such a long time.”

      My lips almost twitched at her maligning my family, but what could I say? It wasn’t like I could disagree.

      I hadn’t known my grandparents. They’d died when I was only a few years old, and I didn’t remember them at all, but if Maggie said it, then it was true.

      And from the glum nods that followed her words, I figured she wasn’t bullshitting me.

      “Anyway,” I muttered, trying to get things back on track, “I’m here now for a reason.”

      “Aside from spoiling our Wednesday night get-together, you mean?”

      “I do mean,” I retorted, rolling my eyes at Maggie. “This, here, is going to be our new council meeting spot.”

      Everyone froze at that, even Maggie.

      “Jesus, never thought I’d see the day Maggie shut the hell up,” Riley Hunt muttered somewhere behind me, and when even that didn’t prompt Maggie to snark back at him, I knew I’d truly stunned the hell out of her.

      “What about the council?”

      I pulled a face at Bill’s apt question. “I’m in the process of dismantling them.”

      “The process?” Jim Koln repeated, his disappointment clear.

      “The process, yes, because most of them run the pack’s businesses and I need to find replacements before I put those businesses in jeopardy.”

      Maggie finally defrosted at that, because she muttered, “Those fools don’t know their dicks from their thumbs. Half the people in here do the managing. You don’t need to find your replacements—they’re looking right at you.”

      I grinned at her. “Maggie, I was hoping you were going to say that.”

      “Then why not just spit it out?”

      “Because I don’t need false modesty or people trying to oversell themselves. We’re transitioning to a new phase in the pack’s government, and I need to make sure that all the Is are dotted and the Ts crossed, because if they’re not, we’re going to be putting the entire community in jeopardy, and I can’t have that.”

      Maggie harrumphed, but then she muttered, “Jonas? You manage the brewery, don’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jonas replied, and I arched a brow because that came as a surprise.

      Jonas wasn’t a beta-type personality, but the brewery was our second largest business and employed a good chunk of the people in town.

      “Are you good at it?”

      He shrugged. “Place would fall apart without me.” About ten or so people muttered their agreement, their nods were strident too. Eager.

      She sniffed at me. “That seem like a good reference?”

      My lips twitched. “Like the best. What about the logging company? The farms?”

      Maggie, as she’d done a few moments before, picked out people she knew were the best at their jobs, and as I stared at her, I knew I was looking at my next council leader.

      I was a dumbass for not piecing shit together before, but hell, sometimes it took a slap to the face with a fish to figure out what the fuck was going on.

      “We’ll have you reporting for duty on Friday. I’ll call each individual council member to tell them that their services are no longer wanted, and that they’re free to leave our pack, or they can join the workforce as a member of the staff.

      “I’ll expect the newly appointed managers to deal with the old incumbents fairly, even if they never treated you fairly—a good leader doesn’t treat his old team like shit,” I intoned darkly, loading the words with a threat I would enforce. “We all have to live together, and we all, more importantly, have to work together to make the pack a better, stronger place for future generations to come. Do you hear me?”

      When I received a lot of “Ayes,” I nodded, then murmured, “You’re all going to have to accept that Austin and Ethan are my right- and left-hand men. The world is changing, and we need to embrace each other, embrace what we don’t understand, because we don’t understand so much.

      “If you have an issue with them, you have an issue with my leadership, and we all know where the challenge circle is. You can come toe-to-toe with me, but we all know how that will end up if you don’t take this seriously.”

      When that had a lot of people dunking their heads between their hitched shoulders, I knew I’d gotten my point across.

      “Now, for the final matter, Maggie May and Bill are going to be my council leaders.”

      Though I sensed her surprise, Maggie just smirked at me. “Was just waiting for the chance to ride roughshod over you.”

      “I figured as much,” I said dryly.

      Her eyes, however, were filled with pride. “Just knew you were going to be a good alpha, Eli.”

      “Give me time, I’ve barely started.”

      “No, that’s true, but you weren’t ever like your family, son. You were a good boy from the start to now, and with a strong woman at your side, I’ll be glad to serve as a liaison between you and the pack.”

      I smiled at her, touched because I knew she meant every word. “That being said, I will be here every week, and you can come to me directly. No more only meeting at the totem. No more only meeting at the packhouse. You have an issue, you can bring it to me, Sabina, Ethan, or Austin either privately, or we can deal with it together as a pack.”

      That had a roar of applause bursting out around me, which I figured meant they were happy with the changes.

      Of course, I knew some people who were going to be miserable about those changes, but fuck them.

      The council had fed my father’s ego, had built him up into an alpha who was out of touch with his pack, who was disconnected with the world in which we lived.

      Only my influence at the logging company had kept us from going too deep into our territory where we were going to be losing valuable running land, and he’d been shortsighted in so many ways.

      I had ideas that I needed to run by my family—Sabina, Ethan, and Austin—ideas that would thrust the pack straight into the twenty-first century, but also, I was happy just to change the status quo bit by bit.

      Completely wiping out the council was a heavy hit to the start of my reign, but if it was one that defined my rule?

      I wasn’t going to cry over that.

      I was born to be alpha.

      Born to be Sabina’s mate.

      And I was born to rule with my brothers at my side.

      That was what would define me.

      But the Mother’s will had granted me a future that would see these people’s numbers expand dramatically, and I was going to be the father of a new future, with Sabina as the mother of them all.

      It would take time, it would take caution, but we had both in spades.

      This was the first day of a new era for the Highbanks pack, and I’d never been happier to be its leader than I was right now.
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      I tucked Knight into my arms, tightening the little sling I had him in so I was closer to him.

      I wasn’t sure we could physically get any closer, but trust me, if it was possible, I’d try. I’d try like hell. Skin close wasn’t enough, and I was just glad that the packhouse didn’t care about nudity, because since the birth three days ago, I’d been spending a lot of time wandering around in my skin just so that we could be together.

      My problem was my fear that I’d lose him.

      I’d lost Joshua. I’d lost him, and I hadn’t been able to protect him, but even though the grief and fear from his passing would never leave me, neither would the terror that I could lose Knight too.

      The thought had me dipping my chin so I could brush his temple with a kiss.

      When he cooed, his bright green eyes peering up at me with a smile in them, I had to marvel at the fact that he was so happy when Eli was such a glum SOB.

      Of course, he wasn’t when it was just us, but that was the truth of it.

      My male was grumpy most of the time. But I got it. I did.

      He had a hell of a lot of responsibility, and even though Austin and Ethan were there to lighten his load, he took his duty seriously.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I could love him more because of his dedication to our people.

      He wasn’t an absentee leader. None of us were.

      We were as involved in the pack as if each member was our family, and that mattered to him. To all of us.

      It was about us being accepted, about the stupid hatred for twins in the pack dying a death. It was about unity and community.

      And I knew why.

      All so that when I gave birth to the next child I was destined to carry, there’d be a place for him or her.

      A place that was new, sure, but a place that wouldn’t put him in hatred’s way when they were born.

      Where dissent could be sown, Eli had made damn sure that he was there, ready and waiting to stomp it out. Not because he was a control freak, but because we had a purpose.

      Our pack was going to grow. The Mother had told us.

      And now that I had the placenta to bury? I knew that next step on the path was about to commence.

      As I wandered ahead of my men with Knight tucked in my arms, I sighed as the woods moved in around me.

      The pack of ‘supernatural’ wolves that had come with us from the realm where we’d been bound, trailed at our sides, as did the other natural wolves, the ones Eli had feared for since they were aggressive when it came to protecting their territory.

      He shouldn’t have been scared, however.

      My she-wolf, Berry, and her mate, whom I nicknamed Silver, thanks to the streak on his head, had made sure that the naturals were settled and could integrate with their pack. They’d already had pups between them, and none of us were entirely sure what that was going to lead to.

      Not even Berry knew, which meant something, because she told me everything.

      Just like she’d told me I was carrying Eli’s son.

      Just like she’d known when the old council had been planning to storm the barricades—as it were—of the packhouse.

      Most of the old council was dead in the aftermath of that silly struggle, where they hadn’t even respected the pack to challenge Eli to a fight they knew they couldn’t win, and ever since, our people had been happier. Calmer.

      It was sad that came from the passing of others, but that was life, wasn’t it?

      I was just grateful Berry had warned us.

      We’d been sleeping, but she’d woken us, and we’d acted.

      My men were rarely cold and aggressive. They were, if anything, realizing that it took more than just iron will to rule a pack, but that night, I’d shivered in the face of their wrath.

      And I’d admit to being a tiny bit turned on at the sight too.

      “Stop,” Berry chided, making my lips twitch. “Scent strong.”

      My nose curled at that. “Woman can’t even get a lady boner for her men nowadays. Everyone’s a critic.”

      Berry grunted, then padded ahead like my scent was disgusting.

      I rolled my eyes at her drama queen ways, even as I pressed a kiss to Knight’s head once more.

      I wanted to wrap him up in cotton and never let him go. I didn’t want him in a crib or to be anywhere other than my arms, but I knew that was going to suffocate him, and he was alpha.

      Straight to his core.

      He was only accepting my clinginess now because he was a newborn. The second he was older? I knew he’d be leaping out of my arms and begging for distance.

      I could scent the alpha in him.

      Even feared that he’d be stronger than Eli himself, which certainly made for an interesting future.

      Adolescence was already an SOB for any parent to deal with. When the son was stronger than the father?

      Kali Sara.

      So, I admit I was taking advantage of his squishiness while he let me, and as we made it to the circle, my men finally decided to flank me.

      They had this stupid routine where I was the one who guided us to the totem, and while I got it—they were honoring me—I would have preferred to have them walk at my side.

      I was an equal opportunity omega, sue me.

      When I took that first step into the circle, the shudder that whispered through me wasn’t feigned.

      Knight sensed it, of course, and started sniffling, but I closed my eyes, let the totem recognize the fact that my role had changed, and that we had a new member of the pack.

      When he started crying, the totem’s power subsided, but I cooed and sang to him, swayed to soothe him.

      As Knight finally settled down, I peered at them, watching them watch me.

      The love in their eyes was enough to knock me to my knees.

      I knew I was loved.

      Knew I was adored even. Not just as their mate, but as their woman. As their omega.

      I was respected and revered. Not just by my pack, but by them, and they never let me forget that.

      Ever.

      I sucked in a breath, though, to see their love for me and our son, and when Austin reached out to cup the back of his head, Eli let his finger tap the baby’s chin, and Ethan rubbed a digit over his forehead, I felt the knots that tied us together, that bound us as a unit, tighten.

      The sensation was inside me, and I knew they couldn’t feel it as I did, but it resonated with me to my core.

      I shuddered as love and need, want and arousal, surged to the fore before Berry yipped, essentially dousing me in ice water.

      We were sensual creatures, I was finding, and even though I’d only just given birth, I wanted my men. It didn’t mean I could have them yet, but I wanted them. Like I hadn’t when I’d given birth to Joshua.

      I’d felt wrecked then. Overwhelmed. Too young, too hopeless, too stupid to figure out what was happening.

      But now?

      I was strong. Empowered.

      Because of them.

      They made me this strong. This empowered. They’d let me see the light and had enabled me to be the best I could be.

      I was strong without them, but I wasn’t this strong.

      This powerful.

      And I never had to fear a future where that wasn’t the case, where we weren’t tied, and the knowledge had settled in my bones a long time ago.

      Berry’s howl had the men sighing because they were used to her stepping in and corralling us.

      Yeah, corralling us.

      She prompted us with howls and snarls, growls and yips, even though she always stood beside the circle, never entering it fully.

      I was the only one who truly understood her, but I figured she communicated with the men somehow too, because they only thought I was safe with her.

      At her howl, I muttered, “Austin, baby, do you have the bag?”

      His nose crinkled. “I do. Not sure why I had the honor of carrying it though.”

      My lips twitched. “Because you woke me up with that horror movie last night.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You make one mistake.”

      “That’s enough to earn a kindness.” I laughed and then held out my hand for the bag.

      I’d wrapped my placenta in linen, then had placed it in a paper bag.

      I wasn’t that enamored of the prospect of having to get it out, so I was hoping the Mother accepted biodegradable materials, because touching bloody goo? Even if it came out of my vajayjay?

      Not my thing.

      I wasn’t surprised when the men hung back, letting me step toward the totem.

      As I did, I heard hundreds of whispers.

      In the year we’d ruled, the pack had begun to grow, and with it, my skills.

      From this place, I could hear them all, all their individual voices, sense their miseries and their joy. I could target one, commune with them, ease them, or I could work on the pack sentiment as a whole.

      It was the reason why my men revered me.

      Why they let me lead any walk to the totem, because I spent most nights here until they came for me.

      Where, as a unit, we deepened our connection by our mingled seed that sowed the circle, making it more fertile with power.

      It tied the totem to me in ways that I couldn’t describe, and that strengthened the pack, preparing us for the day when we had more than five hundred in numbers.

      My lips curved at that prospect as I leaned down and placed the bag on the worn platform at its base. I didn’t want to bury it like instructed, and was hoping this would work.

      When nothing happened, I pulled a face then, cupping Knight’s head, I reached down and plopped the linen covering onto the footwell instead.

      Relief hit me when the magic of the totem surged into being, whipping it away like it was nothing. No burying required.

      “Thank you, my child.”

      The words had me swallowing. I hadn’t expected to hear from her, not when I communicated with Berry who, I knew, was my direct line to the Mother, but to hear her now?

      It felt like a blessing.

      But it was her next words that floored me. As a surge of magic swept around me, I felt it encompass me in what was, essentially, a hug.

      “You will bear many children for the mates I gifted you. And I promise you this, you have lost too many in your life, too many who owned a piece of your heart. Never, I vow to you, shall you lose another as long as you live.”

      The promise had my entire being shaking.

      “Thank you!” I gasped out, my arms and legs tingling as adrenaline set in. But there was no answer.

      No answer she could give me that was worth more to me than the promise she’d settled on me.

      My fear for Knight, for the future children I’d carry and hold in my arms, it wasn’t needed.

      She would keep them safe for me.

      I’d never have to lose—

      My throat grew tight, and when I burst into tears, I wasn’t surprised when my men gathered around me, huddling close like we were on a football field about to start a play.

      I shuddered, shared the promise with them, and I felt their bewilderment too.

      We’d been honored, and I knew all four of us were just as perplexed by it.

      Why we were so lucky, I’d never have the answer to, but I didn’t need it.

      We made our own luck, settled our own futures in stone, and we were blessed for it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sabina

        The next evening

      

      

      

      “Well, that was irritating.”

      I hummed under my breath. “What was?” If I wasn’t focusing all that much, I figured I could be forgiven.

      I was tired. It was nearly eight PM, and before Knight, that had been early. Now, it felt as late as midnight.

      Daniel had only just gone to bed after far too much homework for me to help him with. I had a baby now, and I’d only given birth a few days ago.

      I needed one long nap that would last a year, and I figured I’d be set.

      Sadly, whenever that nap looked like it was going to happen, Knight would start screaming for milk.

      My lips twitched, though, when I thought about how wonderful it was to nurse, and I sighed with joy, even as I rolled over and saw that Eli was leaning against my bedroom door with his arm on the jamb, his features carved in a cocktail of confusion, annoyance, rage, and concern.

      Oddly enough, it was the concern that had me arching a brow at him—not the anger. I was used to that now. He wasn’t as controlled as before, and when you had a pack as large as ours? Anger was always at our fingertips. “What is it?” I asked softly.

      With that question, I was not only inquiring why he was angry, but also why he was hovering there like he didn’t have as much right to this bedroom as any of us.

      We’d long since stopped having separate rooms. Instead, Eli’s bedroom and mine had been ripped through, and we’d carved out space for us all.

      Ironically enough, the bed we shared?

      A queen-size.

      Nothing massive. Nothing awesome in stature. Why? Because when we slept, we all slept in a frickin’ pile.

      I woke up sweaty and sticky, but fuck, I slept well.

      And when it came time to join? The other two tended to watch, but mostly, we mated by the totem. Before I’d gotten too big to do anything other than waddle around, not a night passed where the circle didn’t witness kinky stuff it probably wished it didn’t need to see.

      The bedroom was about the size of a house now, but we each had our own space.

      Austin’s place was in front of the fire. He had a massive armchair that he watched TV on, which hung above the fireplace.

      Ethan had a nook by the windows where he’d made a space for himself and his books.

      Eli, unsurprisingly, had a desk in one corner with a sofa in front of it for us all to sit on.

      Me? I tended to borrow theirs.

      Not because I didn’t need my own space, but because their space was mine.

      What they needed, I found I did too.

      Some days, I wanted books. Other days, I wanted the TV and to snuggle in front of the fire on a cold night. On another? I liked to sit on the sofa and argue with Eli over pack politics before I clambered over the desk to kiss him, to make him see sense when he was stubborn.

      The pack had a lot to thank me and my kisses for, that was for certain.

      My lips twitched at the thought as I stared at Eli from the bed. Knight was there, kicking and cooing, and I was melting as usual, but even though Eli was commonly the first to turn to goo, he didn’t.

      If anything, I could see by his eyes that he’d just gone full wolf on someone.

      It hit me then that I hadn’t sensed anything amiss in the house, and I felt immediate guilt because I’d been so focused on Knight, I hadn’t really thought about—

      “Stop it!”

      I jolted at that, then jerked when I saw Ethan glowering at me from behind a pile of books.

      “You’re a new mom, Sabina. You’re not supposed to be doing everything at once. We never asked for supermom. You’re supposed to ease into this. What did we make you promise?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Mother first, mate second, omega last.”

      I repeated the vow they’d had me promise, even though it put me on edge.

      Eli rolled his eyes. “That’s nothing less than what the Mother wants.”

      “I know,” I whispered, but I still felt bad.

      Mark Jenkins had just been badly hit with arthritis in his left knee, and it was stopping him from getting about the place as easily, which meant he was getting depressed.

      Then there was Elsa, our housekeeper. She’d just lost her first pup and was so sad about it that I could feel the tears she wasn’t allowing to spill.

      Especially when she was around Knight.

      I sucked in a breath though, because they were right. I couldn’t do it all, and the best thing was? No one expected me to.

      I’d already had a pile of the pack come in to meet Knight, and each of them had told me to take it easy.

      There was no reason to feel guilty, no reason whatsoever.

      Tell that to my overactive mind, though, huh?

      I huffed a breath, then focused on Eli. “What is it? Why did you go full wolf?”

      His lips twitched at my nickname for when he had to blast someone with alpha yumminess.

      Sure, for anyone else, it made them piss their pants. Me? It just turned me to mush.

      “Leon Yardley just called me,” he rasped.

      “Why?”

      Leon was an odd duck. He and his wife, Maribel, lived out on a farm on the edge of pack land and rarely came over to town. I tended to meet them only when they came to the circle for monthly pack meetings.

      They had a small son who was a—

      Well, I shouldn’t say it.

      But he reminded me of Damien. From The Exorcist?

      The creepy kid was nothing like Daniel, who was flourishing in our care, growing stronger and stronger with each month that passed under Eli, Ethan, and Austin’s calming guidance.

      Seth was just plain strange.

      “He just told me that he’d whipped Maribel and expected me to punish her in the circle.”

      My mouth dropped open at that as astonishment hit me. I jerked upright, unsettling Knight, who squawked, and I closed my eyes, quickly flickering through the balls of power that represented each member of the pack. When I found her, I sensed her distress, her horror at what her husband had done, and her misery.

      She was going to—

      “She’s in danger,” I rasped.

      “No. I scared him shitless—”

      “From herself!” Quickly, I whispered to her, trying to ease her. “It’s okay, Maribel. Please, the pack loves you. We love you and need you—”

      Then I felt it.

      And my eyes popped open. “She’s pregnant.”

      Austin and Ethan froze, but Eli just looked resigned. “I know. That’s why he whipped her. Insisted she’d cheated on him. Dumb fuck. Like mates can even do that.”

      I heaved out a breath. “We only gifted the placenta last night—”

      “It couldn’t have worked so fast,” Austin mumbled. “We’ve had no real time to prepare the pack!”

      Eli caught my eye and dipped his chin. “It looks like the Mother’s work is already underway.”

      My mouth tightened. “We need to see her. She’s suicidal.”

      Austin rumbled, “I’ll go.”

      “Bring her back here,” I demanded.

      His nose wrinkled. “That Seth kid is weird.”

      “I know.” I blew out a breath, then repeated, “I know. He’s troubled, and I might need help with him, but bring them both.” I rubbed my forehead where I was starting to get a migraine as I worked on talking to them while also trying to stop Maribel from doing something stupid. “Be quick.”

      When he strode over to me first and kissed me, I sank into him a little, needing his strength to keep me together.

      As our mouths joined, as our wolves rubbed up against each other, I found myself grateful for each of them.

      More grateful than ever.

      The next phase in our journey as pack leaders was just beginning.

      I could only hope that the Mother hadn’t put too much faith in us.
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Lidai

        

      

    

    
      I watched as the bitch trotted into the circle, shaking her head as the shift overtook her like she’d shake off water if she were wet.

      “All is well, Merinda?”

      “Yes, Mother. All is well.”

      “Why do you come to me, child?” This wasn’t what we’d agreed when, all those months ago, while loaded with grief and horror at what she’d done in her long life, she’d pleaded with me for a second chance, and I’d told her that second chances weren’t gifted often.

      Even then, only with great sacrifice.

      But she’d been a weak woman, and that was my fault. I’d tied her to a man who wasn’t worthy of her, a man who had ridden roughshod over her wants and needs. My blessing had been to give her a second mate, but even he, powerful alpha though he was, hadn’t been strong enough to overtake the first.

      From my stance, always overlooking the circle, I saw the wolf hovering on the edge. Only Merinda could cross the line, and only there would she shift. But her role was not that of a shifter anymore.

      She was a she-wolf.

      And with her mate, they ruled a different kind of pack, one that would serve her sons while giving her a chance at a better life.

      A life upon which I led her astray.

      When her first mate had killed her second mate, I’d had the chance to snuff out her existence and his, but Eli…he had a purpose. He needed his mother’s guidance to keep his powerful wolf on the straight and narrow. I’d let her live for his sake, and I let her live again because this was my fault.

      My sins were here, in this circle. My mistakes, the errors in my judgment… I didn’t make them often, but the consequences were far reaching, and my children were still dealing with them.

      Evil had sown its seeds among my children. They’d drifted from the path I’d granted them, thanks to the insular channels I’d set them on, and I needed to make amends.

      Merinda was my first step toward that.

      She lived again with her true mate, with their children who she could cherish rather than set aside.

      It was a parallel life, not as sweet as the first might have been, but a gift nonetheless. An apology from me so long as she served Sabina and dedicated her life to protecting her and the purpose she represented.

      “It’s difficult, Mother. I just needed to speak with you.”

      “What is difficult, child?”

      “The need to hold Knight.” She blew out a breath. “He’s so powerful. He takes my breath away. I’m—”

      I sensed her fear for him. “His future is already set in stone, Merinda, and I promised his mother that he will be safe.”

      She dropped to her knees at that, her hands raised to her chest. “Thank you. Thank you.” She pressed her forehead to the dirt. “My gratitude is beyond compare.”

      She’d had such potential. It was such a shame that her love was stunted by an overbearing mate, who even with his second chance, had wasted his life on attacking her child when he could have lived.

      I sighed, and the wind picked up, leaves floating and surging around her. Her second mate howled, not appreciating the locked ‘gate’ between him and his distressed female, but I disregarded him, focused only on her.

      She was one of the mothers of change, after all.

      Three women, each bearing a lineage that brought hope to our future, who should have been the strongest of the strong, but were the most browbeaten of them all.

      Tears wet my eyes, and with it, the rain fell. Merinda didn’t flinch, but her mate did.

      “Your lineage is secure,” I murmured, telling her the truth just as I had Sabina.

      What I couldn’t tell her was that fate could be changed.

      Free will…I had no say in that.

      And that was my burden to bear, not hers.

      “Go with peace, Merinda. Enjoy your second chance as Paul cannot now, and do not cross the circle again. Your world is not mine anymore. Your world is Eli, Sabina, Ethan, and Austin’s. Your purpose is to safeguard them. Do you understand me?”

      She wept at my words, but she nodded, and in seconds, she was back as a she-wolf outside the circle, her mate at her side, nipping and nuzzling her, comforting her…

      The sight brought peace to me, and the rain clouds dispersed and the wind ceased to roil.

      Love could win, and I prayed that would be enough in the coming days.
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        Lara

      

      

      

      “Lara?”

      My brow puckered as I registered that voice.

      Kali Sara, it had been so long since I heard it. So long since…

      I blew out a breath.

      No, I had to be wrong.

      Unless a ghost could pick up a phone and contact me, I was just imagining the likeness in her voice to my sister’s.

      My dead sister’s.

      Things had definitely turned crazy, so maybe this was just another step toward the asylum. I’d always been headed that way anyway…

      I reached up and rubbed my forehead where an ache was gathering.

      The ache had nothing to do with memories of Sabina that flooded me, along with the grief and misery over her passing, but with my current situation.

      I was tired of being scared.

      So fucking tired.

      I rubbed my temples a little harder as I squinted out of the window.

      I knew he was out there.

      I knew it.

      He was waiting on me to come out, but I wouldn’t. Not yet. I still had a few ramen packets left. I could last a week on them. I wasn’t going to let him get me.

      I wasn’t.

      “Lara?”

      Fuck.

      The woman sounded so like Sabina, it was unnerving.

      I cleared my throat in an effort not to sound petrified. If the ghost asked why I sounded terrified, I couldn’t tell her the truth. Then I really would be locked up for good. “Yes. It’s Lara Krasowski. How can I help you?”

      A relieved sigh sounded down the line. “Lara. I know it’s you. God, it’s taken me so long to find you! Look, I know this is weird, but I need your help. It’s me…Sabina.”

      Even as my brow furrowed, I snorted. “Yeah, right. My dead sister has access to a cellphone.” I huffed. Then, my eyes narrowed. Was this a ploy?

      I had no idea how I’d been plunged into a world where men could turn into different animals, but here I was, terrified to leave my house because I knew, I knew point fucking blank, that there was a goddamn hyena out there waiting on me.

      Waiting to pounce.

      My mouth turned to cotton at that, and I started to sweat. My arms ached where the bastard had gotten me before, scraping me up and infecting some of the wounds so my body still ached from the depth of the tears.

      I’d never even seen a fucking hyena besides on TV! When one had veered in front of my car the other day? I’d thought I was taking another step toward insanity.

      Maybe I was.

      Maybe this was all a hallucination.

      But as painful as the wounds on my body were? They were proof too.

      I’d been targeted.

      By a creature.

      A creature who could turn into a person. And back again.

      A creature who was pissed at me.

      My mouth quivered at the memory of running over what, I’d thought at the time, was a cat.

      Only, when I’d gotten out, sobbing all the while as I went to see if I could help the creature who’d been injured, a second beast had come at me after I’d heard a very real, human shriek of fury.

      I’d screamed, managing to scramble back as it attacked me, and only good fortune had helped me get into my car before it could hurt me further. With no other choice, I’d swerved out of the way, put the pedal to the metal, and driven home.

      I’d been here ever since, and—

      The howl. Fuck.

      It was there again.

      My entire being prickled to life, the hairs on my body standing right at attention as I processed just how that sound was viscerally plaguing me.

      It kept on doing it.

      Kept on reminding me it was there.

      Like I could forget.

      Every now and then, it would ram into my door, and I’d never been so angry with myself for deciding that a life in the woods was a better option for someone like me, someone with my abilities.

      I shuddered as the howl morphed into that hideous cackle, and I clenched my eyes closed as I tried to evade it.

      But there was no evading it.

      None at all.

      I shivered as the voice on the other end of the line sharply asked, “What was that noise?”

      My mouth trembled. What was I supposed to say?

      I’m being haunted by some kind of weird monster that could turn from a beast into a human?

      And yeah, I’d seen that.

      The hyena had been in human form when I’d driven over the other one, seconds before it had switched and started to attack me.

      I wasn’t sure if I was losing my mind, but I was pretty certain that my eyes didn’t deceive me. That my feelings didn’t either.

      I’d felt the rage, the hurt, the terror.

      I’d known why too.

      The creature I’d killed?

      The other’s mate.

      A shaky sob escaped me.

      How was I supposed to evade a beast that was intent on reaping revenge on me for losing someone as important to it as a mate?

      “Never mind,” I whispered. “Who is this? What do you want?”

      “I told you. I’m Sabina! I’m your sister.”

      Okay, I was definitely going insane. “You’re dead.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      I swallowed. “You are. I went to your funeral.”

      “You didn’t.” She sighed, and I felt her urgency down the line.

      “I did!”

      “Mom’s name was Catharina Klisowski before she became a Krasowski. She wore her hair in pigtails that she knotted together at the back of her head, and on her birthday, Father would give her a gold coin that she stored in a pouch that she put above the kitchen sink in our trailer.”

      My heart stopped at that.

      It literally stopped.

      Until the hyena howled again, and when it rammed its weight into the door, I screamed as fright hit me.

      The cell in my hand fell to the floor as I turned to the door, watching as the wood began to buckle, the hinges caving in with the brute force of the hyena.

      As I screamed, I heard, “Lara! Lara!” bleating down the end of the line, but it was too late for me.

      Too fucking late.
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