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        BLURB:

      

      

      
        
        To taste freedom is a slave's dream, but can it truly be one's reality? 

      

      

      
        
        Escaping Thom's cruel hands has offered me a breath of fresh air. To feel the consensual touch of others and find pleasure in our heartbreak and shared pain has given me a chance to heal. Our pasts have defined each of us, and though none of us are perfect, we strive for the same blissful dream.

      

      

      
        
        For a mere moment, I believe that I'm free from Thom’s shackles of pain and humiliation. That my legs will heal, and I'll be able to dance and discover all the hidden secrets in my magical black feathers.

      

      

      
        
        I am wrong. 

      

      

      
        
        Thom has returned, my life is on the line, and I can only hope the men who relieved some of the lingering pain in my body, heart, and soul can rise to the challenge against the man who is intent on owning — and ruining — me.

      

      

      
        
        Confrontation, fights, and the precarious decisions threaten us as I try to stay alive and defy my Master. My men were the salvation I needed to spread my wings, and it's time for me fly. Time for me to help them as we fight for what we believe in.

      

      

      
        
        A war has begun, and all I can hope is that I find the strength to lead us to victory. 
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        DARK SWAN 2

        is a Dark Paranormal Romance.

        It contains Dark Scenes and Discusses Triggering Topics. You have been warned.

      

      

      
        
        Dear Readers,

        I truly enjoyed writing this book, even though it explores darker themes. In this series, the main character begins life as a slave. She suffers sexual abuse at the hands of her perpetrator, and in turn, doesn't know how to cope with her emotions without resulting to the physical desire to touch and feel.

      

      

      
        
        The series, will explore why she and the guys deal with their emotions this way, and watch them grow and change.

      

      

      
        
        Everything happens for a reason. I leave it to you to stick around and find out why.

      

      

      
        
        - Yumoyori Wilson
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            Blaze

          

        

      

    

    
      The night sky was peppered with twinkling pinpricks of yellow light that originated millions of miles away. The light from stars that took millennia to reach the planet and prove to us that there was something beyond what we knew.

      But right now, there was a nightmare unfolding in front of all of us. Something we could not escape, no matter how desperately we wanted to squeeze our eyes shut and revert back to a time when we were infants and oblivious to the dangers of the world. That wasn’t going to happen, no matter how much we prayed to the heavens above.

      I stared down evil, straight in the face.

      Sophia’s ex-master Thom had her in a twisted, awkward position resembling a headlock. His face was twisted with malice and the orange glow of the fires bursting around us reflected in his sinister, beady eyes.

      Hot ashes scattered across the canvas of the formerly quaint, cozy, and sleepy little village we were standing in. The ashes looked like soft, gray snowflakes fluttering haphazardly across the cobblestone streets.

      I envied the flakes of ash because they weren’t living. They didn’t have emotions. They didn’t feel the same sheer panic that pounded in my heart at that very moment. They just rained down and blanketed the sidewalks with dismal gray.

      A terrified scream erupted through my eardrums. Another explosion and crash shook the ground, thundering off in the distance with a rippling effect nearby. The troops of the rebellion had made their way to this village, but the Masters’ guards were ready for them this time, battling to the death and the shifters an unexpected run for their money.

      I was frozen in shock as I stared at Thom. The blade of his knife glistened threateningly on Sophia’s neck, digging into her skin. I was afraid to breathe or move, lest he take the plunge and finish the job, slicing through her skin as if it was a piece of steak.

      “Don’t do something you’ll regret,” Ayden’s voice hissed beside me.

      I ignored him and continued to stare into Thom’s sadistic eyes. His lips were stretched out into a manic grin, revealing the monstrous wildness in his features. It made my skin crawl and sent a chill up and down my spine.

      “Let her go,” James said from my other side.

      Thom let out a wicked laugh that sounded more like a growl. We couldn’t risk him following through with his threat to slice through Sophia’s throat or turn her to ribbons as if she were wrapping paper.

      “You will never have her again.” Thom spat the words as if they were a promise.

      Then, to my horror, he began edging away, inching slowly backward with the knife still pushed up against Sophia’s jugular vein.

      There were tears glistening in her eyes and her lips were pursed in fright, but she didn’t flinch or make any sudden movements that might jeopardize not only her freedom, but her life too.

      Sophia was a brilliant soul. She was savvy. She knew how to survive. She was a trouper and a beautiful swan shifter. I knew that she would keep her cool in this moment of distress.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I called out to her. “We aren’t going to let him take you. We aren’t going to leave you. We will die before we let that happen.”

      I glanced at James and Ayden for support. Cameron was somewhere in the woods. It was after midnight and he couldn’t resurface in the heart of the village around all these people until he had shifted back from werewolf to man.

      “Isn’t that right, my friends?”

      They nodded resolutely. “You can fucking bet our lives on it,” James said.

      Adrenaline surged through my veins and I tensed every muscle in my body. I wanted Thom to slip up. I waited patiently to see what he would do, even though it killed me not to move. I knew that doing so might cost Sophia her life.

      I flinched and stuck one foot out, testing the waters with Thom.

      Thom growled and clenched his jaw aggressively. “Don’t come any closer.” We heeded his warning as he dug the knife deeper into Sophia’s skin.

      Then, in an instant, a flash of a second that we didn’t have time to prepare for, Thom spun on a heel with Sophia still held tightly in his death grip.

      We hadn’t seen any of this bedlam coming. We’d enjoyed a serene and blissful evening with Sophia in Ayden’s friend’s hotel room, only to be awakened in the night by the sounds of screaming and explosions downstairs. Now here we were, fighting for our lives.

      It just went to show that life was precious. Life was too valuable to throw away because it could be erased in a single second.

      “Where the hell does that asshole think he’s going?” James roared.

      I glanced at him. I could tell by the furious expression on his face that he wanted to shift into his panther form and tear Thom limb from limb. I wanted to dive in and take a bite out of his neck myself. Believe me, no one was as livid as I was that Thom had snatched Sophia from us out of nowhere, but we had to be canny about this. We had to strategize or else someone was going to end up hurt…or worse, dead.

      “Take it easy,” I huffed in a whisper from the corner of my lips. “Don’t anger him further. We don’t know what he is capable of.”

      James’s features softened a touch but not significantly enough to convince me he wasn’t going to soon lose his temper on the mental Master.

      A herd of people ran by a few seconds later, providing Thom with a magnificent opportunity to flee the scene and disappear into the thick smoke surrounding us.

      “Where did he go?” Traces of panic punctuated Ayden’s voice as his eyes darted left and right in an attempt to spot them.

      The rebellion continued to stir a melting pot of chaos that swirled around us. We were surrounded by a dark web of hostility as madness descended on what was once a charming little mountain village.

      I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t think. My mind was in a hazy fog of shock.

      “What are we waiting for?” Ayden’s prideful shout rang through the already panicked and loud night. “Let’s chase after them!”

      It was almost as if I needed someone to crack the whip and say the words in order to get me moving. As soon as Ayden chanted for us to race after Thom and the immobilized Sophia, whom, might I add, we loved and respected deeply, I took off. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me through the shuffle of scurrying shifters and guards who were dashing left and right.

      “This way!” Ayden called out, beckoning to me and James with a wave of his hand whipping through the air. We pushed past another cluster of sweaty, bleeding, and dejected people.

      We were momentarily separated from him as another sea of shifters rushed passed us, but the three of us soon reunited in the street as we ran for a unified goal…to find Sophia alive.

      “I will kill him if he hurts her,” I snarled through gritted teeth. My jaw was locked so tightly from stress and anger that it began to ache.

      “You and me both,” James said and flicked his gaze to me before focusing back on the road ahead.

      “Quick,” Ayden said, still leading the way. “Down this path!”

      “Where are you taking us?” I asked.

      “Thom would want to hide her behind something big and clunky, don’t you think?” Ayden suggested. “There’s a row of cars down this street.”

      I shrugged. “I guess any suggestion is better than no leads at all.”

      The three of us charged full steam ahead, pounding our feet to the pavement as we maneuvered through crowds of shifters locked in heated battles with Masters’ guards.

      “It seems like there are more of us than there are of them,” I said with a ring of optimism as I scoped the perimeter.

      “Good. Maybe most of them will be slaughtered,” Ayden said scornfully, glaring at the guards as if he wanted to poison them and break them in half with his mind.

      “Ayden!”

      I spun around as I heard the familiar voice of Leo, the human, non-shifter hotel owner, calling out behind us.

      Ayden’s eyes shone with relief when he noticed his friends Leo and Otto jogging toward us.

      “Thank goodness,” Ayden breathed out. “We could use all the backup we could get right now.”

      Leo and Otto glanced around our group and their expressions were etched with confusion. “Where is Sophia?”

      Ayden’s face fell into a crestfallen abyss of despair. It reflected the same agony I felt in my mind and the pain in my heart.

      “She’s been taken by the same Master that she fled from,” I explained when Ayden opened his mouth and clamped it shut once again.

      When words failed one of us, the others always stepped in. We had each other’s backs no matter what happened. Through the thick of turmoil, we would always be there to protect each other, and we had failed Sophia. We had vowed to keep her safe no matter the cost, and she was ripped right from us.

      “She was…taken?” Leo and Otto, brothers, exchanged a look of horror with each other and their jaws hung open, slack with surprise.

      “We couldn’t help it,” Ayden explained somewhat defensively. “It all happened so—”

      “Fast.” James’s features were somber as he finished Ayden’s sentence for him.

      “They took off running,” I explained. “Thom had a knife to her throat and threated to slit it right in front of us if we did anything to pursue him.”

      “Then he disappeared behind a crowd,” James added. He looked miserable and helpless.

      “We have been racing around trying to find them ever since,” I said, making sure that the men knew we weren’t just going to stand idly by while a monster held Sophia captive.

      “We’ll help in any way you need,” Leo said, jumping at the chance to lend a hand.

      “That would be great.” Ayden’s eyes were wide and wild. He looked like he didn’t even know where to begin, and he wasn’t alone in that terrifying thought.

      We continued to maneuver through the heavily cluttered streets, searching with the hope that we would stumble upon Sophia and Thom again, no matter how outlandish the odds against us seemed to be.

      We couldn’t give up. Sophia would never leave us to despair. We had to think with the mentality, what would Sophia do? She would fight until the end, and I had no doubt that was what she was doing now.

      “This way,” I shouted over my shoulder as the others followed narrowly behind.

      I was combing the area, peering underneath cars and behind buildings. As a group, we left no stone unturned. We searched the streets far and wide, hunting for any sign of Sophia and Thom lurking in the darkness.

      Sounds of screaming and crying continued to hauntingly chime through the air. Smoke got into my lungs and made me cough. It was utter chaos. Then, finally, our efforts paid off.

      I was the first one to spot Thom and Sophia cowering behind a yellow car that was bulky and boxy. I could see why Thom had picked it for cover. Sophia had summoned her beautiful black wings, undoubtedly as a rash defense mechanism. If not for the height of the wings, I wouldn’t have noticed them.

      I halted in my tracks but didn’t exclaim that I had sighted them yet. I didn’t want to call attention to us or alert Thom that we were on his trail. I frantically pointed over the car.

      One by one, the light of recognition dawned on my friends’ faces, as well as Leo and Otto’s, as they too spotted the tips of Sophia’s wings sticking out from behind the yellow car. The color contrast would have been poetic, if not for the distressing situation we were in.

      We had to move carefully. Our ultimate goal was to snatch Sophia back before Thom had a chance to physically protest. But before we could even get a few strides ahead, I saw the oval shape of a live grenade soaring through the air.

      “Run!” I barely recognized the sound of my own voice as I pushed myself back and crouched on the ground, protectively shielding my face and head with my arms.

      Then, the inevitable happened. There was no viable way to determine who had launched the grenade into the air, but what went up must come down. The explosion from the grenade rippled through my eardrums. I was sure they were shattered. Then I only heard sharp ringing. I coughed, sputtered, and attempted to stand up.

      I saw that my hands and arms were covered with a film of dusty, black soot. Debris from cars and buildings began to rain down around me. I continued to duck down and pray that nothing would fall on me and impale me.

      Then my heart sank and everything went blurry. What if Thom used the opportunity to run away again? More importantly, what if Sophia had been injured in the explosion? I couldn’t imagine.

      That’s when I had an epiphany and stood.

      If I was going to die anyway, I might as well die fighting, not sitting on the curb recoiling in fear. If the shrapnel hit me, then so be it. I was going to get to Sophia one way or another.
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      I winced in pain and attempted to twist myself into a more comfortable position, but it was difficult given the fact that I was locked in Thom’s death grip. Thom was my ruthless ex-Master, and the fury and mania flickering in his eyes was not something to take lightly.

      Thom was a monstrous version of a normal human, a non-shifter. He was brutal by instinct, and all he knew how to do was spew hatred and rage. He couldn’t stand the fact that he didn’t have the natural ability to shift, which was why he’d spent his entire life attempting to destroy the lives of shifters. Like most Masters, Thom’s jealousy blinded him and drove him to cause pain and suffering to those who weren’t like him.

      I felt sorry for him, as preposterous as that seemed. I could never harbor that kind of animosity in my heart, even after all the terrorizing grief Thom had put me through.

      “Stop wiggling around, bitch.” Thom hissed in my ear and dug his fingernails into my arm, making me gasp with a fresh batch of searing pain.

      Adrenaline rushed through my veins and my survival instinct kicked into high gear. I needed to concentrate. I needed to focus on my ability to make things happen with my mind.

      The power was still primitive, because I didn’t know how to summon it at specific times. I just knew that I had done things in the past to protect myself, but there was no consistency. It seemed to be random, but always happened at my most pressing, desperate hour.

      That time was now.

      My will to live was surging through me with every ounce of power I had contained within myself.

      I desperately wanted to tell Thom that he was hurting me. I craved the freedom to shout at him to let me go, but I knew without speaking that my voice was already stifled. Any dose of rebellion I directed toward Thom would make things even worse. If I screamed at him and thrashed my arms and legs, I might as well start digging my own grave.

      Thom had no patience for insubordinate shifters, and he would be the first to correct us and put us in our places so that we knew where we stood.

      We were the scum and he was the high supreme being. That was the mindset that Thom tried to brainwash into the weak and naïve shifters under his tight control. His maddening method was to seep his declaration into the shifters’ brains that they were worthless and that he was the one that should be praised.

      I had miraculously managed to escape, and I didn’t want to be under the umbrella of his shady authority anymore.

      But if I squirmed around too much in his menacing grip, he might slice through my throat. The cold steel of his knife blade was digging into my neck and the last thing in the world I wanted was to move the wrong way and inadvertently cause him to rip me to shreds.

      One wrong movement and it would all be over for me.

      I just didn’t want to be on the receiving end of that knife blade. I had to do everything I could to keep him calm and rational. The more I protested, the more enraged he would become. I would wait to play my cards.

      I had an advantage over Thom because I knew how he worked. I knew what made him tick and I could use that to keep myself alive. Thom was sadistic and twisted, taking his role as a Master seriously and to the next level of crazy. The waters needed to be treaded carefully. He was a hungry shark sniffing for any drop of blood in the water. Signs of weakness fueled his power.

      “Move,” he growled with urgency through clenched teeth.

      He shoved my head down behind a car.

      “Duck here,” he demanded. “And don’t move a fucking inch. Don’t make a fucking sound.”

      I held my breath. A squeaky scream crawled up the edges of my throat and I bit my tongue, pressing my lips together in order to suppress it.

      I knew that the guys must be trying to hunt us down. Everything had happened so fast. There had been no time to react to Thom breezing up behind me and scooping me into his vile arms.

      He gave me a vicious sneer as we crouched behind a car, listening to the cries of agony and the shouts of rage piercing the air around us.

      “Don’t do anything stupid that you’ll regret, bitch.” Thom’s eyes flickered with warning.

      I nodded. I couldn’t form words, but I needed him to know I was acknowledging his instructions, at least for now. Biding my time.

      Thom craned his neck and peeked from around the car to get a bearing on the situation and what kind of trauma was unfolding directly in our area.

      His eyes widened in shock as his mouth dropped in fear. He jerked me up so fast that I worried for a moment that he had popped my elbow out of the socket. Pain stabbed at my arm as he whipped me around the car.

      Thom’s efforts were in vain. Apparently, he had seen a grenade launch through the air right before it detonated. The revelation came too late.

      A hot flash seemed to literally boil the air around me. A booming crash thundered through my ears and a vibrant white and orange burst of color sent a showering display of fireworks around me. Then a sea of flames spread across the grass area beside us.

      I screamed. It was a guttural, primal scream that sounded more like an animal than my own self. I took advantage of the opportunity to dart away from Thom. I frantically scurried across the street as soon as Thom’s hold on me unlatched. I immediately curled into a ball and went into instinctive, protective mode once I realized he wasn’t standing next to me anymore.

      I called forth my giant black wings and they instantaneously hardened around me. Now I had a shield around my body that no one, not even Thom, could penetrate.

      I balled my hands into fists to prevent them from quivering violently.

      “Just try to keep it together,” I whispered to myself. “You’ve survived far worse and risen to the top. This is no different.”

      I took a leap of faith, and with a burst of bravery, I lifted my head to glance up and down the streets. I was hoping to find a glimpse of Blaze, Ayden, and James. They had to be around here somewhere. Thom hadn’t walked me that far away from our original location, but the ensuing chaos made it easy to become separated, even if you were diligently combing through the crowds.

      By a miraculous stroke of luck, I spotted Blaze and Ayden. My heart pounded with excitement. They hadn’t left me. They were turning around in circles as they searched the area, undoubtedly hoping to cross paths with me.

      That’s when I saw fury brewing in Blaze’s expression. His jaw visibly clenched. He began to growl and slowly stepped forward as if he were a predator hunting down his next meal. I would hate to be the prey on the receiving end.

      Ayden was walking next to Blaze, keeping stride with him. I had never seen such an intense look of aggression on either of their faces. Then, before I had to time to realize what was happening, both men shifted.

      Blaze became a towering black bear, full of fur. He was a giant ball of hostile energy as he began to encircle an extremely vulnerable and shaky Thom.

      I had never seen Thom backed into a corner. He looked frazzled, a fraying mess. His hands trembled. His knees were wobbly and looked like they were going to buckle on him. Ayden was the next to shift.

      He was a lion shifter, not as tall on his haunches as Blaze, but just as domineering. He took a few steps in Thom’s direction, causing the Master to recoil, nearly stumbling skittishly over his own two feet. He tripped but didn’t fall, scampering backward to avoid the malice of the bear and the lion.

      The pair was a wonderous duo of pride and nobility. Ayden’s mane was fluffy and almost elegant. His posture and composure were bordering arrogant, but I smiled because I knew the show was all for me. My safety was the bottom line and I trusted these men with my life.

      Both Blaze and Ayden had hungry expressions on their faces, as if they wanted to tear Thom limb from limb and sink their teeth into his human flesh. I secretly had a glimmer of hope that they might attempt it and succeed at killing him.

      The threat of Thom could potentially be eliminated, but as I glanced around at the Masters and guards scurrying around the area, I knew that the battle between the vicious humans and the shifters was far from over.

      “Sophia!”

      I recognized James’s voice behind me and immediately spun on a heel to trace the sound and find him.

      I looked across the street. James was waving urgently, beckoning me to follow him. I glanced over my shoulder one more time. Ayden and Blaze were still encircling Thom, narrowing in the gap and looming menacingly toward him. Thom’s posture was failing. He knew he was caught and there was seemingly no way out this time.

      A smile curled across my lips and I took off, running toward James. I shook off my wings. They were too heavy and large, hindering me from moving briskly through the swarms of bodies around me to get to James quickly.

      As soon as I was close enough to James to reach out for him, I draped my arms around his neck and leapt into his arms. I hooked my legs around his waist. He held me protectively as I trembled almost violently.

      We watched and waited with hopeful expectancy to see what Blaze and Ayden were going to do with Thom. We also managed to be lookouts for him, just in case another Master or a set of guards saw the encounter and tried to cease it immediately. James and I would be there to warn them.

      Then, out of nowhere, a member of the rebellion camp charged forward. He was a tall, slender shifter with ginger hair and piercing blue eyes. He cautiously approached Thom from behind, aimed a pistol at his chest from a few feet away, and fired.

      The sound of the trigger releasing the bullet exploded in my eardrums.

      Thom instantly collapsed to the ground, falling to the concrete with a heavy thud. James and I raced across the street to witness the event from a closer view.

      A pool of blood began to form from the wound in Thom’s chest. His eyes were open in shock, but they were lifeless. He wasn’t moving, not even a little bit.

      We stared at the rebel, the lanky man with a gun and a smirk that was full of immeasurable revenge.

      He nodded respectfully at us and then took off running again without another word. I couldn’t believe what had just happened. I was reeling as if I lived inside of a virtual world where nothing was what it seemed. I wanted to hope for the best, but I couldn’t sigh with relief just yet.

      I needed final proof. I asked the million-dollar question that hung like a fog in the air. “Is he…dead?”

      Up until that moment, everyone had been circled around Thom, staring down at him as if he was a piece of trash that they couldn’t wait to dispose of forever. We didn’t know who the gracious bystander was who had swooped in and made the kill for us was, and he had already disappeared into the crowd, leaving us with no way to thank him.

      James crouched down beside Thom and pushed two fingers to Thom’s chest. I held my breath and waited. After several seconds, James lifted his gaze to each of us.

      “I don’t feel a pulse.”

      I was finally able to breathe again, exhaling slowly as the burden that only a shifter could bear lifted off my shoulders.

      “Well, we need to get out of here just in case he’s not really all the way dead,” Ayden pointed out.

      “Or before one of us gets killed too,” Blaze added. They had shifted back as soon as the rebel with the gun had pulled the trigger.

      “I know a place where we can hide out for tonight,” Ayden said. “Follow me.”

      We all nodded in agreement.

      “I can take Sophia on my back,” James said. “It’s faster for me to shift and be on the move.”

      “Good idea,” Ayden said. “I can take Leo and Otto.”

      “Let’s get going,” James said, making eye contact with me.

      I nodded and climbed onto his back as soon as he shifted into his jaguar form. My heart galloped in my chest. I gripped James’s fur in between my fingers and held on for dear life. James was lightning fast when he was a jaguar.

      As James raced away in search of safety and refuge outside of the village, I never looked back. I never wanted to see Thom again. I hoped that seeing him limp and unresponsive on the ground would be the solace my mind needed to force the nightmares of my past to a grinding halt.
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      I saw my breath in front of my face every time I exhaled, huffing and panting hard as we edged up a steep hill on the outskirts of the village. My thighs ached and my lungs and throat burned. I kept charging full steam ahead, never looking back.

      We had long left the noise of the rupturing city behind us. The revolts and the screams from the valley down below had subsided as we trekked through the dense woods.

      We were left now with only the silence of the mountain night, though the fierce noise inside my head was chaotic and loud. Off in the distance, the faint chirp of crickets could be heard, but even they seemed timid under the suspenseful climate of change.

      I extended my arms out in front of me, rooting around and feeling with my fingertips to make sure I wasn’t going to scrape up against a low-lying branch or bump into a thick tree trunk.

      The guys shifted back into their human forms after we had put enough distance between us and the village. They were walking along beside me — huddled around me in a blocky little circle of protection — so that we could communicate better. In case of an emergency where we might become separated, we would be able to shout out for one another.

      They assured me they would immediately take shifts if necessary, to avoid a threat or keep me well protected.

      I stumbled over a log. I didn’t even notice it right there in front of my boots, camouflaged by the earth. I went tumbling forward. I let out a grunt and extended my arms in front of me in an attempt to quickly brace my fall. My open palms hit the damp soil in front of me, but James was there to swiftly jerk me back up into a standing position before my entire body fell into the dirt.

      “Easy does it,” James said with a calm chuckle.

      He embraced me sturdily until he was confident that I had regained my balance.

      “Thanks.” I cast him a sheepish smile. “I guess I should pay better attention to my surroundings.”

      “It’s dark,” Blaze reminded me. “Don’t give yourself a hard time over it.”

      I nodded and let out a deep sigh. All three guys were encircling me, giving me glances of concern.

      “I’m all right,” I reassured them. “I’m ready to keep going.”

      “Good.” Ayden nodded and continued to lead the way.

      He was so handsome and golden. He looked like one of those Ken dolls I used to play with as a child with his bronzed skin and his perfect white teeth that were as straight as a board. His blond hair was wavy at the tips and perfectly groomed. Ayden was fully aware of just how good-looking he was, and he used it to his advantage.

      I didn’t find him as arrogant as most people might. To me, he was just a broken shifter trying to find his place in the world, using his confidence as a way to gain credit and esteem in a decaying society.

      We all had the Masters and their guards to thank for the crumbling world, sardonically speaking. I knew that sometimes the only way out of an unfavorable situation was to live it, to see it through until the end.

      Then there would be a light at the end of the tunnel, a rainbow after a storm. I just had to keep the frenzy going on inside of my head subdued for now.

      “Where are you taking us, exactly?” Blaze asked, looking at Leo and Otto for answers.

      “To the caves,” Otto said ominously.

      Blaze and I exchanged a wary glance.

      “I’m sorry?” Blaze said. “What are the caves, exactly? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I don’t mind it.” Otto shook his head.

      He had a peculiar accent. He didn’t sound like he was from the village, but then again, he was Leo’s brother. He was a mystery to me, but if Ayden trusted him, I felt like I didn’t have any reason not to.

      “We’re going to the caves near the waterfalls,” Leo mentioned.

      “The waterfalls?” I heard the high-pitched squeak in my voice. My heart pounded with alarm. I was still guarded when it came to water. Ever since falling in on that fateful day with the Master chariot, I squirmed at even the sound of natural ponds, rivers, or lakes.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Blaze whispered to me. “We will keep you safe.”

      “It’s just that water—”

      Blaze gave me an empathetic nod. “I know exactly how you feel about water. I’m the one who found you in the river, remember?”

      I nodded and stared at him, unblinking.

      He gave me a smile with eyes that flickered with kindness. “Then what discourages you from believing that I wouldn’t jump at the chance to rescue you again?”

      I chuckled. “I suppose you do have a point there.”

      “I do.” His lips stretched into a boastful, yet adorable, grin. “I would never let anything happen to you again.” His cheeks flushed a crimson color. “Well, the thing with Thom in the village back there was kind of a fluke—”

      “I know,” I interjected to make him feel special. “Thom popped in out of nowhere. There was a lot going on. It was impossible to keep me out of harm’s way.”

      Blaze looked relieved. He tossed me a friendly smile and then glanced at the ground, pressing forward. There was nowhere else to go but up.

      “Don’t worry about the caves,” Ayden said. “I’ve seen them before. Leo brought me to them one other time. They are located in a remote area and it’s a challenge to get caught there because of the waterfalls.”

      “Okay.” I gave him a subtle nod, having no choice but to take his word for it.

      It wasn’t long before I started to smell the water. It smelled like wet rocks, wet soil. Then soon after, I could hear the rushing sound of the water as it cascaded down the flow of the mountain ledge and plummeted into the grotto below.

      I swallowed hard and looked at the ground, trying to manage my emotions and focus on something, anything, other than the sound of the water slamming into the pond below. I couldn’t see it yet, but it was there. Everything about the scenery gave its presence away.

      I inhaled sharply and glanced up at the canopy of leaves. They stretched up to the sky and seemed to scrape at the atmosphere. I had an unsettled feeling about all this. It was unnerving to not have any clue about where we were going and what was going to happen to us in the coming days once we got there.

      It was almost as if the leaves were sending their whispers through the trees, taunting us, coaxing us, and warning us all at the same time.

      If only I could discern what the soft whispers were trying to say to me…

      “Are you all right?” James’s question cut through my thoughts like a knife slicing through pie.

      “Me?” I questioned and pointed to my chest, continuing to trudge along the path as we pressed on.

      “Yes, you.” He nodded and chuckled.

      “I’m…fine.” I didn’t even sound convincing to myself.

      “I would never ever lead you astray to a place that would cause you harm,” Ayden cut in. His voice sounded wounded, defensive.

      I softened my demeanor slightly and gave him a simple smile. “You’re right. I’m sorry if I seem distrustful. I’m simply rattled from what happened with Thom. I should be thanking you, groveling at your feet for not leaving me behind to seek refuge on your own.”

      Ayden seemed to relax slightly at my revelation. His eyes shimmered with warmth and unity that I wanted to embrace for all the lasting days of my life.

      “She’s not afraid of the caves,” Blaze said. “She’s afraid of the water near them.”

      Ayden gave me a look of understanding. “Because of the…river?” He hesitated before stating the last word in a hushed tone.

      I nodded and bleakly looked down at my boots. “I’ll be all right.”

      It was the truth. I had survived far worse than a waterfall, and just recently. Being held at knifepoint by my ex-Master Thom was one of the worst experiences of my life. Why would I let a little water bother me?

      The answer was clear and rang shrilly through my mind.

      Because you could still die in the water, Sophia.

      There was a simple solution for that too. I didn’t have to go near the water. I would choose to stay away from it. There. Problem solved.

      If only it were that easy, but nothing ever was.

      “Are you sure?” Blaze was right there to offer a comforting touch to the small of my back.

      I looked at him and smiled. “It’s better than Thom shoving me along to who-knows-where with a knife to my throat.”

      “That’s true,” he said with an empathetic look in his eyes.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “What about…Cameron?”

      Blaze looked torn. “We will find him. I promise.” There wasn’t much hope ringing in his voice, which bothered me.

      I couldn’t get the nervousness and uncertainty about Cameron’s whereabouts out of my head. His absence gnawed at my brain. Cameron had shifted before the riots had broken out in the sleepy little village streets.

      He probably had no idea about the terror unfolding in the valley down below. He was probably roaming the hills on the mountain tops trying to keep himself grounded before the light of day hit once again. Cameron was bound by the shackles of his last Master’s vicious acts. He had been free from a Master for a while, yet the lingering effects kept him in a different kind of cage.

      It was a tragedy to watch him struggle with shifting into a werewolf overnight, each night. I saw the dark circles under his eyes. I saw the way his posture slumped with fatigue. It must have been an exhausting ordeal for him to endure night after grueling night, and now we had had no choice but to abandon our last known location.

      How would we ever get word to him about our new whereabouts? We had to figure out a way to get a message to him. I couldn’t bear the thought of knowing that he would soon shift back and feel undoubtedly lost and alone.

      It was the middle of the night and we didn’t have much time to figure out a way to reach out to Cameron. I felt like the walls were narrowing in on us. I just hoped we would make it to the caves before the Masters and their guards did.

      We had made sure to keep watch over our shoulders to ensure we weren’t followed into the woods leading up the mountain. So far, it appeared that we were in the clear, but you could never let your guard down, even for a single second. The events of tonight had proved that.

      We kept walking. I continued to think about Cameron out there roaming the woods alone, probably blissfully unaware of the rebellion taking place in the neighboring village.

      A few minutes later, Leo, Otto, and Ayden stopped. “We’re almost there,” Leo whispered.

      “We are?” I listened to the sound of the waterfall but couldn’t trace it.

      “Yes, we are on the other side of the waterfall,” Ayden said, answering my question for me.

      “It’s just over there, a few more steps to go.” Leo pointed in the general direction, but even though my eyes had long since adjusted to the darkness, I still couldn’t see the caves for the life of me.

      “I’ll guide you,” Ayden said gently and took my hand. “Because of the surrounding waterfall, some of these rocks can get a little tricky and slippery to maneuver across, especially at night.”

      “Good.” I nodded, relieved that he was offering help. “I’m a little accident prone.” I chuckled in an attempt to both poke a little fun at myself and lighten the mood.

      My efforts seemed to work. Ayden smiled through the beams of moonlight playfully playing hide and seek through the trees.

      As soon as we arrived at the caves, the musty smell of water was back in full force, slamming into my nostrils. There was a mistiness to the air, and it felt dank and humid.

      “In here,” Ayden whispered as we crawled into a cave that was tall enough past the opening to stand up in.

      “I have candles in my backpack,” Leo said.

      “Thank goodness,” I replied. At least they’d had the presence of mind to come prepared, even as chaos had circled around us.

      He began to light the candles and placed them onto the ground one by one, illuminating the darkened caves. There wasn’t much to see, other than the stone walls. It was uncomfortable inside and a little steamy, but we were safe, and I tried to remind myself that was all that mattered in the end.

      “I can show you all around the other parts of the cave if you want?” Leo suggested.

      I glanced around. “I’m feeling a little tired…”

      “I can stay with her,” Ayden blurted out, “while the rest of you try to figure out what else is here and to make sure that we are…” He trailed off and gave me a cautious look. “Alone here in these caves.”

      “Great.” James and Blaze seemed to have no problem with the plan, and I was frankly relieved that I could now rest my aching joints.

      I sat against the edge of the wall and tucked my knees up to my chin. “At least it’s dry in here.” I smiled.

      Ayden cupped my hands in his. It felt good to be coddled, to have him attentive over me. “I know that you’re shaken up by what happened back there in the village and you had to run away before you even got to process what was going on.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I said, but still managed a little chuckle.

      Ayden gave me a sympathetic smile in return. “I would do anything to protect you.”

      “Thank you for how you carried us out of there,” I said, not skipping a beat. “You have so much bravery inside of your heart.”

      Ayden gave me a look of adoration. “You do as well.”

      “I’m working on it.” I rolled my eyes and shifted my weight, attempting to get comfortable. It was going to be a long night and an even lengthier road ahead.

      I heard the others’ echoing, muffled voices through the walls of the caves. The cave system must have been big enough to offer refuge in different sections, but still conjoined and squeezed together enough that we could still hear the sound of voices and know whether we had extra company.

      “Sophia?”

      I lifted my chin and met Ayden’s gaze. His eyes were locked on me.

      “Yeah?” I whispered in return.

      “I would die to protect you. I would give my life if it meant that you could keep yours.” The reflection in his eyes and the sincerity in his voice let me know that he was absolutely, one hundred percent telling me the truth.

      I nodded, unsure of how to respond because the moment between us was so intense.

      “Thank you,” I finally squeaked.

      Ayden sat down next to me. He took my chin in his hands and lifted my face. He leaned in and gently pushed his lips to mine. Euphoria and an electric sizzle of pleasure clouded my senses and for a few brief moments while our mouths were pressed together, the rest of the world and all of its problems melted away.

      It was as if in that moment, nothing corrupt or sinister could penetrate our passion.

      When Ayden finally pulled away, I still felt the lingering touch of his smooth lips on mine. It was exquisite. “Thank you. I needed that distraction.”

      Ayden smiled, seemingly pleased with himself and his actions. “I will jump at any chance to enjoy a private bonding encounter with you.”

      I squeezed his hand. “I wholeheartedly concur.”

      “I think we should go and find the others,” Ayden said.

      After receiving that rejuvenating kiss, a little exploration didn’t seem like such an impossible task anymore.

      Ayden extended his hand and helped me to a standing position. “I think we should discuss the idea of trying to find Cameron,” I said.

      “Yes.” Ayden’s expression was a touch somber. “We can’t leave him behind.”

      “Do you think that he would go back to the village?” I asked.

      “He might be lurking around the bunker until dawn,” Ayden admitted.

      It seemed like a practical assumption. “Maybe we can persuade the others to head there before dawn so that we can stop him before he gets too far away?”

      “Yes.” Ayden nodded. “I know we can find the bunker from here.”

      I breathed a little easier. “Good. Let’s go and tell the others.”

      I hoped that we wouldn’t get resistance from Otto and Leo. I was fairly certain that Blaze and James would be on board. They cared deeply about Cameron. He was one of their closest friends.

      “I don’t think I’ll sleep much for the rest of the night anyway,” I admitted.

      Ayden nodded agreeably. “It’s been stressful. It might take some time to climb down from the adrenaline rush.”

      “Speaking of rushes.” I smiled. “I got a thrill when you kissed me.”

      If Ayden could have lit up the room with his own joy, he would have. He took my hand and led me to the others in a nearby cave.

      They were looking around, staring through tunnels as if they were looking for something specific.

      “Hey, guys,” Ayden said. “Sophia and I have been talking.”

      The rest of our group turned around and gazed at us expectantly.

      “I think we should go find Cameron at the break of dawn and him bring back here,” I said.

      “Of course.” James and Blaze gave each other a look as if that wasn’t even up for debate.

      I looked at Ayden and smiled with relief. I wasn’t even going to have to plead my case. It was a wonderful feeling.

      “Then its settled?” Ayden glanced at Leo and Otto to make sure they were on the same page.

      They shifted their weight awkwardly and exchanged a look of apprehension, but then nodded.

      “It’s best if we don’t split the group until we can figure out a more solid plan for the long haul. I know Cameron is a nice guy and he doesn’t deserve to be left behind,” Leo said.

      “Let’s get some rest first,” Otto suggested. “We will need to be alert for whatever lies ahead.”

      As we trudged back to the main cave, I couldn’t help but feel anxious about what the future might bring, but at least I had the protection of four amazing shifters who would go to the ends of the world to keep me alive. I had no trouble admitting that I would be more than willing to do the same for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      Daylight hadn’t spread its soft and silver glow across the painted sky just yet, but it was coming soon. We needed to head away from the caves and back in the direction of the bunker. We only had a tiny window of opportunity to find Cameron before he headed back to the hotel in the village, unaware of the battle that had taken place the night before.

      He would be shifting back to human form shortly. We had to intercept him before we lost him for good.

      I placed a backpack over my shoulders and prepared for the hike. It would only be a couple of miles, but we had to be prepared for anything.

      “Let me go with you,” Sophia whispered to me when we were alone.

      I glanced over my shoulder and then back to her. I let out a somber sigh. “You know I can’t say yes to that.”

      “Why not?” She frowned defensively.

      “It’s not safe,” I stated.

      “What is safe anymore?” she argued. “Nothing, it seems. Safety has lost all meaning in this world.”

      “You’re safe here,” I countered, in an attempt to keep her hopes alive.

      Sophia rolled her eyes. “I can help you out there looking for Cameron.”

      “You can help me by staying here with the others and not getting yourself stolen or injured.”

      “Who is going with you then?” Sophia asked.

      “Ayden,” I said.

      “Will Blaze stay here with me?” Sophia’s eyes were beautiful but apprehensive. “I don’t know Leo and Otto very well.”

      I raised my hand and gently stroked the side of her cheek, tucking a strand of her jet black hair behind her ear. She normally wore it in a slicked back, tight bun, but in these early hours it cascaded like a velvety mane down her back.

      “Leo and Otto are good men,” I reassured her. “But yes, Blaze will be staying behind with you.”

      Sophia’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Okay. I guess I can live with that.”

      “We’re all lucky to be living at all,” I reminded her.

      She managed a smile. “I suppose you are right about that.”

      I kissed the side of her cheek and the top of her head. She gazed up at me with eyes shimmering with longing.

      “I will be back soon for you, I promise.” I draped my arms around her waist and hugged her close.

      I wanted to appreciate the feminine scent of her hair. It was important to hold her so that she would know how intensely she was cared for and needed. It was necessary for all of us to encourage one another and lift each other up.

      “Just promise me one thing.” Sophia locked my gaze.

      “I will do my best,” I said.

      The edges of Sophia’s lips curled into a grin. “Please be careful.”

      I wanted to tell her that I had been roaming these woods for more years than I cared to admit, but I simply nodded.

      “I promise.” I placed my hand to my chest and gave her my most earnest smile.

      “Good luck.” She squeezed my hand.

      “Thank you.”

      Ayden approached at that moment. He hugged her and gave her a kiss goodbye too, promising to return safely with Cameron in tow. Then, it was time for the two of us to head off into the woods without knowing what we might face out there.

      “You know what?” Ayden said and peered at me curiously after we had been trudging along for several minutes.

      All was quiet in the world, aside from the faint chirp of crickets and the occasional hoot of an owl high up in the tree tops.

      “What?” I looked at Ayden.

      “Sophia mentioned to me that sometimes she has these…feelings.” He frowned as if he didn’t really know how to explain it.

      “I think she said the same thing to me once,” I said. “She has these intense feelings where she can anticipate when something bad is about to happen.”

      “And she didn’t indicate anything like that to us before we left,” Ayden said with a hopeful ring.

      “But she also didn’t seem to be able to perceive the rebellion outbreak in advance either,” I said.

      Ayden pondered. “She was asleep then. Maybe it doesn’t work that way.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      About a mile into our hike back to the bunker, Ayden stopped suddenly. He cocked his head to the side. The expression on his face reflected dread.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Shh…” He held up his hand. “Be quiet for a minute.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. A tingling sensation of fear crackled through me and briefly paralyzed my senses. I heard a snap, then a crunch. It was the sound of someone walking across a bed of leaves and twigs and cracking them under heavy boots.

      I looked at Ayden. “What do we do?” I hissed almost inaudibly.

      Ayden shook his head. He looked frozen.

      “Do we shift? Do we move?”

      Ayden didn’t respond.

      “Let’s go behind that tree over there,” I suggested and pointed to a thick trunk behind us.

      Ayden nodded and we tiptoed as delicately and quietly as we could manage.

      I didn’t allow myself to breathe again until we were safely secluded behind the tree. We both cautiously peeked out from behind it, daring to catch a glimpse of what was moving in the woods.

      I looked at Ayden. “What if it’s Cameron?”

      He shook his head. “It can’t be. Whoever it is, is walking too slowly.”

      I squinted in order to train my eyes to see better through the darkness, although a milky light was beginning to spread across the forest floor as dawn began to yawn and stretch, making the presence of a new day known.

      “Shit!” Ayden whispered through clenched teeth. “It’s Master guards.”

      Every muscle in my body tensed. I could barely breathe. I didn’t want to have a run-in with these guards, though there was no doubt in my mind that we would be able to shift and tear them limb from limb.

      As if reading my mind, Ayden whispered, “We could rip them to shreds in seconds.”

      I debated the shifting idea in my mind, glancing through the dense forest. I saw the guards in their camouflaged uniforms. They patrolled with machine guns on their backs, walking as if they had practiced these drills a hundred times. Stone faces, and icy, menacing eyes.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea,” I said.

      “Why not?” Ayden looked like he wanted the challenge.

      “Look at what is on their backs,” I said. “They’re armed. Sure, we could shift, but what if they notice us before we get to them and shoot us between the eyes?”

      Ayden looked crestfallen.

      “It’s not worth it,” I added. “I think we should just try our best to bypass them and navigate undetected the best we can.”

      Ayden nodded, but he stared ahead blankly.

      “There are only two of them,” I said. “We can get past them. We know this forest better than they do.”

      “Region has nothing to do with it,” Ayden said. “It’s the barrels of those guns I’m worried about.”

      “Me too,” I said. “That’s why I think we should just wait until they turn their backs and then we can carefully sneak away without them spotting us.”

      “If something happens,” Ayden whispered, “I’m not going to hesitate to shift and maul them to death.”

      “As you should.” I nodded in agreement. It was our instinct to defend ourselves. “I am just trying to avoid the confrontation.”

      “I wish we were armed.” Ayden scowled. “Then we could take care of the problem quickly.”

      “But we aren’t,” I reminded him. “Now come on, let’s go. They are walking away from our direction. Now is our chance to get away.”

      We hurtled away from the area as swiftly as we could, periodically glancing over our shoulders.

      “They aren’t following us,” Ayden said after several minutes.

      We were both panting and sweating hard.

      “Good. Let’s take a breather.”

      “Well, we are here,” Ayden mentioned and pointed north.

      I looked over his shoulder. “How the hell did we get here so fast?” I was stunned. “Are you sure this is our bunker?”

      Ayden gave me a sardonic smirk. “Who else’s bunker would it be?”

      I drifted a few yards closer. Sure enough, I saw the heavy steel door leading inside, covered with underbrush.

      “Wow.” I shook my head. I couldn’t believe we had made it here with only that narrow miss of the Master guards along the way.

      Ayden slowly turned around in a circle, assessing our surroundings. “I don’t see Cameron.”

      My heart sank, but I tried to keep my spirits lifted and my mind clear. “Maybe he hasn’t come through here yet.” It was certainly better than thinking that he had already trekked past and we had missed him completely. It would be a nightmare if we had crossed paths and had to backtrack toward the village again.

      “Dawn is just cracking across the sky,” Ayden said and lifted his chin in the direction of the tree tops. “He hasn’t come back yet. I’m certain of it because it’s the way his curse works.”

      “Should one of us go inside and grab supplies to carry back with us while the other stays here as the lookout for Cameron?” I suggested.

      “Sure, I can go inside the bunker and do that,” Ayden offered.

      “Only get what you think we can carry back without difficulty,” I said.

      Ayden gave me a soldier salute. “I’ll take care of it.”

      I watched him push the door open. “Be careful,” I said.

      I felt a pang of nostalgia, but it just wasn’t going to be safe enough for us to stay here any longer. There were other shifters inside, but it was too risky for us to move them all with us.

      Besides, I didn’t even know where we were going yet. I felt like Sophia was special. She had a target on her head, and it was important that we did what we could to keep her shielded against all odds.

      Hopefully Ayden was smart enough to realize that we couldn’t take all the shifters with us, but maybe he could warn them that there might be scattered Master guards peppering the mountains and searching for any shifters they could get their hands on.

      We didn’t want to call any attention to the bunker because it was still a place of refuge for so many innocent shifters. I hoped that Ayden would be able to get out of the bunker with some food and water without raising alarm or calling attention to himself in the process.

      I kept glancing over my shoulder. I felt drained, yet also as if I was drowning in paranoia. Every single sound of the forest put me on edge and caught me off guard.

      After a few minutes, Ayden returned with a satchel filled with food and drink and we divided it into our two bags to offset some of the weight.

      That was when Cameron resurfaced, hobbling along from the south.  He had already shifted back to his human form and looked worse for the wear. His hair was askew, his clothes disheveled and dirty. He had rugged posture and there were dark circles under his wild eyes.

      I cringed, wishing that my surface emotions had an on and off switch because I didn’t want to offend him. He already looked like he was teetering on the edge of madness.

      “Are you all right?” Ayden asked.

      “Where is everyone else?” Cameron’s eyebrows knitted in concern and he ignored Ayden’s question. “Why aren’t you all back at the hotel in the village?”

      Ayden and I exchanged a reluctant glance, but we had come here to fetch Cameron and fill him in on the events that had taken place in the village below.

      Cameron listened to our retelling with thorough amazement and horror swimming in his eyes.

      “But Sophia is okay? She’s unharmed? You got her out of there alive?”

      He kept asking the same questions about her over and over again. It was nice to see the compassion and earnestness in the way he fretted over her. It was solid proof that he cared about her wellbeing just as much as any of us did.

      “Sophia is okay. She’s back at the caves with Blaze, Otto and Leo,” Ayden assured. “We should head back there too. It’s not safe to linger in front of the bunker.”

      “Thank you for coming back for me,” Cameron said. Gratitude reflected in his features. “I really appreciate not being left behind. Sometimes I feel like the odd man out.”

      I gave him a fond slap on the back. “You are like a brother to us. We would never leave you behind.”

      Cameron smiled. It was subtle, but present, nonetheless.

      Ayden placed the satchel over his back and nodded assertively. “Let’s get back before the others start to worry.”

      As we wandered through the woods, I hoped that we were in the clear for now and a future of peace was in our forecast, despite the ominous aura hovered like a mist through the mountains.
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      I was sitting in the main cave with Blaze, Otto and Leo when we heard rustling on the bed of leaves just outside the entrance. The sound of the waterfall was loud in this part of the caves, and I was doing my best to keep myself calm in spite of being unnerved by it.

      Nevertheless, because there was general silence in the cave and no one was talking, we were able to hear the crunch of leaves underfoot even through the whoosh of the waterfall.

      Leo stood up and visibly tensed.

      I looked at Blaze. “Do you think they’re back?” I was referring to Ayden, James and Cameron. My heart pounded with hope.

      Blaze frowned and gave Leo a glance. “Do you think they would be back already?”

      Leo and Otto exchanged a reluctant look. “We better hope it’s them and not someone else.”

      “I’ll go look.” Blaze puffed out his chest proudly and stood up as if he had already made the decision and none of us would be able to convince him otherwise.

      “No.” I immediately leapt up too and shook my head. I gave him a pleading glance. “Don’t go out there alone.”

      “It will be fine,” Blaze promised.

      He took my hand and gave it a little squeeze. I felt his strength and bravery through his touch, and it gave me new life, but I still didn’t want him to go out there alone.

      Before I had time to protest further, I heard the familiar chime of Ayden’s voice echoing through the caves.

      “Hello?”

      I looked amongst Otto, Blaze and Leo. Each of us let out an audible sigh of relief, one by one.

      “It’s them.” Leo’s features were splashed with gratitude.

      “They don’t sound distressed,” Blaze said.

      “We’re back here,” Leo called out from where we stood inside the artery of the cave.

      I held my breath and waited, hoping with every beat of my heart that they were able to bring Cameron back.

      When they finally reemerged, I craned my neck and gasped with joy when I saw Cameron walking along beside them, carrying food and water supplies. I would have plunged right into his arms if not for the fact that he was top heavy and teetering with the amount of supplies practically spilling over in his grasp.

      “You guys made it back!” I exclaimed with delight.

      Cameron looked scruffy and shaggy as if he had endured a brutally long night, but James and Ayden seemed to be in good shape, if not just a little tired. We were all feeling the effects of the travel and lack of rest.

      “We brought goodies.” Ayden beamed.

      No matter what he might be feeling on the inside, Ayden always attempted to keep his confidence and positivity shining bright on the surface. I had to hand it to him, he aced the game.

      I wished I could be as poised as he was all of the time. I tried, but I wore my heart on my sleeve much more than I cared to admit. But at the same time, I knew how to turn my emotions off, especially when it came to being under the thumb of a Master. It was a survival tactic.

      We all had survival tactics in our minds, and those instincts were probably the reason we were still alive today. We were in caves, in hiding and on the run, but we were alive. There was something to show for coming this far and I felt like we deserved to give ourselves the credit.

      We also needed to lift each other up and give each other boosts when necessary, and in looking at Cameron at that very moment, I knew it was one of those times. He looked like he was in desperate need for some emotional encouragement.

      Cameron glanced around the caves with nervous hesitancy flickering in his eyes. They darted back and forth, moving as if he distrusted everyone. I didn’t know if he had encountered something dreadful in those mountainous woods or if he was just delirious with fatigue. Maybe it was a combination of both.

      “You look exhausted,” I whispered and tenderly touched the small of his back.

      Cameron flinched a little, but as soon as he met my gaze his features softened and he relaxed.

      “It’s so good to see you, to hear your voice, to look into your incredibly stunning eyes,” he said. His voice was so hushed that it was barely above an audible whisper.

      “The feeling is mutual.” I tried to give him my most consoling smile. “Do you want to go lie down? I can go with you if you want.”

      Cameron nodded. He placed the water he had been carrying down on the ground beside our feet.

      “I would love to get some rest,” he said. “It will especially help me relax if I know you are there beside me.”

      “Do you guys mind if I go and talk to him while he falls asleep?” I asked the others as Cameron began to absentmindedly walk away.

      “Do what you need to do,” James said with an approving nod. “That dude looks like he needs some TLC anyway.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and winced. “He seems like he’s in pretty rough shape right now.”

      “We all need to get some sleep, but especially him.” Blaze pointed at Cameron with a worried expression and furrowed eyebrows.

      I hurried to catch up to Cameron before he bumped himself into a wall. I steered him in the right direction, hooking my elbow around his.

      “Come this way,” I whispered.

      I led him to a little secluded area where Blaze and I had been resting earlier while we waited for the others to return. Cameron seemed to be climbing down from whatever mental ailment had been probing him.

      His eyes weren’t as paranoid. There was tranquility about him now and he wasn’t as skittish as before.

      “Everything is all right now,” I said. “We are back together, the way it should be.”

      “Thank you.” He looked at me as if the words I said magically inspired him, even if they were simple.

      “Blaze and I were lying here,” I said. “We used this rock as a way to prop ourselves up and used our backpacks as pillows.”

      I gave him a chagrined look. “Sorry. I know it’s not much. It’s certainly not the cozy hotel room with the soft mattress you were probably expecting to return to.”

      Cameron gave me a sentimental look. “It’s fine. It’s not your fault that we have to be here. James and Ayden told me what happened in the village.” He took my hands and I was filled with instant warmth. “In my eyes, it’s a miracle that you all even made it out of the village alive and in one piece.”

      I exhaled slowly. “For a while there, it honestly didn’t seem like that was going to work out for us.”

      Cameron kissed the top of my forehead. “I’m just grateful to be back with you.”

      “I’m thrilled about that too.” I returned his smile.

      “I’m going to have a little nap, and then I’m going to take a much-needed refreshing shower in that waterfall back there.” He chuckled and gestured his thumb over his shoulder.

      I cringed and shuddered. “You are more than welcome to do that, but I probably won’t be joining you.”

      Cameron frowned with concern. “Are you still a little wary of…large bodies of natural water in the wild?”

      “I’m trying not to be,” I said. “I probably should get over it if we are going to have to continue wandering the woods aimlessly.”

      Cameron stroked my cheek. “Sometimes the only way out is through.”

      I stared into his eyes, compelled by his advice. “No one has ever said such a profound thing to me in my entire life.”

      Cameron yawned and stretched, then lay down and attempted to get comfortable, although it was difficult for both of us.

      “Get used to it baby,” he said with a wink. The wildness of his nature was back, sparkling in his eyes.

      My Cameron was coming back to me, slowly but surely. He still looked fatigued, so I sang him a lullaby that my mother used to sing to me when I was a child. Sometimes I would get scared that there were monsters under my bed.

      My father would pretend to hunt them down with flashlights, making me giggle as my mom whispered soothing songs into my ears.

      If only I had known what kind of monsters were really lurking outside of my house, I never would have been afraid of a trivial little shadow in the night.

      I stroked Cameron’s shoulder length hair. It was a little grimy, but he was still so handsome. He was earthy and a bit grungy but in a sexy, smoldering, and rugged type of way. I rubbed his back and relished the goose bumps of pleasure prickled on his skin.

      He glanced at me over his shoulder with a dreamy smile on his lips and a giddy happiness in his tired, droopy eyes.

      “Thank you for taking care of me,” he said. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. And I really mean it too. I don’t hand out compliments unless they are warranted.”

      I was truly touched by his comment. “I’m so lucky to have you too,” I whispered softly in his ear and massaged his shoulders.

      A few minutes later, Cameron began to lightly snore. I was relieved that he was able to relax enough to fall asleep so quickly. I knew that he was beyond exhausted and I was happy to know that he was going to get to refuel for a bit while we brainstormed what our next steps should be going forward.

      Once I knew that he was asleep, I stood up and drifted back to the main part of the caves where the others were. I was tired too, but my mind was restless. It wasn’t a good combination, but it was all I had to work with.

      I would just have to train my brain to get used to functioning on no sleep and constant travel. The no-sleep part should come easier. I was always restless and paranoid in the dungeons of Thom’s castle.

      As I edged closer to the main cave, I heard the hushed hum of conversation floating through the hollows of the rocks.

      “Hey,” I said and wandered into the circle to join the group.

      Everyone looked up to me.

      “Is Cameron asleep now?” James asked.

      “He is.” I nodded.

      James leaned back against the smooth surface of a rock wall. “Well, we can discuss the next steps while he gets some shut eye, then we can update him when he wakes up.”

      I sat down beside James with a sigh and patted his knee affectionately. “That’s what I was thinking too.”

      “Leo and Otto have some ideas to get us started,” Ayden said. He eyed the rest of us as if he daring us to protest that the outsider humans could have anything valuable to bring to the table.”

      I was the first to show him I approved. There was no reason not to trust Leo and Otto. Leo had let us sleep in his hotel, bringing us in like we were part of his own family.

      “Okay, what are they?” I glanced at the brothers expectantly.

      Leo and Otto gave each other a look as if they wanted to prepare themselves to sell a story first.

      “We know of a rebellion leader who might be able to take us in,” Leo said and glanced around the group to gauge a response.

      “A rebellion group?” Blaze asked. He was wearing a puzzled expression.

      “That’s right.” Otto nodded. “He’s a good man. He is leading a rebellion force and their camp is not too far from here. We didn’t bring you there yet because we needed to get our bearings and make a decision as a whole.”

      I looked between James and Blaze. “We appreciate you waiting to give us a say and opinion first.”

      Leo grinned. “No problem, ma’am.”

      “You don’t have to call me that,” I said with a kindhearted smile.

      “These ties you have to the rebellion camp,” Blaze said and shifted his weight, hanging his arms over his knees as he peered curiously at the brothers. “Are they strong?”

      “I’ve known the guy a long time,” Otto said with a shrug. “I have no reason to believe that he would ever lead us astray or into danger.”

      “He also told Otto where the rebellion camp was. He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t trust us in the same wholehearted way that we trust him.”

      “Are you sure it’s not a trap?” James asked, looking at Otto specifically.

      Otto gave him a casual shrug. “Why would I think that?”

      “Even if it was, we could be prepared to expect the worst going in,” Ayden said. “But I have no doubt in my mind that going to the rebellion camp where there are hundreds of other shifters is better protection for us than hiding out alone in these dark, damp caves.”

      I glanced at my lap and nodded. “I think he’s right. I am going to have to agree with Ayden on this one.”

      I looked up and smiled at him. He had a thankful expression on his face.

      “I’m not just saying that because I’m afraid of the waterfall either,” I added with a tiny chuckle.

      “If everyone is on board, then I am too.” James gave a respectful nod to Leo and Otto.

      “Yeah. Me too.” Blaze seemed to be a little more on the fence, but didn’t counter with any arguments as to why we should stay here in the caves.

      “We’re thankful that you guys brought back food and water,” Leo said. “But it won’t take long for us to deplete those resources.”

      I nodded. “That’s a good point.”

      “We should probably stay here until Cameron wakes up, and try to get some sleep ourselves,” Blaze said.

      “That way Cameron can move to the rebellion camp with us,” I mentioned. “And when it’s time for him to turn later…at least he’ll know where to find us.”

      Recognition shimmered in the eyes of Ayden, Blaze, and James. They would never leave another shifter behind. It wasn’t in their DNA. They weren’t the type to walk away from their friends. When you had a bond with them, it was for life.

      That’s why I cared for them on a spiritual level. I knew I was in the right place when they were walking by my side, sleeping by my side, and proving to me that they had a steady physical and emotional foundation to lean upon. Their support was incredible and meant the world to me.

      “So, as soon as Cameron wakes up, we will trek to the rebellion base?” I eyed the group to confirm.

      “That’s right.” Blaze nodded. “We are all on board.”

      “Good.” Ayden seemed pleased. “Then it’s official. We will move soon, hopefully before nightfall.”

      “I’m going to get some sleep.” I yawned. I didn’t know how much longer I was going to be able to keep my eyes open.

      “Good idea,” Blaze said. “I’ll go with you to keep you company.”

      “It would be nice to have a warm body to sleep up against,” I said with a smile, already imagining him nestled up beside me.

      Hopefully by this time tomorrow we would be sleeping on something softer and more forgiving to our aching bodies. Until then, I would appreciate the fact that they were here with me. I wasn’t alone, and that was something to feel grateful about.
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      When I woke up and opened my eyes, I noticed that Sophia was lying beside me. She was propped up on her elbow and stroking my hair. It sent a tingly sensation of pleasure up and down my spine to see the loving way she gazed into my eyes and to feel the dreamy way she brushed her fingers through my hair.

      “Good morning,” she said in the sexiest whisper I had ever heard in my life.

      “Good morning to you too,” I said and blinked, propping myself up so I could get a better look at her and appreciate the beautiful view of her sensuality in all its glory.

      “I woke up a little while ago and decided to come and make sure that you saw a familiar face when you woke up too,” she said. Her smile was passionate and melted my heart.

      “You are amazing,” I said.

      She continued to tenderly graze her fingertips delicately through my hair and then slowly and softly brush them down my neck and shoulders. Her fluid movements against my body were heaven.

      “I know you’ve been through a lot too,” she said. Her features suddenly looked sympathetic and compassionate. She lifted her gaze and locked eyes with me. “I just want you to feel like you are part of the group too. I know what it’s like to feel like an outsider because I’m also…different.”

      “You are different in the most incredible way,” I said.

      She grinned and beamed. “Thank you.”

      “And thank you for being the first face I saw when I woke up. It was wonderfully kind of you to consider my feelings too.”

      Sophia gave me an erotic look, her eyes dazzling and inviting and her lips parted into a sexy smile. Her hair was up in a ballerina bun, so I leaned in and took the opportunity to kiss her slender neck. Her perfect green eyes were an exceptional contrast and balance to her snowy complexion.

      “You have no idea how beautiful you are,” I said.

      She gave me a playful smile. “How pretty am I, then?”

      Her voice was a soothing whisper. She draped her arms around my neck and pressed her tiny, toned body up against me. Her skin was warm. She was alluring. I was intoxicated by the mischief swimming in her eyes.

      “Where is everyone else?” I practically croaked through my building desire, threatening to erupt like a geyser within me.

      “I don’t know,” she said and grinned playfully. She rubbed the side of my cheek with her thumb. “But they aren’t here.” Her breath was warm on my neck and she nibbled my earlobe.

      That was all the coaxing I needed to pursue her. I wanted to ravage her, to make her scream with pleasure. I wanted her body to shake with furious passion that lit her up from the inside out.

      I was feeling frisky and wild, but I would make sure to tone it down so that I wouldn’t hurt her. However, if she asked for it or begged me to fuck her harder, I would have no problem dialing the pleasure up a few notches.

      There was a gleam of naughtiness in her eyes that matched the way I felt inside. My heart pounded with excited anticipation.

      “You are one sensational woman,” I said.

      “You haven’t seen anything yet,” she purred into my ear.

      She sat on my lap and roped her arms around my neck, holding me tight. Her eyes sparkled and she raised her eyebrows as she felt the massive throbbing of my erect cock against the side of her bare inner thigh.

      “Do you like what you feel?” I asked.

      She gave me a seductive look, raking her fingernails gently up and down my chest and torso. She was driving me crazy and she knew it. She worked it to her advantage in every way possible.

      “I can’t wait to feel your thick cock inside of me,” she said and pushed my pants down, wiggling her sexy hips on my lap as she worked to unclothe me.

      I felt her juicy wetness dripping out of the swollen slit between her legs and I reveled in how amazing it was to feel her desire puddling like a lake on top of me.

      I glanced between her legs. She was gorgeous. Her pussy was gleaming with the wetness of lust. I pressed my hand between her legs, teasing her a little by rubbing her inner thighs. By the time I started playing with her pussy, she was gasping for me to touch her and make her moan.

      I pushed two fingers up inside her, burying them inside of her warm tunnel and embracing the heartbeat between her legs. She let out a slow and sexy moan. Her eyelids fluttered closed and her legs naturally parted to welcome me in.

      I caressed her clitoris with my thumb. That’s when her breathing really started to intensify. Her inner thighs began to quiver as she gave in to the pleasure.

      “You feel incredible from the inside,” I whispered in her ear. “You’re so wet.”

      “You make me feel so good,” she moaned, nibbling on her bottom lip. She gave me a lust-glazed stare that made my heart skip a beat.

      My stomach did somersaults of excitement when she arched her back, squeezed my shoulders with her slim hands and cried out with pleasure. She came and her sticky goodness seeped and oozed down my hand. I showed her no mercy when it came to giving her a euphoric experience. I rocked her with ecstasy to her core. I saw the love and yearning in her eyes.

      My own primal needs gnawed at me urgently. I was desperate to be inside of her. My cock was rock hard, so much so that it began to throb and ache. It pointed up at the cave ceiling, begging for attention.

      Sophia gripped my swollen shaft in her hands. She had a thirsty look on her face. I couldn’t wait to fuck her senseless. I grabbed a condom out of my jeans and rolled it onto my pulsing prick as quickly as I could.

      “It’s so sexy to hear you cum,” I said and pressed my lips to hers. I never wanted to wash her cum off my hands. It was like a souvenir of pleasure to feel her stickiness caked to me.

      “Make me do it again then,” she said and parted her legs even further.

      They were spread wide open now. Her pussy was engorged and full, beckoning me to enter her.

      “Gladly.”

      Sophia gasped as I pushed my meaty cock inside of her and filled her with my girth.

      She was still straddling me. Her tiny hips bounced on top of me as she wiggled around with pleasure. I grabbed her bare ass cheeks from behind and squeezed the lusciousness of them with my hands.

      She clutched my shoulders for support, and I wrapped my arms around her little waist. She was puddling with moisture. It was an amazing feeling to know that I was the source of her pleasure.

      We ground together in perfect unison. Our chemistry harmonized as we rocked and thrust back and forth. The sound of her moans echoed through the caves. I wondered if the others could hear us and felt jealous of the incredible fun we were having.

      It wasn’t just about the pleasure. Sure, we were exploding that to new heights and blowing it right off the hinges, but I felt an eternal bond with Sophia too. I felt like I could be myself around her. I didn’t have to pretend or hide. She appreciated me for who I was and helped me embrace my more playful side.

      Until she came along, I had forgotten I even had a silly side. I didn’t have to take myself so seriously all the time, and she helped me understand that.

      I began to pump harder and faster. I wasn’t necessarily aggressive, but I was slamming into her G-spot with the tip of my throbbing prick. Sophia seemed to be absorbed in the pleasure.

      She wrapped her legs around my waist and squeezed her thighs into my torso like she was a boa constrictor, but the kind that gives you ecstasy instead of killing you. She wasn’t a snake. There wasn’t a devious bone in her body, and I welcomed her purity into my life. She was the radiant light that I needed in order to have a guided, well-lit path ahead.

      “You are so sexy,” I said through teeth clenched with pleasure.

      Sophia grabbed my hair in her fists and gently tugged on it. She dug her heels into my backside and arched her back, crying out as pleasure hit her like a wave crashing to the shore.

      I too was overcome with a slamming sensation of euphoria that hit me like a million volts. Sophia not only brought out my wild side, but she applauded it, embraced it as if it was something to celebrate.

      If she was woman enough to handle me, then I should be able to match her standards and be man enough to handle her as well.

      She ran her hands through my hair and cradled my chin in her hands. She had an affectionate way of making me feel like I was the only person in the world. When I was with her, all my worries and fears about both the past and the future disappeared, vanishing like a heavy fog dissipating with the dawn.

      I groaned, feeling like I was bouncing through the clouds of paradise with her. I felt a sudden gush of fluid on my cock and I knew that it was the creamy goodness of Sophia’s orgasm.

      She moaned into my ear as she came. Her body trembled. I held her in place and gently rubbed her back, continuing to pump up and down as she rode me like a wild animal.

      “How are you so good at this?” I grinned and pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear after it came loose from her bun.

      She was looking a little sexually disheveled by now as I continued to plow her and use her body as my sexual play toy. I knew she loved it just as much as I did. Every ounce of this intimate encounter was consensual. I would never take advantage of her unless she wanted me too, and I knew that now was one of those times.

      I appreciated the privacy we had together, and it gave me a thrill to be inside of her. She felt so warm and inviting, that my pleasure rod tingled with euphoria. As I gazed into Sophia’s hungry, desire-filled eyes, I knew the experience was just as rewarding for her as it was for me.

      She scratched her nails down my back and moaned into my ear again, sending a ripple of joy through me. It was such a delight to have her arms and legs snaked around me. I felt the closeness, the unity and bond we shared.

      We were fused like metals being welded together. I couldn’t get enough of her. I was obsessed with her, but in a good way. I craved her intimate, feminine touch on my skin. She was a delicate contrast to my ruggedness, and I wanted to be infused by her love forever.

      “I could fuck you forever, you sexy little butterfly,” I groaned.

      “I love it when you fuck me,” she moaned. She sighed contentedly and I relished the tickle of her breath on my cheek.

      It was more than I could bear. My sexual bliss peaked and the poured out of me in an eruption of hot cum that filled the condom bag.

      I collapsed beside her and slid out from between her legs, being careful not to spill my warm seed inside of her. Maybe one day we could have a baby, but not while we were locked in the endless battle between the Masters and the shifters.

      “That was amazing,” I panted.

      Sophia let out a satisfied sigh. “I’m so relaxed now, thanks to you.” Her eyes were clouded over dreamily, and her lips curled into a gleeful smile.

      I had let my guard down around Sophia, but only because of the time and place. For the most part, we all had to keep an eye out for each other and continuously look over our shoulders to make sure the enemy wasn’t closing in.

      There didn’t seem to be any end in sight to the running or the chaos inside my head and in my physical structure, but for now I wanted to look into the forgiving eyes of Sophia and remember that there was still goodness and purity left to fight for in this world gone mad.
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      I sat, flanked by Leo and Otto, while Blaze rested in another, quieter part of the caves. I couldn’t get any sleep. I was anxious about the journey to the rebellion camp, and it was super-charging me with adrenaline.

      “I know you guys would never steer us in the wrong direction…” I began reluctantly.

      “Never.” Leo didn’t skip a beat in answering me, resolving my fears in an instant.

      “Good.” I sighed and leaned back against the rock wall of the cave. It was enough reassurance for me.

      “We wouldn’t lead you into a trap,” Otto added. “It wouldn’t be worth the risk.”

      “Yeah,” Leo said and gave me a genuine smile. “I have nothing to lose. My hotel is already gone—”

      “You have insurance,” I interjected. “You can rebuild. Not all is lost.”

      Leo’s eyes shimmered with gratitude. “Thank you for saying that. I hope you are right.”

      “Of course, I’m right,” I said and sat up straight, leaning in so that they would see how serious I was. “They won’t win. They won’t destroy us.”

      I was referring to the Masters and their guards. Leo and Otto exchanged a glance. They knew exactly what I was talking about. They had brotherly intuition. In some ways, I was jealous of their bond. I didn’t have any family left to interact with. I had no one aside from them, Blaze, James and Cameron.

      At the same time, I also had so much more that tugged at my heartstrings. I had Sophia, and I would protect her to the end of the world and back if that’s what it took to keep her safe and alive. My own survival didn’t matter or hold a candle to how much I wanted to keep her safe.

      I wasn’t afraid for myself. I was a lion shifter, naturally aggressive. I could tear down my enemies and destroy them in a single second. It was Sophia I worried about, even though I knew that deep down she was a survivor too. She had walked through the fires and I wanted nothing more than to show her a better life, in which paradise and peace filled all of her days.

      It was a stretch, but I could dream of a brighter future. No one could take my fantasies away from me, no matter how far-fetched they seemed.

      “Where is this compound?” I asked.

      “On the other side of the river,” Otto said.

      “Do we have to cross the river in order to get there?” I pitched an eyebrow. Now I felt apprehensive. “Sophia doesn’t like the water.”

      “We can go around it,” Leo said with a shrug. “It might set us back a day, though.”

      “I think we need to do everything we can to make sure she’s comfortable,” I mentioned, thinking it was an innocent comment. But Leo and Otto mischievously grinned at each other.

      “What?” I eyed them suspiciously and heard the defensive tone in my voice.

      “You really like this girl, don’t you?”

      Of the two brothers, Otto was the instigator. He didn’t mind confrontation, whereas Leo preferred to be behind the scenes and let people live their lives in whatever ways they wished. I still respected Otto, but if I had to choose a favorite, it would be Leo.

      “Yeah? So?” I scoffed as if it wasn’t a big deal, but internally, my heart was pounding. They weren’t wrong. My feelings for Sophia were dangerously escalating.

      “You’re a good guy,” Leo said and gave me a reverent nod. “I admire your courage. You’ve always been a fighter for what you believe in. You’re the type to conquer the world and grab it by the balls.”

      I stared at him. “Thanks, I guess.”

      “Don’t listen to this sad sap.” Leo playfully shoved at his brother’s shoulder. “He’s just jealous because he has no one to call his own.”

      “That’s not true.” Otto gave Leo a sour frown. “And that’s very hurtful.”

      Leo rolled his eyes playfully. “You know I’m just kidding with you, brother.”

      I rubbed my temples and took a deep breath. “Let’s cut to the chase,” I said, growing fatigued from their back-and-forth banter. “Are we going to be able to safely get to this rebellion base?”

      “As long as we’re careful and don’t make any mistakes,” Leo said.

      “Easier said than done.” Otto let out a laugh that sounded more like a scoff.

      “Well, we certainly can’t stay here,” Leo countered abrasively.

      “This camp…” I began. “Is it made up entirely of shifters?”

      “Mainly.” Leo and Otto answered in unison with a nod. “A few like us.”

      “And the humans…share your beliefs…right?” I asked guardedly.

      I had to make sure I knew everything about this rebellion base before we decided to enter it. Once that happened, it would be too late to change our minds. Being suspicious had its benefits this day in age.

      I hoped it wouldn’t come to a massive war between the humans and the shifters outside of the Masters and their guards, but I was finding out the hard way that you could never expect anything in life to go right.

      It was important to always remain prepared to face any kind of challenge that popped up and view anyone you didn’t know as a threat.

      I heard footsteps behind me. I craned my neck and noticed Sophia walking in with a vibrantly refreshed-looking Cameron and Blaze in tow.

      “Hey guys,” she said. Her smile could brighten even the darkest corners of this cave.

      “How did you sleep?” I asked and cupped my hand over her shoulder as she sat down next to me.

      Sophia yawned and stretched and let out a contented soft sigh. “Not as bad as I had expected.” She chuckled. “But I didn’t sleep for very long.” She locked eyes with me. “I’m a little anxious, to tell you the truth.”

      I rubbed her back consolingly. “You don’t need to waste your energy on worrying. We are taking care of things.”

      “We were just discussing the details of the rebellion camp,” Leo said with a professional demeanor.

      “Good.” Sophia matched his composed smile with one of her own. “We’re ready to go whenever you are.”

      “That’s it?” Cameron seemed hesitant. He frowned. “We don’t even know where it is.”

      “It’s on the other side of the river,” Otto said flatly.

      I shot him a dagger look to counter his brazen demeanor. He wasn’t very good at considering other people’s emotions and reactions.

      “Oh,” he said and immediately shifted his weight and cleared his throat to recover from his mistake. “We can go around it.”

      Sophia’s shoulders visibly relaxed and her pupils stopped dilating with dread. “Well, that’s a relief.”

      “We want this to be as safe a trip as we possibly can make it,” I said and stroked her hair tenderly while whispering softly in her ear. “We wouldn’t be even be trying if we didn’t think we were guaranteed to arrive without incident.”

      Sophia glanced down at her knees and nodded. “Well, I know we can’t live in the caves forever…”

      Her eyes danced with humor.

      “We can trust this rebellion camp,” Leo said. He didn’t blink. He was serious, and he wanted to get his point across.

      “We should probably leave at night,” Blaze mentioned.

      There was silence around the circle while everyone pondered how to go about this in the best way.

      “I agree,” I said, after mulling over the options. “Going out in open daylight might be risky. We don’t know how many master guards are roaming around out there just waiting for an opportunity to snatch up some runaway shifters and bring them back to their masters.”

      “Yeah,” Blaze said, animosity in his tone. “You know they’ll be hoping for a reward too.”

      “The more they bring back, the better the reward…” Sophia trailed off in a whisper.

      “We aren’t shifters,” Otto said and pointed to himself and Leo. “So, if anything, traveling with us is probably better than being out there alone.”

      “That’s a good point.” James nodded agreeably.

      I still had tingles of reluctance fluttering through my stomach, but I knew that we had to bite the bullet and make the trek eventually. We might as well get it over with, like ripping off a metaphorical Band-Aid. The sting wouldn’t linger forever.

      “How many shifters are there?” Blaze asked.

      Leo and Otto glanced at each other as if expecting the other to answer the question.

      “It’s difficult to say, but the number is probably substantial,” Leo said.

      “Enough to take down a round of Master guards if they attempt to infiltrate the camp?” James asked with raised eyebrows.

      “Indeed.” Leo appeared confident.

      “I think we should do it, even if it takes longer to go around the river,” I said.

      “We don’t have to go around the river just for me,” Sophia said. She flicked a sheepish glance at me. “We can go through it if it’s easier and will take less time.”

      “No.” I shook my head adamantly. “You’ve already been through too much.”

      “I agree,” Blaze said and gave me a brotherly nod. It was nice to have him back me up.

      “On the way, we can talk tactics and prepare for the future. We don’t really know what’s out there.”

      He looked at the entrance to the caves as if he didn’t trust the world outside these walls.

      “We need to leave before I have to shift again,” Cameron said, adding his two cents and looking around the group as if hoping for approval.

      “Absolutely,” Blaze said. “We wouldn’t leave you behind. Not now, not ever.”

      “The more shifters we have, the better our chances become of overthrowing the entire Master government,” I said.

      “Isn’t that the whole point?” Otto asked.

      “That’s the basis behind all these rebellion raids,” James said. “The shifter colonies are growing in numbers. More and more of them are enlisting for the cause.”

      “The one we plan to head toward is one of the biggest armies of shifters there is,” Otto said.

      “Thank goodness you are one of the good ones,” I said.

      Otto’s eyes flickered with recognition at my compliment. Not all humans were on the bad team, and we were in good company with two of the most honorable men I had ever met. It was a privilege to call them both friends, especially since I knew all along that Leo’s loyalty to my father and my family as a whole ran as deep as the river we were going to trek around later. He would have done anything for my father, and I knew that he wanted to honor my father’s memory by doing whatever it took to protect me too.

      “We can leave at nightfall,” Cameron suggested and flicked his gaze around the group to assess agreement. “That way it will be dark, but it will still be early enough for me to follow you and find out where the shifter camp is before I have to leave.”

      I noticed Sophia gently squeezing his hand and smiling. I wanted her to look at me the same way. I would probably melt into a puddle. She was extremely gorgeous and pure at heart, too. She was everything I had ever wanted in a woman. She was the epitome of a female companion that any shifter would be lucky enough to have.

      She was a precious gem, and we needed to protect her at all costs.

      

      
        
        _______________________

      

      

      

      Several hours later, we began to file out of the caves, embarking on a journey toward a future that was still a little murky. Nonetheless, we remained hopeful and unified as a group.

      For a while, we trudged in silence, listening for ominous threats that might be lurking in the shadows. We had to be mindful of our surroundings, but thankfully there were enough of us that even a single snap, crack, or rustling leaf would not go unnoticed. We listened for the wrong kick of a pebble against the dirt. If something unfamiliar stirred out in the distance, we would be able to go into defensive mode in an instant.

      My heart pounded nervously and a cold sweat caused my shirt to cling uncomfortably to my back. My muscles ached from being in such a tense physical state. I didn’t know what to expect. Anything could dart out from between the massive tree trunks scattered throughout the rugged landscape.

      The glow of the moon wasn’t as shiny as normal, because it was partially hidden under the cloak of giant fir and cedar trees that seemed to stretch up to the heavens.

      “How are you doing?” I looked at Sophia, who was trudging along at a snail’s pace beside me.

      All of us were sort of crawling along, but she seemed to be dragging a little more than usual, and more than anyone else. She wasn’t holding us back, but I was worried about her wellbeing.

      A sexy shadow cascaded across Sophia’s face. “Me?” She pointed to herself.

      “Yeah,” I chuckled.

      “Oh.” Sophia frowned and continued to look ahead. “I’m…great.”

      I touched her shoulder. “That stump we just passed can lie better than you.”

      Sophia delicately laughed. “Yeah. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for,” I said.

      She met my gaze and there was a combination of amusement and sadness drifting through her eyes.

      “Don’t you wish it could just be…different?”

      “Different?” I questioned.

      “Yeah.” Sophia exhaled slowly.

      “I’m not sure I follow what you mean.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wish that I could go back to that fateful night when I was a child, all tucked away and cozy in my house with my parents.”

      “It seems like a million years ago, doesn’t it?” I asked.

      Sophia met my gaze and nodded. We understood each other. We had chemistry because we had come from similar backgrounds.

      “It does for me too,” I admitted.

      “I hate being on the run,” she said.

      “I know.” I felt the sourness of her mood in my own mind. “But just think of the bright side.”

      Sophia let out an ironic chortle. “There’s a bright side to this? To being locked up in a Master’s castle for nearly our entire lives, only to go on the run from them when we finally manage to escape?”

      “Well…yeah,” I said and gave her a chagrinned smile. “We wouldn’t have met if any of that other stuff hadn’t happened to us.”

      It was like a light switch turning on inside of her mind. Her face glowed with elegance and grace. She was radiantly beautiful.

      “You know what? You are so right about that.” She nodded as if the entire world made sense now. “Sometimes we just have to go through the hard parts to get to the parts where our blessings are sprinkled in. It’s just being able to recognize when fate calls out to you to pay attention that’s the hard part.”

      I smiled, relieved that we were on the same emotional wavelength. “You are definitely a blessing in my life.”

      She took my hand and squeezed it fondly. “Same to you.”

      “Do you want to ride on my back for a while?” I offered.

      Sophia looked me up and down as if sizing me up. “You would shift to carry me?”

      “In a heartbeat,” I said.

      She smiled. “Why did I expect anything less?”

      I laughed. “I can do it.”

      “Go ahead then.” Her smile was playful and maybe a little naughty. She made me excited from my head to my toes.

      I told the others I was going to shift to hold Sophia so that it wouldn’t raise questions once I became a lion.

      As soon as I was ready and Sophia climbed onto my back, I felt as if all my cards were falling into place. A new light illuminated our path. Sophia gently tugged at my mane and whispered in my ear.

      “Thank you.” I heard every ounce of gratitude seeping through her voice and I was privileged to be the gentleman who came to her aid when she needed a helping hand. Or, in this case, four paws.

      We kept hiking on, because we had to. We were going to persevere because that’s what we did. We didn’t know how to behave any other way. We were fighters and we could use our emotional scars to boost our strength and charge ahead for a cause that was bigger than ourselves.
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      I had been riding on Ayden’s back for what had felt like an eternity, so I could only imagine what it must have been like for him. Surely, he had to be tired of carrying me this far into our excursion. I felt guilty for adding extra weight to his spine when I knew he must have been as stressed out and exhausted as we all were.

      If I had nervous jitters and flutters of anxiety going through my belly, then I knew that everyone else probably had the same mixed feelings.

      Sure, it was going to be nice to get to the rebellion camp and have other shifters to talk to and relate to, but at the same time, what if we weren’t welcomed with open arms the way that Leo and Otto insisted we would be?

      I didn’t know them. I didn’t know how trustworthy they were. I couldn’t exactly base their proposal on merit, because I had no past experiences with the pair to go on. I tried to remind myself that as long as Ayden held trust in them, that should be enough for me.

      I tugged on Ayden’s furry mane to get his attention, since I couldn’t technically converse with him while he was in his lion form.

      He looked over his shoulder, peered at me through curious brown eyes, and blinked. He could understand me when I spoke to him, he just couldn’t speak back.

      “I know you must be growing fatigued carrying me around,” I said apologetically. “I know I probably feel like a heavy sack of potatoes by now.” I let out a little chuckle.

      Ayden shook his head and blinked again.

      “I want to let you rest a while,” I said. “Let me walk. I will be fine. I promise.”

      I glanced at Otto, who was keeping pace with us. Blaze and James were ahead of us by a few strides, and Cameron was in the back, making sure nothing and no one tried to attack us from behind.

      “We will be at the shifter camp soon, right?” I asked Otto, turning to look at him.

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, ma’am. I’d say another half an hour or so.”

      I glanced at Ayden. “See? I can walk for half an hour. That’s nothing compared to other grueling physical things I’ve had to do in my life.”

      Ayden padded at the dirt with his paw and blew out a puff of air abruptly through his muzzle. Then he blinked at me again and nodded.

      I smiled and carefully slid off his golden fur-clad back as judiciously as I could, with the assistance of Cameron, who had caught up to us once we stopped. He whistled for James and Blaze to halt while we made the transfer.

      They turned around and nudged for Leo to stop. He was staring at the ground absentmindedly as if his mind was wandering off in its own little world.

      Ayden shifted back to his human form and grinned at me.

      “Sorry I made you hold me for so long,” I said.

      He reached out and delicately traced the edge of my chin and stroked my cheek with his thumb.

      “Are you kidding me? I would carry you for a hundred more miles if I had to. Besides, you didn’t make me do anything. I offered, and I would do it again.”

      “Any of us would,” James agreed and looked at me with an earnest expression.

      “I appreciate all of your thoughtfulness.” I shifted my weight and inspected a bed of leaves under my boots. I was uncomfortable with receiving praise because it had happened so rarely for most of my life.

      Ayden took my hand and cradled it with his, interlocking our fingers together. I loved seeing this more stripped-down version of Ayden. I wanted him to try and embrace his softer side more often.

      He didn’t have to behave in such a macho manner with me, because from my perspective, he had nothing to prove to me. He was already valuable to me and I respected him as a man and as a protective lion shifter.

      “Come on,” he said with a dapper smile. “Let’s keep moving.” He glanced over his shoulder and pointed his thumb abstractly at Cameron. “I’m sure this fur ball is getting antsy too.”

      I chuckled, but there he went again. As soon as he showed a little softness, he had to cover it back up with a derogatory quip. I was sure it was just a defensive mechanism. Ayden had been through a lot of tough experiences too.

      I supposed we all had to live with our own set of quirks and vices, but I wanted to be able to help all four of them be more in tune with embracing their kinder side. It didn’t always have to be about egos, even though I knew they considered themselves brothers. I knew that when it came down to the wire, any of them would go into protective mode for the others.

      “You look really pretty when the silver moon peeks through the trees and shows your face,” Ayden whispered to me as the group began to plow forward once again.

      I smiled at him, happy that he had interrupted the fragmented thoughts floating through my head.

      “And you looked incredibly handsome when you were in your lion form,” I said.

      “Do you think I’m sexy as a lion?” Ayden boastfully squared his shoulders.

      I nodded. “Uh-huh. Absolutely.” I squeezed his hand and winked at him.

      He pretended to growl in my ear. “You are a naughty little thing.”

      I batted my lashes coyly and laughed. “Am I?”

      “Yes.” His gorgeous ocean eyes shimmered mischievously.

      “Let’s get to the shifter camp before you undress me with your eyes,” I whispered back in his ear.

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to,” he said and playfully bumped shoulders with me as we strolled along at a careful pace.

      “Well, I must say, I am really thankful for your company tonight,” I confessed.

      “Why is that?” He pitched a curious eyebrow into a triangle over his gorgeous blue eyes.

      “You are distracting me from my fears,” I said.

      His demeanor altered bluntly, and he frowned. “What kind of fears?”

      “You want the truth?” I asked and gave him a guarded smile.

      “Always.” He resolutely nodded his head.

      I inhaled a deep batch of chilly mountain air. “Don’t hate me, but—”

      “First of all, I could never hate you,” Ayden interrupted.

      “I’m a little apprehensive about going to this rebellion camp,” I blurted out. I just wanted to get the conversation over with and out into the open.

      “You don’t have to be nervous about it,” Ayden said. His features were poised. He didn’t appear to be angered by my statement. Then he chuckled and rolled his eyes. “Of course, everyone seems to be a little hesitant. So, I guess I understand.”

      I gave him a smile of admiration. It was big of Ayden to try to branch out and detect other people’s emotions on a subject.

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you want to tell me why you feel scared of going to the rebellion camp?”

      “Besides the fact that it has the word rebellion in it?” I chuckled and glanced at him.

      He smiled. “I promise that they won’t be violent toward their own.”

      “I just have trust issues with strangers…”

      “You trusted Blaze enough to go into the bunker with him,” Ayden reminded me.

      “Yes, well, in some respects, I didn’t really have a choice.”

      “Because your leg was broken?”

      I grinned and pointed at him. “Ah-ha! You are very observant, aren’t you?”

      “What’s my prize? A kiss?” He cast me an eager grin that made him look irresistible.

      “Maybe.” I laughed. “You sure have a tempting and zesty appeal.”

      “Why, thank you.” Ayden pretended to cast me a little bow of gratitude.

      He was witty and charming and charismatic. He hit all the checkmarks in my book, and I hoped that his friends weren’t leading us into a trap. It wasn’t Ayden I distrusted. It was everyone else. And by everyone else, I meant Otto and Leo. Sure, I wanted to be able to believe that their intentions were pure, but they were still humans at the end of the day.

      As if reading my mind, Ayden turned to face me. “I know what you are thinking,” he said with a somber tone.

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” His eyes were warm and gentle. “I trust Leo and Otto with my life. If I can do that, I can trust them with anyone else’s too.”

      “Well—”

      “They would never lead us into danger.” His tone was adamant.

      “Thank you for trying to make me feel better,” I said and tried to reach his spirit with a smile.

      He stroked my cheek and his demeanor softened. He whispered in my ear, giving me goose bumps of pleasure.

      “Everything is going to be all right. That, I can promise you. I can’t pinpoint a specific time and place where we will be able to put our worries and fears in the rearview mirror, but that day will come.”

      He sounded so confident that I had to believe him.

      He was also intelligent. All four of them were. They were calculated. They were never rash. They thought out decisions before they acted on them. I had no reason to think that this would become a disaster.

      “Maybe I’m just a little unsettled about the fact that there are so many Master guards out on the prowl now,” I suggested.

      “If any of them dare to come near you, I will maul them to death.” Ayden’s tone was defiant, and his eyes flickered with severity.

      “I have no doubt that you would,” I said with a reassuring nod. I met his gaze and locked in on those handsome eyes of his. “I feel safe with you.” It was the most undeniable fact I could tell him that involved our relationship.

      “Good.” He seemed pleased with my admission.

      His cheery demeanor emerged once again.  He looked prideful, but not in a flashy, arrogant way. He looked like he wanted to impress me and was genuinely delighted when he met his own challenge.

      “Can I kiss you?” He asked again, but it wasn’t domineering. He wasn’t pushing me to make a decision, which I liked. He was actually being quite adorable about it.

      “I’ve been craving the taste of your lips all night…” he continued.

      “Well, when you try to sell it that way…” I said and grinned at him teasingly.

      “Can I take that as a yes?” His features turned boyish for a brief moment as he stared at me with an expectant smile.

      “Yes.” I chuckled. “How could I resist you either? You are far too cute. And your charm…”

      I felt the urgency to run my hair through his blond locks and run my hands up and down his chiseled, bronzed body. The respect and awe I had for him was enormous. We had amazing chemistry together, and he was extremely gorgeous.

      His lips touched mine and my heart fluttered. My pulse pounded through my ears.

      An intense sizzle of desire prickled through me as if my blood were carbonated. The bubbles of euphoria surged through me and sent me on an exhilaratingly wild ride. I gently grazed my hands through his hair.

      He lifted my chin and looked sensually into my eyes, making my heart drum with delight. His touch was thrilling. I couldn’t resist the way his lust-glazed eyes sparkled, looking directly into the core of my soul.

      His tongue playfully explored my mouth. I parted my lips to invite him in and he groaned with pleasure. I tingled from head to toe. He rocked my world, and judging by the gleeful smirk on his lips, he knew of his massive effect over me. He had the ability to make me swoon and I’d be first to admit that fact.

      After he pulled away, the touch of his mouth against mine still lingered for a few blissful seconds.

      “When I was in the Master castle, I never would have imagined a guy like you being interested in me,” I confessed.

      Ayden looked profoundly empathetic. “You must never degrade yourself like that.”

      I chuckled ironically. “I don’t know why I would ever feel inadequate. I mean it’s not like I grew up in a Master castle or anything.”

      Ayden stared at me as I waited for him to accept my sarcasm. When he finally smiled, we kept moving along with the troop.

      “You have an amusing quality about you that I love, did you know that?”

      “I try to lighten the mood when I can,” I said.

      “You are a pearl in a sea full of empty clams.”

      I chuckled. “I think I’ll take that as a weird compliment.”

      “You should.” He nodded animatedly.

      “Let’s move faster,” Otto called out from a few steps in front of us, bringing us crashing back down to reality. “We are almost there. I can smell the smoke from their bonfires.”

      I sniffed the air and the scent wafted through my nostrils. My heartbeat rapidly intensified.

      Ayden clutched my hand harder than before, a protective gesture that flooded me with security. The hard layers were back, but I appreciated the moments of softness between us and the magic of the kiss we’d just shared.

      “I’m ready,” I said with a determined nod. “After all, we are in this together, am I right?”

      Ayden didn’t skip a beat. He looked at me with admiration. “You are one hundred percent accurate. We are in this together, forever and always.”

      Now all I had to do was pray that the hundreds of other shifters in the rebellion camp would share that same mentality.
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      I was the first of our group of traveling shifters, aching yet soldiering on, to see the orange glow of several campfires coming from the rebellion base.

      The tents were peppered across the horizon around the base, which was centered on a plateau that wasn’t as mountainous as the caves.

      My friends and I were tired. We were dirty, our skin caked in grime. We were broken emotionally, but we were charging full steam ahead, forcing ourselves to reach a new destination that gave way to promise of a brighter future.

      “We are almost there,” I said and smiled at Sophia.

      Her eyes sparkled with a mixture of intrigue and reluctance.

      Cameron flanked my left, looking a little disenchanted.

      I nudged him gently in the side. “We will get there before you have to shift. I can see the campfires, can you?”

      Cameron lifted his chin and set his eyes on the starlit sky. He pointed upward. “I can see the embers.”

      I glanced up and noticed that there were a few ashes fluttering down like petals from the dome of darkness above our heads, seemingly coming from nowhere in the night sky. It was as if they just appeared out of thin air and tickled against our cheeks and shoulders.

      “Yeah…” I said with a hushed tone, trailing off. As much as I wanted this idea of meeting up with a shifter rebellion camp, I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that we were exploring the safest option available.

      Of course, at the moment we didn’t have any alternatives, so we were just going to put ourselves out there and hope for the best. It was daunting to not know what lay ahead, but at least we had each other.

      If we were thrown into the snake pits, we had a better chance at survival if we stuck together.

      Inside, I was growing more anxious by the minute. I had a father and three brothers still out there in the world somewhere. I clung to the hope that they were still alive, fending for themselves in the wilderness or in hiding somewhere just like I was.

      What if they were here at this rebellion base? My heart pounded at the prospect. What would I even say if I saw them again? Would they take me in as their own? More importantly, would they accept Sophia? I couldn’t imagine a life without her in it.

      As we approached the camp, we noticed that it was overcrowded, more so than we were expecting. There seemed to be hundreds of tents scattered across the flattened land. The vast space seemed to stretch on forever with rebellion shifters moving about from tent to tent as if nothing was out of the ordinary and it was perfectly normal to be camping in the middle of the woods together, hours away from any trace of civilization.

      Sophia craned her neck and gave me a curious glance. “Are you all right?”

      I looked at her and smiled. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

      My heart was still drumming anxiously because I didn’t know what to expect from of this adventure.

      Sophia shrugged. Her eyes were glowing under the moonlight with curiosity. “I don’t know…you just seem a little…distracted, that’s all.”

      I kicked at a pebble and chuckled. If I couldn’t be honest with Sophia, then who could I be honest with?

      “Well, to tell you the truth...I’m a little nervous that I might see my father and brothers here at this camp.”

      Sophia’s eyes lit up. “Are you serious? Do you really think that you could reunite with them here?”

      “Maybe,” I said with a casual shrug so that she wouldn’t think that I was overly stressing about the situation, even though inside, my head was roaring with uncertainty.

      “I hope that happens for you.” Sophia gave my hand a delicate squeeze. The unique beauty in her sage eyes breathed new life into me. Her smile was pure and earnest.

      “I don’t even know what I would say to them if I saw them again,” I admitted with a sheepish chuckle.

      “Sometimes actions speak louder than words,” she said. “You could start with a hug or a handshake.”

      “A bear hug maybe?” I gave her a sideways grin.

      She erupted into a sensational chime of laughter. “Good one,” she said after a few seconds.

      “Thanks.” I beamed. I had fun with her. She brought out the playful side of me.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’m a little wary of approaching this base too,” she confessed.

      I looked at her. She was profoundly beautiful. “I know.”

      “There are so many of them.” She skeptically eyed the tents that were lined up in rows that seemed to go on forever, practically stacked on top of each other.

      “There appears to be a substantial number,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t be there to protect you every step of the way.”

      Sophia’s smile was heartfelt. “Thank you. That really means a lot.”

      “This place is like an army in itself,” Ayden said.

      His eyes were wild and wide with what I recognized to be budding mischief. Ayden loved a challenge. He also loved attention. I knew exactly how he worked. The more people took notice him, the better his mood.

      “We need to check in with Ralph first,” Otto mentioned as we wandered closer.

      “Who is Ralph?” Sophia glanced at him.

      “He’s the shifter leader of this rebellion group,” Otto said. “His tent is just right there at the edge. He and his generals stay close to the front just in case something crazy happens.”

      “Good thinking.” Ayden nodded as if he had the strategies and tactics of a rebellion camp all planted out in his head too.

      We followed Leo and Otto to the giant tent where the supposed Ralph was staying. I rubbed my nervous palms on my pants and attempted to keep myself composed so that the others wouldn’t see how unraveled I felt about the situation.

      I just wanted to get it over with. I needed to know right then if we were going to be safe here or not. If we weren’t, I had no idea what other type of plan we could fall back on. We were at least a couple of hours away from the caves by this point.

      I had to gear myself up for a confrontation. I was practiced enough on the subject, so I had confidence that I could hold my own against a potential enemy.

      I tried to reason with myself. It was impractical to think that a fleet of shifters like this would be anything but welcoming and supportive, having gone through similar situations to those we had endured.

      I kept glancing over my shoulder as if my family was suddenly going to pop out of one of the neighboring tents. It was a ridiculous pipe dream, but I couldn’t shut off the sensation that I might find them against the odds.

      We stepped right up next to the large tent as a group. There was a glowing light on the inside, cutting through some of the grayness of the tent’s color. It looked like it had faded over time in the sun.

      Otto cleared his throat. “Ralph? We’re here.”

      He exchanged a guarded glance with Leo that made my heart feel like it was slowly sinking down my throat and dropping into my stomach with a splash.

      “Otto?” I heard a man’s voice from inside the tent and then a little rustling as a few shadowy figures moved about within.

      The sound of a zipper cut through the silence and a man with a thick handlebar mustache and slicked back, jet black hair emerged, slouching at first and then straightening up once he was out in the open.

      “You made it!” the man proclaimed and reached his hands to the sky as if to declare glory to the gods above for the fortune.

      Ralph extended his arms and roped Otto in for a massive hug and a brotherly slap on the back. Then he realized that Otto came with friends.

      “This is the group?” He nudged his chin in our directions. His eyes slowly scanned us, one by one, as if sizing us up and trying to sniff out any threats to his camp.

      “Yes, sir,” Otto nodded. “I hope that’s okay?” A touch of trepidation laced his voice.

      Ralph rubbed the edge of his mustache where it curled at the tip and parked his other hand on his hip. He narrowed his eyes as he continued to assess us with a scrutinizing stare.

      Every muscle in my body involuntarily tensed. This guy didn’t look like he trusted us as far as he could throw us, but the feeling was mutual in my opinion.

      “Yes,” Ralph nodded after several agonizing seconds, during which I thought he was going to boot us all out on our asses into the cold and empty void of darkness from where we’d just emerged. “Any friend of Otto’s is a friend of mine.”

      He gave our brood a tiny, yet respectful bow.

      Otto and Leo both exhaled with visible relief seeping into their slack shoulders.

      “Thank you so much,” Leo said and vigorously pumped Ralph’s hand. “You have no idea how much we appreciate this.”

      “All of you shifters?” Ralph asked as he eyed us one by one, still absentmindedly stroking the mustache. He had a toothpick in his mouth too, that he moved from side to side.

      “Yes,” Ayden said with puffed out shoulders, speaking on behalf of the group. “Every one of us.”

      “Good.” Ralph nodded and seemed to approve of Ayden’s confirmation.

      “We can get you set up here with a couple of tents. We have some extras just in case.”

      I felt the aura of Sophia’s demeanor lighten beside me. It seemed as if we were going to be in good hands after all.

      I noticed in my peripheral vision that Cameron was beginning to shift his weight uncomfortably. His hands fidgeted awkwardly at his sides.

      “Pull yourself together, man,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth, so as not to raise the suspicion of those around us with whom we weren’t familiar.

      “I have to get going soon,” Cameron said. His eyes were glazed over with anxiety.

      “I’ll walk you to the woods,” I whispered back.

      Cameron looked relieved at my offering. “Okay.”

      I needed to take a moment to get my bearings about what was happening. I wanted to get in touch with my animal side. I needed to shift. I felt the tingly urgency in every fiber of my being.

      Cameron was making it worse because he looked like he was going to itch right out of his skin. I felt a little more composed than he looked, but I needed to take a breather. Even though we had only just arrived, I felt the tents clustered together in such close proximity was a tad suffocating and definitely constricting compared to what I was used to.

      I would just have to remind myself that I would need to adapt to a new type of normal, and that nothing would ever be the same again.

      I should have known that already. We were constantly having to alter the path of our safety and refuge away from the masters and their guards. Hopefully we would soon be able to live in a free world where we didn’t have to constantly watch our backs.

      “These troops of shifters are quite impressive,” Sophia mentioned softly as we walked together, following Ralph to where the stacks of tents were laid out.

      “There are more than I had expected,” I said.

      “Which is probably a good thing,” Sophia added.

      My eyes wandered around the tents.

      “You’ll find them if they’re here, but it might take a while,” Sophia said as if reading my thoughts.

      I smiled. “Thanks for the encouragement.”

      She gently stroked my arm and I wanted to turn to putty. “Anytime.”

      “Once you guys get set up with the tents, do you mind if I go with Cameron out into the woods for a little while?” I asked.

      Sophia frowned as if she didn’t necessarily approve but didn’t feel as if she had the authority to protest either.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” She peered up at me with caution flickering in her gorgeous eyes.

      “I just need to clear my head. I won’t go far,” I promised.

      Sophia nodded and glanced down at her boots as if she had no choice but to accept my wishes.

      “Just be back soon, okay?” She met my gaze and I saw an ocean of vulnerability swimming in her eyes.

      “I won’t leave you for long.” I kissed her hand and the top of her head. “You will have Ayden and James to watch after you while I’m gone, though.”

      She glanced at the guys who were currently attempting to erect a couple of tents side by side with Ralph’s constructive criticism.

      “Maybe you can find some other bear shifters around here that might have ties to your family,” Sophia said.

      I smiled. “One can only hope.”

      I doubted I would get the chance to make friends tonight, but I was certainly open to the prospect.

      I needed to follow Cameron into the woods to shift because I could get violent in my own right when I shifted. I didn’t want to become a danger to anyone, especially on our first night at the camp. It was important to make a lasting and beneficial impression on the leaders of this rebellion unit.

      I felt temperamental and a little aggressive. That was why I wanted to run away into the darkness for a little while, but I felt reassured by the knowledge that I could come back and sleep under the shelter of a warm tent whenever I grew fatigued and cold.

      I gave Sophia one last kiss, this time on the lips. I felt the tingly lingering sensation of her mouth on mine even after I departed. I wished I could bottle up that feeling and use it for whenever I needed a little enhancement or a boost. She gave me a lackluster smile as if she wanted to beg me to stay, but she didn’t offer any objection.

      It was time to be alone with my thoughts. I could use this time resourcefully to meditate on my feelings and prepare myself for a potential reunion with my family.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Cameron, who was already starting to scratch at his neck with elongated nails. Patches of fur began to sprout from under his shirt and pants.

      He growled, exposing pointy teeth that looked razor sharp under the light of the moon. His lips curled into a snarl.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said and raced off into the woods, shifting before Cameron had a chance to beat me to the punch and involuntarily attack me in my human form.

      I glanced over my shoulder one last time, watching Sophia duck into a tent and disappear.

      I’ll be back for you, I promised to her in my head, hoping that once that happened, time could stand still — if only for a little while.
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      After we got our tents set up, Ralph glanced around the group. He had a curly mustache that made him look like he wanted to run away with the circus as opposed to rally troops of shifters seeking justice.

      He was getting on my nerves with that toothpick in his mouth, but he was allowing us to stay in his compound without any questions asked, so I had to keep my own mouth shut and just smile and nod.

      I was grateful to be here, but I was still on edge. I needed to keep my guard up, especially to take care of Sophia. I didn’t want anything to happen to her. None of us did, really, but I would never stop keeping watch over her. Ensuring her stability and wellbeing was the most important agenda in my life.

      “Are you all hungry?” Ralph asked.

      “Starving,” Ayden said.

      I nodded. “Me too, definitely.”

      There were mumbles of agreement that floated between us.

      Ralph clapped his hands together with a loud smack. He had a lot more energy than I had expected. Maybe that’s why he was successful as the trailblazer of this brigade. I felt like I couldn’t match his hyperactivity, but at the same time, I had been hiking through the woods for a number of days since leaving the hotel in the village.

      I could allow myself a little time to rejuvenate. Maybe now that we were here, I would get the opportunity for some downtime mixed with a little bit of mental and physical recovery.

      Ralph pointed to a table that was placed in the middle of the camp. “You can weave through all these tents to the food table,” he said. “We’ve got some soup, bread and water over there, leftover from dinner from tonight.”

      Sophia looked at Ralph and cast him a grateful bow. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much we appreciate this. We are beyond grateful for your hospitality.”

      Ralph nodded as if he were proud to accept the compliment. He nudged his chin in Leo and Otto’s direction.

      “Me and these guys go way back. I would do anything to make sure they were taken care of, because I know they would do the same for me.”

      Otto gave Ralph a brotherly slap on the back. “And don’t you forget it.”

      The three men exchanged a chuckle.

      I took Sophia’s hand and began maneuvering her through the rows of tents in order to find the food table. I couldn’t wait to dive into some soup and dunk the bread into the juicy goodness. It was going to be exquisite to wash it all down with some fresh ice water.

      “Do you want to go and eat over there?” I suggested, pointing to a portion of the camp that had fewer tents set up in between. “Maybe we could talk and have a little privacy without people constantly listening over our shoulders.”

      Sophia’s eyes twinkled with delight. “I would love to do that.”

      We walked with our food, carefully holding onto each item as not to slosh the soup over the side of the bowls or drop the bread on the ground. Once we reached the edge of the camp, we sat down on a log that just so happened to be conveniently placed right under a dome of wonderous stars.

      “It’s so beautiful and peaceful over here,” Sophia said. She didn’t waste any time in slurping down a giant spoonful of soup.

      “I concur,” I said. “Thank you for joining me over here. It’s not as noisy. Large crowds make me a little claustrophobic.”

      Sophia gave me a sideways grin. “You might not necessarily be in the best situation here then.”

      I chuckled. “I can handle it. I just wanted some alone time with you.”

      Sophia’s knee brushed up against mine and sent a sensual tingle erupting through my body. She gave me a seductive gaze. “I like alone time with you as well.”

      I grinned. I knew I probably looked lust-struck from her point of view, but I wasn’t embarrassed. She already knew the depth of my attraction to her. I gobbled down my soup and bread, feeling full both emotionally and physically now that I had the warm, stick-to-your-ribs food contentedly in my belly.

      “I was so hungry,” Sophia said with a sigh and placed her bowl down by her feet, propping it up against the log.

      “Me too,” I said. I stroked her hair. “Is it all right if I do this?”

      Sophia looked at me. “Of course.”

      “It’s just…your hair…it’s so silky and soft. I can’t resist touching it.”

      Sophia let out a delicately feminine laugh and propped her elbows up on her knees. Her hair fanned out like smooth midnight across her back. She was gorgeous in every sense of the word.

      “I can’t resist the tingles I get when you play with my hair,” she said. She glanced down at her feet and her features were suddenly shadowed with melancholy. “My mom used to play with my hair too and it was so nice.”

      “I know you miss your family,” I said in as empathetic tone as I could give her.

      She nodded. “Very much.”

      “I miss my father and my uncle too,” I confessed, feeling vulnerable in the moment, but I knew that Sophia was trustworthy.

      She peered at me curiously. “They are the ones who trained you before you got abducted by the Masters, right?”

      I took a deep breath and adjusted myself on the damp log. “That’s correct.”

      I glanced up at the stars. They were shining bright tonight, illuminating the world as if to show us that there was still hope out there to cling to and we should never give up chasing that happy ending.

      I draped my arm around Sophia and relished in the way she burrowed into the nook of my body. She didn’t shy away at all. I felt as if we shared a spiritual connection that was growing more powerful every time that we had the luxury of enjoying some quality private time together.

      Her breathing was peaceful. She sighed contentedly. I smiled and kissed the top of her head.

      “Do you know any of the constellations?” I asked.

      “Not really.” She chuckled.

      I pointed up to the sky. “That one right there? It’s called Aquila.”

      I traced the pin pricks of glowing light with my fingers so that she could visualize it better.

      “It’s kind of shaped like an arrow,” she said and craned her neck, narrowing her eyes to inspect it properly.

      “Like the bow and arrow that shot right through my heart the first moment I met you,” I said.

      She grinned. “What a line.”

      “One of my best?” I laughed.

      “Maybe.” Sophia laughed along with me. “Did you really like me that much when you first met me?”

      I roped her in closer to me. “Absolutely.”

      “Me too — for you,” she said. I heard the honestly lacing her voice. It gave me reassuring relief.

      “I could stargaze with you all night,” I admitted.

      Sophia glanced up at me with fondness shimmering in her green eyes. They were the perfect contrast to her jet black hair and creamy skin. I held her tight. I never wanted to let her go. For tonight, I didn’t want to share her with any of my friends.

      “Me too,” she said. “It’s such a glorious feeling to not have to be on the run at the moment, to have a sense of peace or a brighter future.

      She rested her head on my shoulder and let out another contended sigh that melted my heart.

      “I want to make you feel good,” she said in a dreamy voice.

      My eyes were fluttering closed every now and then. I felt slightly sleepy, resting on this log with her.

      “What do you mean?” I hummed.

      “I don’t know…” she trailed off with a chuckle. “For the first time in a while I feel like I have a future worth pursuing. I feel like you have contributed a lot to my new peace of mind.”

      “I’m honored that you would say that,” I admitted.

      There was mischief sparkling in her eyes as she grinned zestily and adjusted her position to look at me more closely.

      “Do you want a reward for all the help you have given me?”

      “A reward?” My senses perked up. “Who could say no to that?”

      She seemed pleased with herself. She began to sexily unzip my pants and helped me shimmy them down until they were hugging my ankles.

      “Wait,” I muttered through my rising pleasure. I wanted to stop her before she got too carried away.

      “What is it?” She peered up at me with her ocean eyes and batted them with curiosity and a little apprehension. “Is something wrong?”

      “Can I just put my blindfold on first?” I chuckled nervously, wondering why I suddenly felt so embarrassed to admit that when she was already working me up with her seductive gaze alone.

      “Do you really need it?” She looked deep into my eyes, but she didn’t seem critical, much to my relief. I saw flexibility in her gaze as well as patience.

      “I…” I trailed off, pondering the weight of her question.

      “I think that’s your answer right there.” Sophia grinned.

      “The Masters used to always make us wear blindfolds,” I said almost apologetically.

      Sophia looked sympathetic. She stroked my arm. “You aren’t with the Masters anymore,” she whispered softly. “You are with me.”

      “Yes, I know.” I nodded and took her hand, interlocking her fingers into a web with mine. My desire for her was spiking off the charts.

      “What do you think it might feel like to have an experience where you aren’t wearing the blindfold?” she asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said and gave her a sheepish smile.

      “Are you willing to explore the option?” Her gaze on me didn’t falter.

      “I suppose I am,” I nodded.

      “Good.” She seemed satisfied with that answer. She began to gently stroke my cock, making me even harder than I was before. “It’s important to experience the orgasm with all of your senses open and intact,” she breathed out sexily.

      “Okay.” I swallowed hard and nodded at her. She could have told me anything in that moment and I would have taken her word for it.

      She whispered gently in my ear. Her voice was so soothing, sending a tingle of pleasure rippling through my body.

      “Just try to relax, baby,” she said. “Lean back and look at those exceptional stars that you know so much about. You have so much wisdom and love to pour into the world. It’s time to start sharing it. The first step is to open your eyes and not close them off to the beauty and splendor of the world.”

      When she said it was best to open my eyes, there was a spiritual click for me. I finally understood where she was coming from and what she was trying to teach me. I had so much to learn from her on an emotional level.

      “You’re right,” I said and allowed my body to relax just as she’d suggested. I listened to the rhythm of the crickets chirping in the nearby trees. The stars seemed even brighter than they had before. The touch of Sophia’s skin on mine was enhanced and magnified and it was all because I didn’t have a blindfold on to inhibit my euphoria and enjoyment of the passion that Sophia brought to my soul.

      I was totally smitten with her. I groaned as she leaned down and wrapped her full, cherry red lips around my shaft. She sucked on me, taking time to make sure her lips were wrapped snuggly around my swollen and throbbing prick.

      She pumped her head up and down with more vigor and enthusiasm than I had ever received from any other woman in my entire life.

      I gently cradled her head, stroking her hair, neck and upper back as she worked me. I groaned. It felt tremendous to have her lips wrapped around my cock and she was doing an exceptional job at helping me bounce through the clouds of sexual oblivion.

      I continued to moan as she held her head in place and her mouth snaked around my rock-hard shaft. I began to shake, trembling slightly at first. As the pleasure began to consume me, I moaned harder and my breath quickened. I was ravaged by the sexual euphoria Sophia brought to me. She made me tingly from my head down to my toes.

      I grabbed the back of her head and pushed her deeper onto my swollen cock. She continued to slurp and suck on me as happily as a child licking a popsicle on a hot day.

      I rubbed her back as she worked diligently with the goal of making me cum in an explosion of hot seed, an orgasm that would rock me to the very foundation of my life. I felt liberated to my core as I stared up at the skies.

      Sophia stroked her tongue up and down my shaft, grazing it so gently and softly that it drove me wild. She lightly tugged on my balls, destroying me.

      I groaned and tensed every muscle in my body. I felt the hot cum leaving my cock and shooting out like a rocket down her throat. Sophia was a champion, guzzling down my warm cum down to the very last drop.

      When she lifted her chin and let go of her mouthful of cock, she was grinning from ear to ear. She wiped her chin. She looked so sweet and pure, yet so devilishly sexy at the same time.

      “That was an explosion of pleasure,” I panted. “You were right.”

      Sophia’s eyes were glowing with erotic seduction. She seemed proud of herself. She gave me a devious smile that melted my heart and turned my mind into liquid gelatin.

      “You’re welcome,” she cooed in a sexy whisper.

      “I had no idea that I could experience such a soothing and healing amount of passion when it came to my triggers,” I confessed.

      Sophia squeezed my hand. “You learn something new every day.”

      “I will want you to do that to me every day,” I joked.

      Sophia smiled. “I would love to.”

      She propped herself up against me after I had climbed back into my pants. We sat there in comfortable silence, listening to the sounds of the wilderness surrounding us. It was blissfully tranquilizing.

      “You are like my drug,” I told her. “Like a sedative and an upper all at once.”

      Sophia’s chuckle was as heavenly as the breeze whispering through the trees. “I will take that as a compliment.”

      I kissed the top of her head again. “As you should.”

      “Do you think we should wander back over to the campsite?” Sophia glanced over her shoulder.

      “Do we really have to?” I joked.

      “Eventually,” Sophia said with a smile.

      I stood and reached out to help her up. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get some rest. We don’t know what tomorrow will bring.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” Sophia chuckled.

      We walked hand in hand back to the tents, where we would finally get to sleep under the warmth of blankets. It was going to be a magical experience, but nothing in comparison to the exotic pleasure that Sophia made me feel inside. She stripped down my layers, and I applauded her for her efforts in helping me embrace a softer, slightly less paranoid side of myself.
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      I wanted to make sure I did my part and carried my own weight around the base camp. I learned that they had a team of shifters who made new tents out of fabric each day so they could accommodate any new shifters coming to join the force and seek refuge among the hundreds already here.

      I quickly learned that there were jobs for everyone and that each task was equally as important as the next to keep the flow of the camp arrangement running smoothly. I would have been embarrassed to just sit around being useless. It was important to me to be productive and viewed as an asset to the others.

      I wasn’t helpless. I wanted to prove that to the guys that I deeply cared about, in case they didn’t realize it already.

      I climbed into the tent that I had set up with James and Ayden. Blaze and Cameron were still out in the woods. I worried for them both, but I knew that they were self-sufficient and could fend for themselves.

      Cameron was used to being out in the wilderness during the dark, but Blaze wasn’t. I glanced up at James as we lay down next to each other. Ayden was there too. I was sandwiched between them, relishing their radiating body heat.

      It felt good to have their warm, masculine bodies pressed up against mine. I felt safe. I knew they would protect me.

      “I hope that Blaze comes back soon,” I mentioned.

      Ayden yawned and stretched. He never seemed to be bothered by anything. “He’ll be fine. You don’t need to waste your energy fretting over his wellbeing. He’s a bear, he can act like a bear if he needs to defend himself.”

      “It’s just…” I glanced up at the triangular pitch of the tent and trailed off. Every so often, a breeze carried through and made the top of the tent wobble and wave slightly.

      “What’s wrong?” James propped himself up on his elbow and gave me an inspecting glance. “You seem anxious about something.”

      I managed to give him a smile. I had just shared an intimate moment with him at the edge of the camp and I had reveled in every second of it. It was lovely to eat dinner with him and then cuddle after too.

      “Blaze mentioned to me that he’s still looking for his family…”

      “Oh. Yeah.” Both James and Ayden nodded as if they knew exactly where I was going with this.

      “He’s always been looking for them,” Ayden confirmed.

      I frowned. “Don’t you guys think it’s sad?” Suddenly I wasn’t tired anymore. My heart ached for Blaze.

      “Maybe he’ll find them one day,” Ayden stated casually.

      “I thought he only shifted when he felt threatened though?” I asked and eyed them both expectantly.

      James sighed and leaned back against one of the pillows we had been given by Ralph after we’d set up our tent. Ralph had proudly stated to us that the pillows were handmade with cotton picked from the fields in the valley down below the mountains.

      With some reluctance, James nodded. “Yes, that is normally the case.”

      “Do you think he feels threatened about something?” My heart pounded anxiously.

      “I don’t see what he would have to be nervous about here,” James said. His demeanor was relaxed, which helped calm me down somewhat.

      “Maybe he knows something we don’t?” I asked and peered between them.

      Ayden narrowed his eyes defensively. “Like what? Ralph is already be proving himself as a good man with genuine intentions for the shifters. It doesn’t matter if he’s not one himself. I mean look at Otto and Leo—”

      “You’re right,” I quickly interrupted. I gave Ayden a warm smile. Those were his friends, after all. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend…”

      “You didn’t,” Ayden sharply insisted. Then his features softened and he patted my knee. “I am sorry too. I guess we’re just all a little tense.”

      “Which is why we should probably get some sleep,” James suggested. “In case you all haven’t noticed, sleeping in a tent is far better than sleeping on a cold and hard rock in the caves.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, this is definitely an upgrade for sure.”

      James stroked my back. It was extremely relaxing. He played with my hair and fingered the strands. My eyes fluttered briefly closed. I was getting sensationally stimulated, feeling tingly all over my body from the way that he rubbed me.

      James was very engaging. He knew exactly what to do to pacify my mind. Ayden watched us as if he was hungry with desire but didn’t know how to express it with James in the tent too. He lay down and stared up at the ceiling. I made a mental note to try and find some downtime with Ayden where we could talk in private. Ayden worked best in one-on-one situations.

      Ayden had a lot to offer, but he was always wound up about something. He was confident, but at the same time, it was almost as if he thought that someone was out to get him all the time. I could certainly relate, being held prisoner in a Master castle for so many years in a row, but now that I was free, I was trying to make sure I didn’t let my past define my future.

      Even when I had been in captivity under Thom’s iron fist, I had still clung to the hope that someday I would be able to escape, and it had worked.

      My hopes and dreams had eventually manifested and now were being replaced with even brighter prospects. I was grateful to be where I was tonight and every night.

      As long as it wasn’t under the dictatorship of Thom or his guards, I felt safe, even if there was a web of danger waiting to entangle me with every step I took.

      “Why don’t we just try to live for the moment?” Ayden asked. “That way we know we have each other, and we can try to lift each other up when it’s needed.”

      I turned to look at him. I locked his gaze and felt the passion flickering in his eyes reach my heart. I smiled at him in response. For Ayden to suggest something like that was definitely a step in the right direction for him, a sign of growth.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said.

      “Me too.” James nodded. “There’s no reason for us to spend unnecessary time worrying about things we can’t change.”

      “I’ve tried to live by that mindset for my entire life,” I admitted.

      “It’s not a bad motto to have.” Ayden shrugged.

      I leaned back against the crook of James’s shoulder and nuzzled in close to him. I adjusted myself under the sheets and let out a soft sigh of contentment.

      “Why don’t we take turns sharing a happy memory? Something that makes us feel joy when we reflect on it? Something from our pasts that brought us delight?”

      “I’ll go first,” Ayden said abruptly.

      “Okay.” I smiled and focused my attention on him, noticing that James did the same.

      Ayden cleared his throat and crossed his legs as a nostalgic smile began to spread across his lips. He propped his arms behind his head and gazed up at the tip of the tent.

      “When I was a kid, I used to go down to this creek next to the cabin where we lived.”

      “That sounds nice,” I said.

      “It was.” Ayden nodded. “It was a little outside of town, on the outskirts. It was peaceful there. We didn’t have the noise of the village to worry about. I would go fishing with my dad. Sometimes I would catch something, but most of the time I wouldn’t. If it was a little fish, my dad usually would make me throw it back.”

      “Did you ever get to catch anything to bring home to eat?” I asked.

      Ayden beamed as he met my gaze. “One time I did. I caught a bass. It was so beautiful, I wanted to keep it as a pet.” He chuckled reflectively at the memory. “My dad said I couldn’t do that. He told me we either had to eat it or let it go.”

      “So, what did you choose?” James looked at him.

      “You won’t believe me.” Ayden laughed.

      “Try me.”

      “I said I wanted to put it back.”

      James grinned. “You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

      “I didn’t want him to miss his little fish friends or get separated from his little fish family.”

      At Ayden’s admission, the tent went quiet because James and I knew exactly where he was coming from. We had been ripped from our own families, every single one of us.

      “Thank you for sharing,” I whispered. “I’m sure it makes you feel better to think about those times when you got to go fishing with your father.”

      Ayden smiled. “Yes.”

      “I’ll go next,” James said with an enthusiastic grin.

      I repositioned myself to look at him. “Go for it.”

      “When I was a kid, my dad and my uncle used to take me on these trails that led away from the village. I was always afraid of them at first and thought they were mysterious as they led into the woods, but the farther we ventured, the safer I felt. I knew that my dad and my uncle would always keep me safe.”

      “That’s sweet,” I said.

      Ayden watched his friend. “What did you guys do when you went out into the woods?”

      “We would train, mostly. Martial arts, that kind of thing.” James shrugged. “My dad wanted to make sure I could defend myself.”

      “But you’re a jaguar,” Ayden said. “That’s defense enough.”

      “And you are a lion.” James nodded. “But you didn’t always shift, and neither did we.”

      James grinned as a gleeful memory apparently popped up in his head at that moment. “We would sometimes have races in our jaguar forms, though.”

      “That sounds fun,” I said. “You are pretty fast.”

      “I had a lot of practice to get there,” James chuckled.

      “I guess it’s my turn now,” I said with a dreamy sigh, shutting my eyes to enhance the vision dancing in my head.

      “I was close to my dad too. Sometimes he would come home from work and he would have a special treat for me. He would put it somewhere in the house and make me go on a scavenger hunt to find it.”

      “That sounds fun,” Ayden said.

      I opened my eyes and smiled as I looked into his gorgeous blue eyes. “It was. My dad had a way of turning anything ordinary into an exciting game.”

      “I’m sure he would be proud of you today if he saw you,” Ayden said. His features were incredibly genuine, and the purity of his heart really shined in that moment.

      “I hope so.”

      After that, we lay down next to each other, but even with them flanking me from both sides, I still couldn’t relax and shut my brain down in order to succumb to a peaceful sleep. I was exhausted, but sleep just wouldn’t come to me tonight, no matter how diligently I chased after it.

      After James and Ayden fell asleep, I grew restless. I lay there for what seemed like an eternity. I felt trapped by the hazy fog inside my brain and I needed to get some fresh air. Blaze still hadn’t returned. I decided to go out and search for him, maybe just at the edge of the clearing.

      I told myself that I wouldn’t wander very far without assistance. I was just curious and still rattled by an unsettled feeling about Blaze and his whereabouts. I knew that Cameron was out there because he had no other choice, but what about Blaze? What was preventing him from coming back to the camp where he belonged?

      I didn’t have the answer, but I wanted to find out. I carefully climbed from under the sheets without rousing the other two. I slowly unzipped the tent, stepped out and then sealed it back up again.

      I waited for a few seconds, heart drumming in my chest, to make sure that they didn’t wake up before I ventured out any further.

      With every step I took, I knew in my heart and mind that I probably shouldn’t be doing this.

      Go get back under the covers with Ayden and James, my mind roared at me in contempt, but I didn’t listen. I had always been stubborn with my own thoughts. I wouldn’t let them take me hostage.

      I walked to the edge of the clearing and stepped into the woods. When nothing happened to me, I took another few steps, albeit guarded ones, into the density of the surrounding trees.

      After a few seconds of bone-tingling silence and watching my breath puff through the air and disappear into the darkness, I heard the sound of leaves crunching behind me.

      I was afraid to turn around, but I knew that I had to in order to learn what I was up against and how to quickly protect myself.

      A shadowy figure moved in the shroud of darkness, taking shape as it approached me. I knelt down and summoned my wings, which immediately hardened around me like protective armor. I bit my bottom lip so hard that I tasted blood, but it was in an effort to prevent myself from screaming.

      When I looked up, I saw a man standing above me. I blinked to focus on him and waited, bracing for impact and praying that my wings wouldn’t fail me. My throat felt constricted and I couldn’t get enough oxygen. All I could do was think about how I wished that I had just listened to my instinct and stayed in the tent with Ayden and James.
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      Even though her black wings covered her tiny ballerina body like a protective shield, I could that she was slightly trembling. I couldn’t believe that I was the one who caused her this disruptive fright.

      I didn’t understand why she was out in the woods to begin with, but I was alarmed. Something must have gone wrong. Was she trying to escape the camp undetected?

      “Sophia?’ I gently whispered to her and the echo of my voice carefully trailed through the wind.

      It was dark and cold in the forest. I could see my breath in a puffy fog in front of my face and my cheeks felt raw. I glanced down at Sophia. She peered up at me with curious eyes as they attempted to focus and reveal who was standing in front of her.

      Her teeth were chattering, and her cheeks were rosy from the chill hanging densely in the air. She looked like a delicate porcelain doll. Her wingspan had grown substantially in an effort to protect her from a threat.

      As it turned out, the threat was trivial because it was only me.

      She blinked and continued to inspect me. “Blaze?”

      “That’s right.” I gave her a warm smile. “It’s only me, sweetheart.” I was completely enamored of her.

      As soon as she heard the familiar sound of my voice, her wings disappeared. The threat in her mind had been removed. There was nothing to fear with me beside her.

      I had already shifted back from bear to human because I hadn’t wanted to startle her, but I had clearly failed because it was too dark for her to realize at first who I was.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I told her, just for an extra dose of reassurance.

      I crouched down beside her and tenderly stroked her back. She winced for a split second, then I felt her muscles begin to relax slightly.

      “What are you doing out here all by yourself?” I whispered.

      “I was…” she trailed off and continued to stare right through me as if trying to figure me out and discover the answers lying quietly under the layers in my soul.

      “Hmm?” I gently pressed.

      “I was looking for you,” she admitted with a sheepish smile that enhanced her beauty and made me want to melt into a puddle for her.

      I would have done anything for her in that moment. I would have fallen on an enemy sword at the sensual way she gazed into my eyes under the silver cast of the moonlight.

      “I told you I would be back,” I said and gently stroked her cheek. “I didn’t think that I was gone for long enough for you to come searching.”

      “I was just worried about you, that’s all.” Her eyes flickered with defensiveness. I could feel a twinge of resentment in her demeanor.

      “I’m sorry that I made you feel that way,” I said and took her hand. I squeezed it and pulled her closer to me so that her body heat would warm me.

      Once I was more confident that she had calmed down, I took a loose strand of her black hair and tucked it behind her ear.

      “You shouldn’t have come out here alone,” I said. “It’s too dangerous, although I do appreciate your concern.”

      Sophia pulled slightly away, but our arms were still interlocked. She gave me a scrutinizing look.

      “I could say the same for you,” she said.

      I smiled. She was feisty when she wanted to be. She could hold her own, and I admired her for that.

      I grazed my thumb and index finger over her cheek and then I traced the trail and edges of her perfect jawline. She had amazing bone structure.

      “I can protect myself a little better than you can because I’m a bear.”

      Sophia sighed as if that weren’t a viable excuse in her mind.

      “Hey…” I gently lifted her chin with my hand. “I’m fine. I’m not hurt. That’s the most important thing, right?”

      Sophia managed a tiny sliver of a smile. “I suppose you are right.”

      “Good.” I was pleased to have the conversation shift in a more lighthearted direction.

      “For the record,” I said. “I just wanted to clear my head. I needed some downtime. I wanted to be alone, just so I could think things over.”

      Sophia gave me an empathetic glance as we walked hand in hand back in the direction of the rebellion camp.

      “I can relate to that, actually.”

      “I’m still hopeful that I’ll find my father and brothers. I guess now that we’re here, I’m feeling slightly disappointed in the fact that I haven’t seen them yet.”

      It felt good to get that off my chest and vent a little bit to her.

      She gave me a heartfelt smile. “I know it must be frustrating for you, but keep in mind that this isn’t the only rebellion camp out there. They are growing in number, and I’m sure that your family is part of one of them.”

      I was struck by her remarkable ability to soothe me. She had a maternal, caring way about her, and I appreciated her efforts to ease my mind. I stopped walking.

      She gazed up at me, perplexed. “Aren’t we going back to the tents?”

      “In a minute,” I said and gently tossed her hair off her shoulders. “I just want to…kiss you first.”

      “Okay.” Sophia’s entire face brightened as if her soul was smiling and singing.

      I pressed my lips to hers. I was instantly hit with a surge of desire. I passionately rolled my tongue into her mouth and embraced the tingling feeling spreading throughout my body. Blood raced between my legs and pulsed in my massive cock.

      I wanted her with a raw, passion-filled, burning need.

      She caressed my back and ran her hands through my hair. “Let’s take this back to the tent,” she breathed into my ear. “There’s an empty one that we can use.”

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      Sophia gave me a sexy grin. “Hopefully they are sleeping in the extra tent where I left them,” she said.

      She told me that Ralph had set up two tents for us, since there were so many of us, but that Leo and Otto weren’t using the other. That gave us the perfect opportunity to take advantage of some quality sexual time together.

      We entered the tent a few minutes later and I quietly zipped it up. I began gently stroking Sophia’s legs up and down, tracing little circles in her inner thighs. She bit her bottom lip and moaned softly into my ear, desperately digging her nails into my back.

      I knew that she was trying to be quiet so as not to disturb those sleeping around us. It sent an erotic volt of pleasure rippling through my body to know that we were doing something naughty together when we were surrounded by hundreds of other sleeping shifters.

      “You are unbelievably gorgeous,” I groaned into her ear as she gently lay back on the sheets and gazed up at me with beautiful expectancy.

      She smiled and looked like an ethereal princess, vulnerable, wonderful swan who couldn’t wait for me to ravage her. The expression on her face was incredibly sexy. Her eyes danced with excitement. I felt the sensual energy radiating off of her body as I began to strip her naked.

      Her inner thighs quivered with sensual anticipation. Her bare breasts were supple, and I couldn’t wait to get those perky nipples of hers in my mouth to suck on with delight.

      I grabbed a condom out of my jeans and sheathed it on. I knew that if I waited even a single second more to be inside of her, it might kill me. Was it possible to die from desire? If so, I would probably be dead already.

      Sophia was ready, ripe and glistening. Her pink swollen pussy lips were inviting as the folds deliciously parted to welcome in my thick cock. Sophia gasped and arched her back as my girth filled her.

      She let out a delicate moan. Her eyes were swimming with lust. I began slowly pumping back and forth and Sophia opened her legs wider and draped them around my back, locking them around my torso.

      She gently grazed her fingertips up and down my back, giving me an enhanced sensation of pleasure. I buried my cock deeper inside of her, probing her from the inside and making her moan desperately as I tenderly hit up against her G-spot.

      I was filled with ecstasy as she continued to moan into my ear. I relished the sexy sounds that came out of her mouth and was flooded with fresh desire for her. She dragged her nails through my hair.

      I groaned and knew that I was going to cum soon, but I wanted her to finish first. I slightly adjusted my positioning above her so that my shaft would rub up against her engorged clitoris every time I thrust in and out of her.

      I pressed my body close to her. I wanted to hug her when she came. Her body trembled with ecstasy and then she released the explosion of passion that had built up inside of her.

      She came, moaning a little louder than before, but she nestled her mouth into the crook of my neck in an effort to somewhat suppress the urgent cries of her pleasure. It wasn’t for all the world to hear, but sensual bliss for my ears alone.

      I couldn’t take it any longer. I came directly after her, groaning as I emptied my seed into the condom bag, flooding it to the point where it almost spilled over.

      I lay down beside her, panting hard. I took her hand and squeezed it. Sophia roped one arm and dangled one leg over me, lying on her side as she held me tightly. The air outside was cold, but inside, it was nice and cozy. The tent smelled like sex and cum. It was hot and wonderful.

      IMy eyelids were heavy. I knew it was important for us both to get some sleep, and now that I had climaxed, I felt much more relaxed than before. My mind wasn’t as anxiety-driven.

      “Good night, beautiful swan,” I whispered in her ear.

      She sighed contentedly. “Good night.”

      I was thrilled to know that when I woke up in the morning, the first thing that would welcome my eyes to the daylight was her beautiful face. Serenity came to me at long last.
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      When I opened my eyes again, I discovered the light of a new day cracking through the edges of the tent folds. I yawned and stretched, glancing to my right.

      Blaze was still sleeping, lying contentedly with his arm roped haphazardly around my waist. I blinked and stared up at the ceiling of the tent. Judging by the purplish hue illuminating the creases, I guessed that it was probably early dawn.

      I was curious and wanted to check things out. I felt restless and awake. It had been months since I had been able to enjoy an uninterrupted night of sleep. Until last night, it had felt like an eternity since I’d actually felt safe and didn’t have to wake up abruptly to a master pushing his way inside of me without consent. Of course, back then, no consent was needed. We had been slaves, and if we wanted to live or avoid a severe beating, we did what we were told.

      I wanted to breathe in gratitude and exhale thankfulness. Even though our conditions were still primitive, they were a tremendous improvement from what I was used to.

      I glanced over at Blaze. He was slightly snoring, mouth ajar with a dreamy expression on his face. I slowly took his arm and picked it up as gently as I could so as not to disturb him. I held my breath as I tenderly tucked his arm back by his side.

      When I realized that the movement wasn’t going to rouse him, I sighed with relief and tossed the sheets off my legs. I sat up and rubbed my eyes, scratching at my elbows before standing up and climbing back into my clothes.

      I unzipped the tent with delicate precision, staring at Blaze the entire time. I didn’t want to wake him. He needed undisturbed slumber. I also knew that he would probably protest the idea of me wandering out of the tent by myself.

      All of the guys wanted to protect me, and I understood that. I appreciated how much they cared about me, but at the same time, I was my own person. I was an individual who had risen from the ashes and I knew I could take care of myself because I had done it my entire life.

      Ever since Thom had slid me out from underneath my cozy kitchen table in my village home all those years ago, I had been fighting. I had learned how to pick and choose my battles and when it was best to emotionally cut myself off from the world.

      When I stepped outside, the air was a damp and chilly. I zipped the front of my jacket and glanced around to assess my surroundings. There were a few people in my general area who were also emerging from their tents, looking groggy and a little bleary-eyed.

      A nippy breeze brushed through my hair and tickled the back of my neck and the sides of my cheeks. I tucked my hair into a bun and started walking away from the tent.

      I passed a man and his wife hunched over a skillet, scrambling eggs as the man attempted to keep the fire going underneath the skillet.

      “The wind is blowing too hard,” he said and shook his head with frustration. The wife grabbed a blanket and formed a little circle around the campfire to keep the wind from penetrating the flames.

      I smiled at her as I passed. “Savvy idea.”

      She returned my smile. “Thank you.”

      A few seconds later, I came across a woman wearing a black robe. Her fingernails were painted black, and she had blonde curly hair that was askew, yet looked like she had made it intentionally messy. The ringlets of each strand fell down her shoulders and back in perfect spirals. I was captivated by her, although I didn’t really know why.

      She seemed ethereal and maybe even a little whimsical. She had an energy about her that I was drawn to.

      “Hello.”

      It took me a moment to realize that I was the one who had sparked up the conversation.

      The woman glanced up at me with a confused expression as if she wasn’t used to others speaking to her in any kind of context.

      “Hello…” she trailed off.

      She stood up and stared at me. She was holding something in her hand that looked like it was leaves wrapped around each other and formed into a tubular shape. The end of the tube had smoke pluming it.

      “What’s that?” I pointed to it.

      The lady glanced down at her hand and then back up at me. “It’s a smudge stick.”

      She had an accent, but I couldn’t place what kind. It was definitely foreign to my ears, although she did speak English.

      “What is a smudge stick?” I asked.

      “It gets rid of the impurities of the world around you,” the lady mentioned vaguely.

      I frowned. “The impurities?” I sat down on a log next to her tiny campfire.

      She didn’t seem to mind my presence. She seemed calm, at peace. Maybe it was from the smudge stick.

      “The world is filled with impurities that sacred herbs can cleanse away,” the woman said in a soothing voice, fluidly moving about the area of her tent as she waved the stick through the air. The billows of gray smoke danced and swirled in a trail around her.

      “Is it like spiritual cleansing?” I asked.

      The lady looked at me and her eyes brightened with recognition. “You are a clever one.” She winked at me and pointed a finger to my chest before continuing on with her ritual.

      I had to admit, it was calming to watch her in action. I didn’t know this woman, I had never seen her in my life before today, but I felt connected to her.

      “What’s in the stick?” I asked after a while of simply observing her.

      I hadn’t wanted to disturb her work, because claimed it was very valuable and important for the wellbeing of the space.

      “Mainly sage,” the woman answered. “White sage. Some cedar.”

      “Does that help with ridding of the toxins?” I asked.

      The woman smiled through her eyes. “Indeed.”

      “It smells good,” I said. “And you look relaxed while doing it.”

      “It’s very relaxing,” the woman said in a breathy voice.

      I glanced inside the woman’s tent, noticing that she had a little shelving display with individual crystals set up on each tier. The crystals were different sizes, and they were sparkling in the fresh light of early morning.

      “Those are beautiful,” I said and pointed at them with awe.

      The woman turned around to see what I was referring to. She craned her neck and peered into her tent.

      “Ah, yes, my crystals. I take them wherever I go.” She looked at them as if she were a proud parent discussing her children.

      “I like the one on the end,” I said. “The one that is sort of a purple color.”

      “That one is lavender quartz,” the woman said. “It’s a stone of love, healing, and joy.”

      “The stones have properties like that in them?” I gazed up at the woman, simply fascinated by her and her elements.

      “Of course.” The woman smiled as if that was information everyone should know.

      “Wow.” I nodded. “Do you mind if I touch it?”

      “Absolutely not.” The woman reached into the tent and pulled it out. “You can hold it if you want to.” She handed it over.

      I took it and touched the grooves. The surface sparkled in the sun. “It’s stunning,” I whispered.

      “All of the crystals I own are a representation of something healing and promising,” the woman said.

      I smiled up at her. “You have quite a collection.”

      She shrugged humbly. “I have been collecting them over the years.”

      I was intrigued by everything surrounding this woman. I stared at the magnificent stone in my hand, purely enchanted by both it and the woman’s lulling voice. I didn’t know if she was maybe a witch, but I felt safe around her, so she couldn’t have been the malicious kind.

      I didn’t even notice James and Ayden approaching me from behind until they were already there, standing behind me.

      “Sophia?” Ayden asked, sending me jumping and practically falling off the log I had been sitting on.

      I glanced up at them. “Oh. Um…I…uh…” I pointed to the curly-haired blonde. “I was just talking to this woman.”

      Ayden narrowed his eyes skeptically, a reaction I hadn’t been expecting. James wore a guarded expression as well. I had mixed feelings because I didn’t understand where their reserved demeanor was coming from.

      Weren’t we all in this together? Shifters and humans banded together for the same cause? Judging by the way they were looking at the woman, I had to guess that I was wrong in that assumption.

      Ayden lightly touched my shoulder. “We should get back to our own tent area.” His voice was hushed so that the woman wouldn’t hear him.

      “Why?” I turned around and gave him a speculative glance, not understanding where the behavior was coming from.

      I glanced back at the woman, who seemed indifferent. It felt like I had so much to learn from her. I knew she must have had a compelling backstory and I wanted to know everything about her, though I couldn’t understand where the fascination was coming from. I didn’t even know her name.

      “Can we speak to you in private for a minute?” James whispered in my ear.

      I glanced between him and the woman and back again.

      I gave her an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. Will you just excuse us for a moment?”

      The woman shrugged as if it made no difference to her. She kept waving her smudging stick through the air with ritualistic precision.

      “Take as much time as you need.”

      James and Ayden pulled me aside. Both of their foreheads were wrinkled, and their eyebrows were knitted in concern.

      “We don’t want to tell you what to do,” James began, “but it’s probably a good idea if we stick together and don’t wander off from the rest of our group.”

      I panned my head over my shoulder and looked at the woman, who had gone back into full-out concentration mode on her tasks.

      “But…she just seemed so…nice.”

      “A little strange, don’t you think?” Ayden frowned with doubt.

      “What?” I looked at him.

      “What is she…doing, exactly?” He narrowed his eyes and scrutinized her as if he found her especially odd.

      “She’s smudging,” I answered as if I knew what I was talking about after only five minutes with the woman.

      “Smudging?” James features were nothing short of confused.

      “It’s a kind of spiritual cleansing of the aura around a space,” I said. “It’s supposed to be protective or something.”

      James and Ayden exchanged a look. Ayden tried to pull me back toward him and farther away from the woman. They had persuasive expressions, but they weren’t going to rope me in this time.

      “I don’t see the harm in talking to her,” I said.

      Ayden cleared his throat and shifted his weight as if he was about to divulge something unpleasant.

      He chuckled slightly and looked at James before focusing his attention back to me.

      “We just think that maybe it’s a good idea to be cautious of other people we encounter.”

      “But we are at a rebellion refugee camp,” I argued. “We’re all on the same team.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” James shook his head. “Trust should still be limited until we get to know people. We haven’t even been here a full twenty-four hours yet. We need to make sure that there aren’t enemies among us.”

      I frowned and shot an inquisitive look at the woman. She seemed perfectly harmless to me, but perhaps I did put too much trust in others? It didn’t seem likely. I had been burned far too many times in my life. I had my own shields, but this woman didn’t fit the description of a threat in my opinion.

      I looked back at the pair. “We need to band together, or we aren’t going to make it very far.”

      A flicker of agreeable acknowledgement shimmered briefly in their eyes and they nodded.

      “That’s a good point,” James said.

      “So, what’s wrong with me making a new friend?” I asked in a whisper so the woman wouldn’t overhear us and become offended. “She seems like she knows what she’s doing.”

      Ayden and James seemed to contemplate, but neither of them answered, which made me assume that they didn’t have a compelling argument against me.

      “We have no real chance of staying alive unless we start viewing these people as friends and not foe,” I reminded them.

      That was the entire purpose of coming to the rebellion camp in the first place: to unite with those individuals who could protect us and allow us to return the favor.

      “We want to be a part of something bigger than ourselves,” James said. “We understand how important it is to overthrow the corruptions of society as they stand right now.”

      I smiled. “Good.”

      In my mind it was settled. We could always watch each other’s backs, but if we behaved hostile and distrusting toward these people who had welcomed and embraced us, we were only going to dig ourselves to an early grave.

      It was far more responsible to make alliances, so that in the end, we could extinguish the enemies together. A new community of resilience was docking with the tide. We would band together to keep the power shifted in our direction.
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      Sophia seemed adamant that the shifters in this camp together. In her opinion, it was critical that everyone work together in an effort to rid the world of the toxic Masters and their guards. She also seemed passionate about the odd woman with the crystals and her contribution to the society and the world.

      That’s when Ayden asked the probing question that resided inside my own private thoughts too. I was just relieved that it was him doing the confronting.

      “How can you be so sure about a person you’ve just met?” He didn’t sound indifferent to her feelings; it was more like curiosity. “You don’t know her from any other person that you would meet on the street.”

      Sophia took a deep breath and glanced up at the sky. She looked back at us after a few minutes, flashing those beautiful green eyes at us. She appeared reflective, maybe even a little pensive. She wasn’t annoyed. It wasn’t in her nature. She was always poised. Her composure never fumbled.

      “I know it sounds a little crazy to vouch for a stranger, but she really seems harmless to me. She also seems very intelligent and interesting. You know, from what I observed so far.” She flicked her eyes to the ground.

      I reached out and took her hand. “If you have confidence in her, that’s enough for me.”

      Ayden shook his head and frowned. He looked like he was going to need a little more convincing.

      “I’m going to go patrol the area and see if I can find Cameron coming back to the camp,” he said. “I’ll enlist Blaze to help me.”

      “He’s still sleeping,” Sophia said. “He seemed really peaceful and relaxed.”

      Ayden glanced at the tent over his shoulder. “Well, if he seems like he’s stirring, I’ll give him a nudge. Otherwise, I might leave him alone.”

      “Okay.” Sophia gave Ayden a warmhearted smile and planted a soft kiss on the side of his cheek that awakened a yearning inside of me and made me feel a slight and sudden twinge of jealousy.

      I couldn’t wait for Ayden to scram so that I could enjoy more quality alone time with Sophia. I was like a sponge, wanting to soak up private time with her for as long as I could absorb and revel in the beauty of it.

      I felt an eternal bond, an unbreakable connection to her. We came from similar backgrounds. We had both lost loved ones and felt burned by society and people that we should have been able to trust.

      “I appreciate your emotional stamina,” I said as soon as Ayden had walked away.

      Sophia peered up at me with her gorgeous, curious face. “What do you mean?”

      “Well.” I shrugged as we began absentmindedly strolling through the lines of pitched tents. “It’s simple really. Even after all the shit that we’ve been through over the years, together and separately, you are still willing to see the good in other people.”

      Sophia’s eyes brightened at my compliment, but then her forehead wrinkled with concern. She cocked her head to the side and seemed to survey me with a look of puzzlement.

      “Are you saying you aren’t willing to see the good in others?”

      “No,” I said and shook my head and chuckled. “I’m not saying that at all. But I am not quite as unsuspecting of others as you.”

      “I have my moments,” she said and glanced at the ground. “It’s probably more of a flaw than anything else, to give people the benefit of the doubt.”

      I stroked the side of her cheek. “I think you’re sweet. The world needs more kind people like you. Maybe that’s part of the reason things are so skewed and corrupt right now. Innocence is lost. The world is lacking of your compassion.”

      “Among other things.” Sophia exhaled slowly and had a look of dread on her face. “Everyone’s hearts are hardened. Their minds are made of stone. But I can’t blame them. The shifters have endured an uphill battle.”

      “Hey.” I stopped walking and whispered gently to her. “Don’t give up, not when you are already so far ahead. At least the rebellion forces are growing in numbers. We’re making progress where we weren’t before.”

      Sophia smiled. “I’m not giving up. Humanity is a wonderful gift to the world. We might be shifters, but we all have souls and beating hearts. We deserve the same kind of wellbeing and quality of life as everyone else.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I took her hand and gently cradled it, interlocking our fingers.

      “There is plenty of love in the world to go around,” Sophia said. Her features suddenly took a melancholy shift. “We just have to learn how to spread it and share it.”

      “I admire your strength,” I told her. “If anything, you can be an advocate for that kind of change this world desperately needs, now more than ever.”

      Sophia grinned and peered at me inquisitively. “Do you really think so?”

      “Absolutely.” I matched her grin.

      “You are wonderful.” She pressed her arm against mine and rested her head on my arm. She was too short to nestle it on my shoulder. She was a petite ballerina, a delicate flower that I wanted to help grow and bloom.

      “Can you just enlighten me on one subject?” I asked.

      I hated to pick apart her gifts, but I too was curious about the woman with the crystals and why Sophia had been so adamant about us trusting her.

      “What’s that?” Sophia smoothed out her hair that was still placed in a neat bun on top of her head.

      “That woman back there…” I trailed off and nudged my chin in the direction of the tent.

      Sophia groaned and rolled her eyes. I could tell she was becoming exasperated on the matter.

      “Hear me out,” I said. “I find you fascinating. I just want to know about your keen ability to know that the woman with the crystals is pure at heart.”

      Sophia was the one who stopped walking momentarily. She stared up at me with an expression that was difficult for me to dissect.

      “I can’t explain it,” she said with a shrug after an extended pause. “I just get these…feelings.”

      “What kind of feelings?”

      Sophia let out a soft sigh and stared off into space as if she was trying to formulate a better explanation.

      “I have these vibrations that go through my head. It’s like nerve endings connecting. I can read people’s energy. The aura around them isn’t invisible to me. Well, technically it is, but it’s a little different than the average shifter, or human, I think.”

      “Okay.” I nodded and waited for her to elaborate.

      “I can get a sense of their purity, whether they have internally unclouded intentions to bring forth in the world.”

      “It seems like an exceptional gift,” I admitted.

      I already knew that Sophia was special, different than most shifters I had ever met. It wasn’t surprising to me that she would have a talent like that.

      “It can be,” Sophia admitted. “It certainly helps.”

      “Is that why it was so easy for you to take refuge in our bunker?” I asked. “Because you knew that we weren’t going to harm you?”

      “Sort of.” Sophia chuckled. “I guess you could say that.”

      I glanced up at the sky. There were a few intermittent clouds, but it was otherwise sunny.

      “I wish we could go back there now,” I confessed.

      Sophia gave me a tender look. “Do you miss it?”

      “I miss the safety it represented,” I said, knowing that it was gone now.

      I wondered if it had been raided yet. The Masters and their guards were catching on to hiding spots. We were probably in the safest place we could be right now. Strength came in numbers.

      “I’m curious to know who among us might be a betrayer,” I said.

      Sophia chuckled. Her laughter sounded like windchimes fluttering in a delicate breeze. Her face was refreshing to my heart and her mere presence was rejuvenating to my soul.

      “It’s not that easy,” she explained, “but I can certainly give it a shot.”

      “What about him?” I asked and pointed to a man emerging from his tent, blinking and looking bleary-eyed with sleep. His movements were groggy and lethargic.

      “He seems harmless to me.” Sophia said.

      “Good.” I nodded, satisfied with that for now.

      In all honesty, I wasn’t sure how I felt about finding out in advance who was trustworthy and who might turn on us. It was probably a good idea to determine what we might be up against, though.

      “I get a wary feeling about them, though.” Sophia subtly pointed to men off to the right, who were fiddling with a fishing rod.

      “What about them?” My senses tingled.

      “I can’t put my finger on it,” she said. “It’s a murky caution, though.”

      “Okay.” I nodded assertively. “We’ll keep our eye on them.”

      Sophia gazed up at me and grinned as if she was enjoying both our banter and our little game.

      “Even if you have a sense about people, it still doesn’t take away my urge to protect you,” I said.

      “I know,” she said. “It’s your instinct to want to shield me from the chaos of the world.”

      “When you put it that way…” I chuckled and pondered. “Yeah. You are absolutely right.”

      Sophia’s arm brushed up against mine, sending a surge of desire through me.

      “I have to admit, it’s a little exciting knowing that we have the advantage and can sniff out the wicked with your abilities,” I said.

      Sophia beamed, seemingly glowing with radiance at my compliment. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

      “It should,” I said. “Because it’s true.”

      Sophia shot me a humble smile. “I’ve always been able to do it, actually. Ever since I was a little girl.”

      “Did your parents know about it?” I asked.

      Sophia shook her head. “I never really had the chance to tell them. They were gone before I figured out what it was.”

      A thought popped into my head. “That night that you were…taken. Did you feel something before then?”

      “Not exactly.” Sophia squinted as if she were trying to squeeze the memory out from some faraway crevice. “I do remember having an unsettled feeling in my stomach right before Thom and his guards came barreling through our front door.”

      I stroked her back. “I know that must have been like a nightmare for you.”

      Sophia gazed up at me with puppy eyes. “It was. I was so naïve. My parents had done their best to shelter me. In some ways I almost wish they hadn’t. I could have been much more prepared if I’d known what was coming.”

      I tried to change the subject. I didn’t want her to have to unearth those deeply rooted memories. I knew they must still be unbearable for her to think about, even all these years later.

      I had been trained by my uncle and father to defend myself against any attack, whether or not I knew it was coming.

      “Let’s go over there for a little while,” I said and pointed to a more secluded area of the campsite.

      “Okay,” Sophia said and smiled at me with trust and love sparkling in her eyes.

      She was so vulnerable, yet so unique and strongly independent. She had a vast variety of colors sprinkled into her personality.

      “Do you want to learn more about how to physically protect yourself, just…in case?” I couldn’t bring myself say the words ‘if we were to ever become separated’ out loud.

      Sophia’s eyes brightened with enthusiasm. “I would love to.”

      That was one of the many wonderful things about Sophia. She was willing to put herself out there, leaving her comfort zone behind. She was motivated and spirited. I admired her in more ways than I knew how to express. She was teachable because she was open-minded.

      As soon as we walked to the edge of the camp, I instructed her to clear her mind. “It’s important to rid your brain of toxins. Being prepared physically means also being cleansed in your head.”

      “That makes sense.” Sophia closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      “Now open your eyes,” I said. I lifted her arms and extended them out, balling her hands into fists.

      There was enough touching, stroking, and gentle skin grazing between us that I began to tingle everywhere. I had an erection. I wasn’t sure if she could see that it was there, but I felt it throbbing and bulging in my pants.

      Sophia was going to be a good student; I could already tell. She caught on quicker than I had expected, especially since we had been in the trenches of grueling physical strife the past several days. I showed her some physical stamina drills and we were laughing, joking and dialing up the flirt meter by the minute.

      After a while, I could tell that she was getting tired. Her cheeks were pink, and she was breathing hard. I was sweaty and needed a breather too.

      “You’re doing amazing,” I told her.

      “Thanks.” Her smile was priceless.

      I wished there was a way I could freeze frame the moment. For now, I would just have to take a mental picture of her breathtaking splendor for my private memories.

      The chemistry between us was off the charts. It was incredible, spontaneous. When she shifted her gaze to me every now and then, it was so sensual that it floored me and made my insides feel like pure Jell-O.

      “You’re a natural,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I have a great teacher.”

      “Do you want to take a break and see what the others are up to?” I asked.

      “Sure.” Sophia looked at me as if she was expecting something.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” She nibbled on her bottom lip and gave me a sexy, flirty smile.

      “You look so kissable right now,” I admitted.

      She took a step toward me. I could feel her body heat. The smell of her hair wafted through the cool breeze and as she gently touched my arm, her femininity electrified my senses.

      “Give me a kiss then,” she said in a naughty tone.

      I roped my arms around her waist. I was flooded with an urgent need to ravage her, but I couldn’t in this open field. I would have to settle on a kiss for now.

      I pulled her close. She lifted her chin, looking ethereal and sexy. I leaned in and pressed my mouth to hers and a sensation of delight hit me and encompassed every fiber of my soul.

      Sophia’s lips naturally parted. She let out a soft moan of contentment that was like music to my ears. Her body seemed to conform to mine and she yielded like putty in my arms.

      Her tongue delicately played with mine, our mouths locked together and our bodies intertwined as we stood under the morning sun. It was a moment that I would cherish forever, because when I was with Sophia, I experienced the magic of the heavens. Nothing else mattered.

      She made you forgot your problems. They scattered like rose petals in the wind. She was like a drug that I was rapidly becoming addicted to, only it was better with her because I didn’t have to worry about the dangerous side effects.

      Sophia might end up being the one true soul who could mend me when I thought of myself as a broken individual, beyond any kind of repair.
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      I watched the glowing orange flames of the campfire lick the air and stretch like auburn hands into the sky, dancing and crackling. The movements were almost enchanting.

      I was listening intently to the conversation floating around the circle, though I wasn’t engaging in it. I wanted to observe and make an informed decision in my mind first before offering an opinion.

      I could always discuss the matter with the guys in private. I didn’t know Leo, Ralph, and Otto well enough to give my two cents. Like James had mentioned earlier, I needed to keep my trust in others at bay.

      There were a handful of other shifters sitting with us around the campfire that I didn’t know or recognize. The dialogue between them and the leader, Ralph, focused on what the next steps for this specific rebellion camp should be.

      “I know that most of the shifters in this rebellion are becoming antsy,” a pale man with dark hair and giant biceps said as he panned the group with a flicker of his eyes.

      “I agree. The talk around the area is that many of them want to keep moving.” A woman with stringy chestnut hair nodded.

      “If we stay on the go, it leaves little opportunity for the Masters and the guards to stay on our tail,” another woman added.

      Otto scoffed. “There are more of us than there are of them.”

      “That’s not necessarily true…” Leo trailed off warily as if the memory of the raid in the village was suddenly coming back to haunt him.

      I adjusted my weight in my folding lawn chair. It was uncomfortable and a little frayed at the seams, but it was all we had at the moment. Supplies were limited. I took a deep breath and glanced up at the night sky. It was overcast. There wasn’t a delight of scattered stars to stare up at tonight.

      I knew where Leo was coming from. I heard the pain and sorrow in his voice, and it reflected the fear beating in my own heart. Leo had lost everything. He had lost his livelihood, his comfort, and his home. If he couldn’t return to the village to run the hotel, then how was he going to make a living? We had all been forced into difficult positions and the Masters and their guards were to blame.

      Animosity swirled through the air and blanketed the camp like a fog. I could relate to it on just about every level. I had lived in a Master castle, just as most of the shifters here had.

      Leo might not have been able to understand what it was like for us in those dungeons, but his livelihood was ripped right from his hands. He had every right to want to obliterate the problem.

      I glanced over at Cameron. He looked like he was also putting his feelers out there. He was a little quiet at first, but as the argument heated up, I noticed that he began to get a little more animated.

      “I…. want to stay…” A cautious-looking woman peered at the group with a sheepish expression. Her eyes were enormous, peeking out through her black-trimmed glasses. “My children need consistency. They’re tired of trudging on and moving constantly.”

      “That’s another factor to consider.” Ralph wagged his finger at the lady as if he partially agreed with her complaint. “We aren’t all adults here. There are children’s lives at stake.”

      “Which is all the reason to keep marching on,” the same dark-haired, boxy man pointed out.

      I let out another deep sigh and rested my head on the back of the chair. We weren’t getting anywhere.

      “We need to keep infiltrating more villages where there are Master castles still operating,” another muscular man said. He was holding hands with a toned and trim woman.

      She nodded. “We need to take them out until there are none left.”

      “The Masters will just keep coming back,” James interjected. “As long as shifters exist, there will always be hate and backlash.”

      Ayden scowled. “The Masters and their guards will always be among the percentage of humans who are jealous of us. They will never stop until they destroy our race completely.”

      “Well I am definitely not part of that number,” Leo said and gave Ayden a knowing look.

      Ayden cast a seated, yet respectful little bow to Leo. “And I will always be grateful to you for that.”

      “There has to be some viable way to stop them,” Blaze reasoned.

      The guards were so loyal to the Masters that there wasn’t any viable way to persuade them to switch sides. If they were guards, then they were on the Masters’ teams for life. It was like going to the point of no return.

      I was beginning to grow increasingly unsettled by the talks and the disjointed arguments fluttering around the campfire. I stood and slipped away from the group. I needed a minute or two to clear my head and halt the screaming in my mind. While the others continued to bicker back and forth about what to do and where to go, I quietly slid into the shadows.

      I climbed into my tent but didn’t zip it up. I wanted the air. I craved the gentle breeze. I longed for refreshment and the tingle of the chill from the outside.

      I rested my head on the pillow, lying flat and still as I stared up at the triangular pitch of the tent’s gray cloth ceiling.

      I closed my eyes, and after a few minutes, I heard rustling on the other side of the tent. My eyes jolted open and I sat up, propping myself up on my elbows.

      “Hello?” I asked to the shadows. “Is someone out there?”

      Cameron’s head popped from through narrow slit in the open doorframe of the tent. The fabric waved softly in the breeze.

      He gave me a handsome grin. His hair was messy, but in a sexily disheveled way. He didn’t have a full-on beard, but he had enough scruff for me to play with and graze against my fingertips.

      “It’s just me,” he said. “Can I come in and join you for a little while?”

      My heart skipped a beat and my stomach flipped with excitement. “Yes.” I pushed myself into a sitting position. “Yes, absolutely. Come in.” I beckoned to him with an enthusiastic wave of my hand.

      He was grinning from ear to ear as if he felt exhilarated by just being in the tent with me. His eyes flickered with naughtiness and I felt the energy of his mischief radiating off of him and absorbing into me.

      “You had enough out there, I assume?” he asked with a grunt as he plopped down next to me.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and glanced down, idly twisting a loose thread from the blanket around my index finger.

      “Me too.” Cameron sighed and leaned back against the pillow.

      He smiled and gently hooked his arm around my waist, drawing me back to nestle in the cozy crook of his arm.

      We lay together in perfect silence for a few moments. My heart pounded with desire. There was erotic magic buzzing like electricity through the closed tent. The sexual chemistry between us was as hot as the flames in the campfire outside.

      Cameron began stroking my arm. “You are so soft,” he said.

      “It feels really good when you rub me like that,” I whispered. I felt a permanent smile on my face from his touch on my skin.

      I was drawn to him like a magnet. He smelled spicy and rugged, like the outdoors. He was the epitome of masculinity, the perfect counterbalance to me. When I was with him, I felt like a delicate doll, a flower who desperately craved the water of his affection in order to properly blossom.

      “I understand though, what it’s like out there…” he trailed off.

      “What do you mean?” I asked when he didn’t elaborate any further.

      His body heat was warm and soothing. I could get used to this. I was addicted to the way he felt pressed up against me. I was in a trance-like, euphoric state. Everything I was worrying about seemed to melt away.

      “I know what it’s like to be torn,” he said. “Conflicted.”

      I lifted my head and peered at him. “Are you talking about their arguments?”

      “Yes.” He let out a long sigh and stroked my hair.

      I loved it when he played with my hair. It gave me incredible tingles from my head down to my toes when his fingers brushed through each strand with effortless care.

      “Sometimes it’s just better to let go of the noise and turn the sound off in your mind,” I said.

      Cameron chuckled. “Like pressing the mute button?”

      I laughed. “Yes, something like that.”

      “I came from a rebellious family,” he said. “So I know what it’s like to want to go out there and charge through the streets, destroying everything that is unfortunate enough to be my path. But I know that’s not always the smartest way to go about resolving a conflict.”

      “Not really,” I said and raised my hand to gaze at our intertwined fingers.

      “I want to fight, but I want to go about it the right way,” he said. “The wild part of me wants to drive a stake through every Master I see, though.”

      “I can understand that,” I said. I met his gaze and saw a flicker of sadness there. He was constantly haunted by the ghost of his former Master. The werewolf spell that had been cast upon him was monstrous and cruel.

      “I still wish there was a way I could help you,” I whispered.

      Cameron let out an exasperated sigh. “Maybe one day.”

      “The pot of anger has already been stirred a lot tonight,” I said. “Tempers might flare soon as opinions start to clash.”

      “I just don’t want you to get hurt in the process.”

      I glanced at my watch. “It will be midnight soon.” My heart plunged with disappointment. I didn’t want Cameron to have to leave me. I blamed his former Master for this terrible crime.

      Cameron roped his arms around me and squeezed. He planted a kiss on the top of my head.

      “It sounds like we better make the best of our time together, doesn’t it?”

      I lifted my chin and gazed at him. “Absolutely.”

      He shifted his weight and began planting tender kisses on my neck and shoulders. He trailed his kisses farther south until he reached the little mound of hair right on top of my pubic bone.

      He opened the folds of my pussy lips with his tongue. I arched my back and squeezed his shoulders, spreading my legs apart to allow him easier access. I let out a moan of ecstasy as his tongue continued to explore the pink crack between my legs.

      I wiggled and squirmed with pleasure as his tongue found my clit and he planted exceptional kisses on the engorged and swollen areas. He swirled his tongue in magical circles around my clit and I grabbed a fist full of his hair and gently tugged on it. My moans were sensual and deep.

      He was skilled at going down on me. I lifted my pelvic bone and thrust myself upward as he buried his head between my legs. The moment was extremely erotic. My eyes fluttered closed and I pressed my naked inner thighs to his ears, snaking my legs around his neck and shoulders. I came wildly, the flood of my warm cum dripping down my legs.

      I moaned into his ear and nibbled on his lip. His skin prickled with sensual goose bumps. I felt his excitement in the form of a hard and throbbing cock that pressed up teasingly against my pussy lips.

      I wanted him to be inside of me. I opened my legs again as he rolled on a condom, staring at me with a sexy, smoldering gaze the entire time.

      I was ablaze with sensuality, ignited from the flame of desire sizzling between us. Cameron pushed himself inside of me. I gasped at his girth. He let out a glorious grunt and his eyes rolled back in his head as he burrowed his hard snake deep inside of me.

      He pressed his body against mine. I craved the closeness between us, the warmth of his primal heat supercharging me. After a few seconds, he began to growl with ecstasy.

      His thrusts became jerky and a little rough. I could tell that he was trying his best to dial it down a notch or two. I understood. It was in his nature to be aggressive. It was all he had known his entire life. It took a long time to change behaviors. I was patient with him, but it still felt incredibly good with the way his shaft rubbed up against my swollen clit and my sensitive pussy lips.

      I wasn’t one to protest when it came to intimacy with him or the other guys. My feelings for them were growing stronger by the day. We didn’t live in easy times, but I felt so safe when I was with them. We had continued to bond over the past few months, and I felt as if each time we made love, it instantly forged our individual connections and intensified to massive heights.

      “Am I hurting you?” Cameron grunted into my ear, slowing down his pace slightly.

      “No, baby,” I whispered in his ear and soothingly raked my fingernails down his back. I hugged him close to my body. “It feels so good. Keep doing what you are doing. There. Just like that.” I sighed a delicate moan directly into his ear.

      Cameron pumped his cock in and out of me. I loved feeling his hardness from the inside. I knew I was going to cum soon. I wanted to hold onto it for as long as I could so that we could cum together. The experience of climaxing at the same time was nothing short of magical.

      Cameron’s breathing increased and he let out an urgent groan. I arched my back and released the built-up pressure of ecstasy. Cameron unloaded his hot seed into the condom bag.

      We lay there for several seconds afterward, naked, sweaty and just holding each other. I never wanted to let go of him. I yearned to stay wrapped up in his arms forever.

      When he finally pulled out of me, he was still a little shaky and quivering. His hair fell over his eyes. I gently brushed it away, off of his temples. He was so sexy. His eyes were piercing, dark and gorgeous.

      “I don’t want to leave you.” The agony swelled in his eyes and stabbed me in the heart.

      “I don’t want you to go either, baby,” I said.

      “I curse that fucking Master every night of my life,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Maybe there is someone I can look to for help,” I said, thinking of the woman with the crystals. Cameron had yet to meet her.

      He cocked his head to the side and looked intrigued. “What are you talking about?”

      “I met this woman,” I said, rubbing his back as we talked. Our legs were still wrapped around each other. “Ayden and James don’t really seem to like her, but I think she’s fascinating. She was doing these…rituals.”

      “Rituals?” Cameron grinned. “You think she can help me?”

      “I don’t know,” I said and frowned. “But any prospect is better than none.”

      “I suppose you are right about that.” Cameron sat up and pushed his shirt back over his head. He put his jeans back on.

      I felt crestfallen. I wished we had more time to talk and figure out a solution to his problem.

      “Don’t go.” I whimpered into his ear and clamped my hand around his. I felt myself pouting. My body slumped in disappointment.

      “Trust me, it’s the last thing I want to do, sweetheart.” He pressed his lips to mine. He looked me up and down. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head and the fantasies pouring into his mind.

      “To leave you here…naked and vulnerable and needing me…” He grimaced as if it was too raw an outcome to bear.

      I had an instant flashback to when he was eating my pussy before. I desperately wanted him to do it again, but I knew he couldn’t stay. It was a horrible choice that I knew broke him from the inside out, just as it did to me.

      At that, he slithered out into the darkness outside of the tent like a thief in the night, robbing my heart and taking half of it with him. My mind was a frenzy that I couldn’t shut off. He had finished me, given me two intense orgasms that made my head spin.

      And just like that, he was gone again, leaving me in deafening silence. It seemed like an eternity ago that we were moaning in each other’s ears with passion and love.

      At that moment, I made a mental vow to try my best to discover a way to cure him of his werewolf curse. I couldn’t settle for just having fragmented sessions with Cameron here and there. I wanted all of him, forever.
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      I glanced up at the star-peppered sky. It was after midnight. The full moon was high in the atmosphere now, shining silver through the trees and revealing its circular shape as it popped in and out of the treetops. It was almost as if it were playfully engaging me in a personal game of hide and seek.

      I was about an hour into my werewolf shift. An owl hooted off in the distance. A dove cawed. The wind whistled through the trees. The branches swayed like dancing shadows in the night-cloaked wilderness.

      I saw my breath in front of my face. It came out in plumed little clouds. The air was frigid, but it didn’t bother me. I had enough fur spread on my body to keep warm. I walked on my hind legs through the mountain woods, searching, hunting. I didn’t have a destination. I didn’t even know what I was searching or hunting for. I just knew I had to stay on the move.

      I was in my right mind, but I wasn’t safe enough to remain at the camp with the others. I was afraid of what I might do. I couldn’t take the risk. Not now, not when I cared about Sophia so profoundly. I wondered if I was falling in love with her.

      I glanced up at the moon again, craning my neck as I resisted the urge to howl through the darkness. It wasn’t safe. I had to keep looking over my shoulder to make sure I wasn’t being followed. Every little movement counted and it was vital for me to stay alert. I couldn’t afford to slip up. I had to keep my senses acute, sharpened.

      Anyone could be out here watching, just waiting for an opportunity to pounce on the vulnerable. But I was anything but that. I could protect myself, and I could defend the rebellion camp in the process.

      I patrolled the area, but steered clear of encountering anyone loosely wandering the edge of the camp. I knew how to keep my distance. I stayed close to the perimeter, but not so close that I would become a danger to anyone in the campground.

      I gritted my teeth as my cheeks flushed in anger. I cursed the Master who had forced this dreaded disability on me. I craved normalcy in my life. I hated the fact that I had to leave Sophia in the middle of the night and troll the woods.

      I missed her warm body. I yearned for the tender touch of her silky, smooth skin on me. I wished that her slender legs were draped over me at this very moment. I felt my cock tingle as I fantasized about our naked bodies intertwined as we wrestled under the sheets, heating up the tent with our sexual chemistry.

      Instead I was alone in the dark, feeling like half of my heart was missing from my body. When my mind jolted back to reality, it was cruel how alone I felt.

      I started thinking about the woman with the crystals that Sophia had mentioned before. I was intrigued. I was always hopeful that there was someone who could reverse the werewolf curse. If I didn’t have hope, I had nothing. Optimism was what kept me alive.

      I yawned. My eyes watered and I began to feel the effects of fatigue. I wasn’t nocturnal, even though I had to become a werewolf from midnight until dawn. Oftentimes, when I wasn’t restless, I would find a large trench under a bed of fallen leaves and sleep the pain of my life away.

      Things had gotten substantially better after Sophia had entered my life. The outcome of my days didn’t seem as bleak. Maybe it was the fact that I had something to look forward to, something to keep me going. Sophia was that beautiful rose in my life that was thriving radiantly under the sun.

      If I kept my thoughts consistently on her, it would inspire me and get me through the rest of the night. I would spend my time counting down the hours until I got to reunite with her. I couldn’t wait to kiss her, to snake my arms around her tiny waist. I wanted to breathe into her neck and feel the softness of her hair tickling my cheek.

      I had an urgent craving for her. The passion between us was sensual and remarkable. When I was with her, the cares of the world melted away. She was healthy for me, the counterbalance to running through these woods.

      I was trudging along, just absentmindedly gazing at the ground as I kicked at rocks and damp leaves on the dirty mountain path. I pondered trying to hunt for squirrels and rabbits to bring back to camp to cook on the fire.

      That’s when I heard the sound of groaning. I immediately halted in my tracks. The breath suspended in my lungs. Every muscle in my body tensed. My senses peaked and the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.

      I glanced over my shoulder. I must have wandered farther down the path than I had realized. I had gotten lost in my own thoughts. The wailing and moans of agony screeched through the air.

      I ducked behind a tree, careful to hide my body behind the large pine trunk. I allowed myself to breathe again, annoyed with myself for not paying better attention to the path.

      My muscles ached. I was still tensed up like a wind-up toy, ready to snap. That’s when I noticed something haunting moving in the shadows. It was another werewolf. I had to blink to make sure I saw it correctly.

      Stumbling upon another werewolf in this region was extremely rare, to say the least. I was far from home, far from anything else I had ever known. I narrowed my eyes to study the beast as it moved through the forest.

      One of the first things I noticed was that it was behaving erratically. It was a male, moving about in wobbly circles. His arms and legs were jerking as if he was in pain, almost as if a current of electric shock was rippling through his body.

      Each time he moved or swiveled in any direction, he would wince. The veins in his neck would bulge and he would cry out to the moon with agony. His yellow, razor-sharp teeth glistened and looked as if they could pierce even the most durable metal.

      I shuddered, gulped, and continued to inspect him, wondering what was wrong. I could get aggressive, but I had never experienced this type of behavior in my shifted state.

      My eyes panned the area, scoping it for threats. I noticed a Master standing a few yards away from the werewolf. He had a fire glowing to illuminate the darkness. The Master was roaring with laughter. I glared at him with spite, knowing that he was the puppet master behind this ordeal.

      As I studied the situation, I began to realize exactly what was happening. The werewolf shifter in excruciating pain was being controlled by another shifter. That shifter appeared to be under the direction and power of the Master.

      “You aren’t doing it hard enough.” The Master kicked the shifter in the back.

      The shifter wailed and rubbed the tender area of his back that had just received the blunt force of the master’s boot.

      “Make him squirm.” The Master’s eyes were wild and rambunctious as he stared at the werewolf. He pointed a sharp knife at the shifter’s back.

      It was clear to me now the shifter was being forced to use his magic to bring suffering and agony to the werewolf.

      I couldn’t stomach watching it. Anger boiled the blood in my veins. I wished there was something I could do to save both of the shifters. I tried to brainstorm a course of action that didn’t end with me getting captured.

      The shifter performing the magic on the werewolf looked utterly miserable. His eyes were droopy with grief and guilt. I cracked my knuckles, ready to kill the Master. I knew it would be difficult, if not completely impossible. Wherever there was a Master, guards were never far away.

      The trio began to walk away from the contained fire. I attempted to trail them as closely as I could, but then something happened. I made a crucial mistake. I couldn’t turn back the hands of time, I couldn’t undo it. I just had to live through it. Sometimes the only way out was through. I had heard that saying multiple times in my life growing up.

      My mother loved to say it. She had to live with a herd of rowdy boys and men who liked to drink beer and break things. We were unruly by nature, and yet here I was as a werewolf shifter. The irony was almost too much to bear. It made me chuckle and burned me up at the same time.

      My mistake might cost me, but I would be ready to fight until the death if that’s what it came to. My padded paws had crunched over some dry twigs, making a snapping sound. The Master heard it immediately.

      He whipped around, distracted enough by the noise to release the pressure on the magic shifter.

      I did what came naturally.

      Run!

      That’s what my instinct told me, and the impulse was loud inside my head. I bolted as quickly as I could, flooring it back down the same path in the same direction that I had just come from.

      I prayed to any gods who would listen that the Master had only heard the noise in the night and not actually laid eyes on me. If he did, he would have a solid idea of where I was going, too close for comfort to the rebellion camp.

      If the Master did see me, it wouldn’t be long before he ordered his guards to follow me and they would be on my heels quicker than I cared to admit.

      Panic pounded in my heart.

      You can protect yourself, my brain reminded me. You are a werewolf.

      That didn’t help, because the werewolf behind me was under the power of the Master. They were too controlling for their own good and the supremacy of their influence was the very torture of the soul of this broken world we lived in.

      I kept going, even when my thighs ached in protest and the cold air burned in my throat. If I became outnumbered by guards with weapons, it would all be over. Sophia’s face flashed in front of my eyes.

      I had to stay alive for her. That’s why it was extremely important for me to outrun the guards.  She kept me going. She was a fighter too, motivating me to never give up, even when the odds seemed impossible. Her energy was like a phantom coaxing me on even though she wasn’t physically with me. I ran and ran, as fast as my legs would carry me.
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      I peered through the open flap of the tent, then looked back at Ayden and Blaze. My heart was worried and my stomach churned with anxiety. There was general unease floating through the tent walls, but most of it originated from me.

      “He’s never been gone this long before,” I reminded them, referring to Cameron.

      It was early afternoon. Cameron always re-emerged at dawn after a werewolf shift in the woods. It was extremely out of character for him to be missing in action this late in the day.

      “Something is wrong.” I shook my head.

      “He will resurface, I promise you that.” Blaze’s voice was low and comforting.

      “He knows what he’s doing out there,” Ayden added. “He can fend for himself. There’s no need to agonize over his absence.”

      I frowned, trying my best to take their advice to heart, but I still just didn’t feel right inside. To me, it wasn’t trivial that he was still out there and hadn’t come back to us. He wouldn’t do that without letting us know in advance that he would be late in arriving back at the rebellion camp.

      Ayden stroked my hair. He gently breathed onto my neck, planting a few tingly kisses on my skin. I sighed as he continued to pacify me, but it wasn’t enough. Until I knew where Cameron was, there was little that Blaze or Ayden could do to appease me.

      I felt like my mind needed a tranquilizer. I was in a frenzy inside my own head, and the noise of anxiety was growing increasingly louder by the minute.

      “Keep doing that, it’s helping,” I said to Ayden as he continued to rake his hands through my hair.

      The movements were rhythmic and precise and aided in my comfort, the more I allowed myself to yield to the pleasure.

      I closed my eyes and tried to think back. Was Cameron behaving differently than normal right before he left? Was there anything about his demeanor last night that would be cause for concern? I didn’t remember any alarm bells going off in my mind. There was nothing that stood out to me.

      Blaze was sitting at the edge of the tent, rubbing my feet. I smiled at him and Ayden. “You guys sure know how to make a girl feel nurtured.

      “We can see how stressed out you are,” Blaze said and shot me an empathetic smile. “I can read it all over your face.”

      “I just wish I knew where he went,” I said.

      “I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation,” Ayden said. “We will soon be able to put this worry on the backburner.”

      I hoped that he was right. I kept waiting for Cameron to pop out from behind the tent and give me a gleaming smile. I wanted to see his unruly hair and drag my fingers through his scratchy five o’clock shadow, relishing in how it tickled the sensitive skin between my legs.

      “I’m sorry,” I said and blew out a puff of frustrated air, feeling the strife leave me with the slow exhale. “I should be thanking my lucky stars that I have you both here to comfort me when I’m upset.”

      “Our goal is to snatch that fear away from you,” Blaze said, massaging my sore calf muscles.

      “I would carry that burden, no question.” Ayden nodded in agreement, looking gallant and proud.

      “I appreciate your efforts to console me,” I admitted.

      “Is the massage helping at all?” Blaze looked hopefully expectant.

      I cast him a grateful smile. “Tremendously.”

      I sat there in silence with them for several minutes while Blaze rubbed my legs and Ayden stroked my back and brushed his fingers through my hair. Their gentle touches were welcomed and savored, but every time I closed my eyes, I pictured Cameron in trouble.

      “What if he’s hurt?” My eyes bolted opened as I envisioned him being tortured, gagged and bound by a Master and belligerent guards. “What if he needs us?” I looked to Blaze and Ayden for answers. “There’s no real way for him to contact us if he’s been captured.”

      Ayden and Blaze exchanged a wary look and then shot me an even more apprehensive one.

      “Let’s just hope that’s not the case,” Ayden said, as if that were the case, then there would be nothing in the world we could do to help him.

      I wouldn’t stand for it. I shook my head and stood up. “We need to go looking for him.”

      Ayden and Blaze both stared at me, unblinking as if I had just lost my mind and ordered them to leave the tent or something. They remained seated, waiting for me to elaborate.

      When I was satisfied that they weren’t going to protest, but frustrated that they weren’t willing to spring into action with me, I continued.

      “Cameron is one of your best friends, is that not the truth?” I asked of both of them.

      “Yes.” Ayden nodded.

      “Uh-huh,” Blaze confirmed.

      “So?” I shrugged. “What are we still doing here then? What if he’s hurt?”

      Ayden scoffed and waved his hand dismissively. I knew he was trying to make me feel better by lightening the situation, but his response stung a little anyway.

      “He’s not hurt. He’s a werewolf shifter and he’s been through those woods a thousand times.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s immune to danger,” I argued, my frustration about to boil over.

      “We can’t just go out there looking for him,” Blaze said. He looked torn, on the fence between being practical and keeping me happy.

      “I agree,” Ayden said with an apologetic wince in my direction. “The problem is, hunting for him out there will be like trying to find a needle in a haystack.”

      “Maybe he just fell asleep after being awake all night and he’s tired, just trying to recover from a long night so that he won’t be so groggy when he comes back to you,” Blaze suggested.

      I pondered it briefly, wondering what the odds were.

      I shook my head again, quizzing them further. “Would he not do the same for you? What if one of you hadn’t come home? Wouldn’t Cameron be one of the first ones to jump at the idea of going out to search for you?”

      Ayden and Blaze exchanged a guilty look.

      “I suppose when you look at it that way…” Blaze trailed off and looked out the open flap of the tent, currently blowing in the gentle breeze.

      He looked pensive about something, perhaps even maybe a little nostalgic. He was handsome and dark, brooding even. I knew that he wanted to help me find Cameron. I could see the flicker in his eyes.

      He must have noticed that my gaze had been locked on him for quite a while. He turned his head and smiled at me. His arms were propped up, resting on his elbows. His dark hair looked clean even though he hadn’t had a proper bath since the caves.

      “I will go and look for him,” he said, finally caving.

      I reached over and roped my arms around his neck. I pulled him closer to me, clinging on to him with gratitude swelling from my heart and outpouring onto him.

      “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear. “That means the world to me.”

      Seeing my delighted reaction at Blaze agreeing to go hunt down Cameron’s whereabouts, Ayden stood up too.

      “I’ll go with him,” he said and nudged his chin in Blaze’s direction. “If that’s what it takes to ease your mind. We will do what makes you happy.”

      “I want you to do it for Cameron too,” I said. “If we find him and he is hurt, God forbid, then I want him to rest assured that we didn’t hesitate to go out there and rescue him.”

      Ayden took my hand and gently squeezed it. “You are a wonderful woman and I admire you.”

      I gave him a kindhearted smile in response. “I’m just trying to do what I know is right. We fight for the good ones, don’t we?”

      Blaze and Ayden nodded. “Absolutely we do.”

      Ayden glanced at Blaze. “We should go find James. I think I saw him at the food station right before we came into the tent. We could enlist him for help in the hunt.”

      “Great idea,” Blaze noted. “Three sets of eyes are most definitely better than one, or even two, for that matter.”

      “Wait,” I said. “If this is going to be a group affair, then I might as well go with you.”

      I was met with immediate protest.

      “No.” Ayden shook his head. “I’m not trying to control you and I’m sorry if it is coming across that way, but you need to stay here.”

      “Agreed,” Blaze said and gave me a chagrined look. “It’s not safe out there for you. You are too valuable to ever be put at risk like that.”

      “I’m not just some broken, frail girl,” I said. I knew I probably sounded defensive, but I didn’t care.

      I resented their instant assumption that I wouldn’t be capable of joining them. Had I not proved myself in the travels and trials we had endured ever since the rebellion raid in Ayden’s home village?

      I wished there was a way we could rewind time and go back to the purity of the erotic night we had shared in that romantic hotel room. It seemed like it had been years ago, and we had all mentally aged a substantial amount since then.

      Ayden and Blaze each took one of my hands and cradled them in between their own. I felt their love. I felt their passion pouring into me with one simple touch. I clung to their rugged masculinity and their callused, gritty fingers.

      But I wasn’t buying their cause for now.

      “We just want to protect you, that’s all,” Blaze said.

      Ayden nodded tenderly. “Yeah. We don’t consider you a broken or frail girl in the slightest.”

      “Not at all,” Blaze added for good measure.

      “It was my idea in the first place,” I said. I pointed outside the tent walls where everything else alive existed. I wanted to be in the thick of the action. “It was me who brought up the idea of going to search for Cameron. Why shouldn’t I have a part in it?”

      “You do have a part in it,” Ayden said.

      I scoffed. “It doesn’t seem that way.”

      I hated to sound like a bratty child, sullenly whining when she didn’t get her way, but I was passionate about being involved in Cameron’s search and rescue. After all, it was my idea and I had to stand by that.

      “You should stay here in case he comes back,” Blaze mentioned, brightening with a smile as if that was the cleverest idea he had ever come up with.

      I paused and stared at him before calculating a retort. “I’ll have my new friend be on the lookout for him in case he returns.”

      “What friend?” Ayden’s eyebrows knitted with confusion.

      “The crystal woman…” I trailed off, pointing abstractly over my shoulder. I knew full well that Ayden wouldn’t approve, but he didn’t own me. No one did. Not anymore.

      I stared at him, prepared to stand my ground.

      Much to my surprise, Ayden sighed and rubbed his temples. He shot Blaze a glance as if he were throwing in the towel and didn’t want to argue with me anymore.

      “Fine. We can see if she’ll be a lookout for him,” Ayden said, liberating me of that worry.

      “Great.” I smiled and looked at Blaze. “You guys can go ahead and fetch James while I go and ask my friend for assistance in the Cameron Quest.

      Ayden chuckled. “Cameron Quest? Is that what we are calling it now?”

      I shrugged. “Sure, why not?” Every team needed a name for their adventures.

      They slipped out of the tent and I went to find the crystal woman. She agreed to help keep an eye out for Cameron, and she also agreed to notify him of where we had gone if he returned before we did.

      Once Ayden and Blaze had found James, we all met back at the base of the camp, ready to go looking for one of our beloved, one of our own.

      “We should shift,” James said, glancing around the group.

      Blaze looked uncomfortable as he adjusted the weight on each leg. “You guys go ahead. I’ll follow along beside you.”

      He gave me a sheepish look. I knew that he had the tendency to become more aggressive than the others when he was in his bear form.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said and stroked his back gently. I wanted him to know that I would never judge him. “I understand.”

      Blaze looked relieved as both Ayden and James shifted. I climbed onto James’s back, excited for the thrilling experience of riding on a fast jaguar through the forest, whipping through the trees and feeling the wind at my back.

      I didn’t want Blaze to feel inadequate, so I shot him another loving smile. “Are you ready for this?”

      He returned my smile with one that made him look more handsome than ever. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Come on,” I said and tugged on James’s fur. “Let’s go get Cameron back.”

      The four of us headed into the woods together, right where we’d first started.
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      Even though it was afternoon, the blanket of trees created a shroud of chilly air that clung to the surface of the forest floor where we continued to trek along, searching for Cameron. The sun was hidden behind the shadows of the leaves.

      We were surrounded by trees and only small bands of warm whiteish, yellow light streamed down through the openings in the towering branches.

      I was still riding on James’s back, but I could feel that his posture was starting to drag. I saw my breath in front of my face. I wrapped my cardigan closer around my chest and shivered, feeling the tingle of prickly goose bumps across the surface of my skin.

      “I’m going to give you a break now,” I whispered softly to James, stroking the fur on the back of his neck.

      I squeezed my inner thighs against his back. He glanced over his shoulder and huffed air out of his snout, blinking twice for yes as a nonverbal response to my statement.

      Ayden glanced over at us, listening to the plan. He shifted back while Blaze helped me climb off of James.

      We continued to tiptoe slowly through the woods like tiny mice afraid of being caught by a house cat. We shuffled through the wilderness, mainly in silence. My heart pounded with trepidation with every step I took.

      The guys kept glancing over their shoulders, watching each other’s backs, making sure we weren’t being followed. The tips of my fingers were slightly pink and numb from the grueling cold. I wished I had gloves to protect my exposed skin.

      I didn’t complain. I toughed it out because I knew how to soldier on. I had all but begged the guys to let me go with them, and now that I was here, I had to prove myself to be durable in a physically demanding circumstance.

      Blaze stopped walking and sniffed the air. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. The wind seemed to halt too. There wasn’t a single sound whispering between the trees. Ayden and James had look of alarms as they studied Blaze’s behavior.

      “Do you hear that?” he asked.

      I shook my head and frowned, looking at Ayden and James. “I don’t hear anything.”

      I tuned into my senses, listening intently. The shadows of the afternoon seemed eerie now, almost haunting.

      Then, I heard it. The sound was muffled at first, but it had to be the same thing that Blaze was referring to. Ayden’s and James’s eyes widened in shock as they began to recognize the high-pitched howl.

      “Is that…a werewolf cry?” I whispered, afraid to move or even blink. The sound was off in the distance, but I still had a sinking feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.

      “That’s what it sounds like.” James’s chocolate-colored eyes were enormous as I watched his features twist from stunned, to hopeful, to alarmed.

      The four of us exchanged a perplexed look.

      “But wait…” I trailed off.

      “It’s not after midnight.” Blaze finished my sentence for me.

      “Right.” I nodded, staring at him in utter bafflement.

      “It can’t be Cameron.” Ayden looked around the group as if he was willing to bet his life on it.

      “He can only shift after midnight.” James nodded in agreement.

      I frowned. “I thought that it was extremely rare to encounter werewolves, that there weren’t as many in the world as there used to be?”

      The guys all exchanged a wary glance with each other.

      “It is rare,” Blaze confirmed.

      “So, it can’t be Cameron?” I held my breath, afraid of what the answer might be.

      Another agonizing wail pierced through the air and shot me like a dagger through the heart.

      I gasped, drawing in a deep breath of surprise. “It doesn’t sound like him.”

      “It can’t be him,” Ayden said.

      I glanced up at the sky. Even through the shade, the sun was prominent and attempting to win the battle with the trees, bursting through the branches at vertical angles.

      “What are the odds?” Blaze stared straight ahead at the horizon in front of us. His eyes were massive with bewilderment.

      “Odds of what?” James shot him an expectant look.

      Blaze met James’s gaze. “The odds of finding another werewolf.”

      “Remote,” James whispered, looking somber.

      I felt the tingly feeling of being unsettled once again as the hairs on the back of my neck continued to perk up at attention. The wind began to skirt through the trees once again, sending a whistling sound through the branches.

      The werewolf howls subsided briefly. I listened to the sound of rapid breathing that took me several seconds to realize was my own.

      “We should go check it out,” Ayden said.

      “We should go in the direction of the shouting?” Blaze looked at Ayden as if he was crazy.

      “What if the werewolf is in trouble?” Ayden said.

      “What if Cameron is with the werewolf?” James asked.

      My eyes darted between the three guys as if they were ping pong balls bouncing back and forth. I was torn. I wanted to find Cameron, and I was curious about the werewolf yelping, but at the same time, I didn’t want us to indirectly escort ourselves into a trap.

      The intense looks of uncertainty on all three of the guys’ faces did nothing to tame my wildly beating heart either.

      “I’ll go and check it out.” James stood at the edge of the circle.

      He squared his shoulders with resoluteness beaming from his gorgeous body. His posture was straight as an arrow. As cheesy as it was to admit, I swooned under the grace of his presence.

      Ayden shot him an investigative look. “What do you mean, you’ll go check it out?”

      James shrugged his shoulders casually as if it was no big deal for him to separate from us and head deeper, alone into the thick woods.

      “I’m going to go hunt down the source of the werewolf cries,” he said.

      “You can’t go by yourself,” I protested.

      James approached me and gently tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ear. “My kind and wonderous flower,” he whispered as he gazed down fondly at me. “I will be just fine, I promise.”

      I opened my mouth to object further, but he tenderly placed a finger to my lips and made a hushing sound with his own.

      “I can shift. I’m faster than them.” He flickered his gaze at Ayden and Blaze. “No offense, but—”

      “It’s true.” Blaze chuckled humbly. “I’m just a giant, oafish black bear.”

      “You are not,” I said. I shot him a lecturing gaze. “You are amazing.”

      Ayden puffed out his chest. He wasn’t going to bend as easily. “I am a lion and I have to point out the fact that I am fast too—”

      “Just stay here with me,” I said and smiled at him. “I need you here.”

      “Really?” Ayden gave me a surprised look as if he weren’t expecting that. He brushed his hand up against the side of my cheek. “If you want me here, I’ll stay here.”

      “Thank you.” I took Ayden’s hand and lightly clutched it between my fingers.

      James flashed a grateful look to me for helping to soothe Ayden’s bruised ego. We didn’t have time to argue back and forth, and I knew that.

      “Come back quickly, all right?” I directed the soft order at James.

      “I promise you that as soon as I see anything, I’ll return to you guys. Just stay in this location. If you wander or stray too far, it will be nearly impossible for me to find you again.”

      We each nodded and made our pledges to wait where we stood until he returned to us.

      James shifted and became a blur of onyx fur. He was sensational. I watched in awe as he blinked and nodded at me one last time before taking off and disappearing through the forest. He was like a black bullet whipping through the trees at an intoxicating speed.

      “Well, there he goes.” Blaze stared at him as if he wouldn’t ever see him again.

      “I hope that when he comes back, he’ll have Cameron with him,” Ayden said.

      I glanced at him and nodded. “Me too.”

      Blaze began to pace around in circles.

      “Stop doing that,” Ayden demanded. “You’re driving me nuts.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t help it,” Blaze said.” .

      “We shouldn’t bicker.” I stood between the two and gave them empathetic looks. “We can’t allow the stress to tear us apart.”

      Ayden and Blaze looked at me and their features softened. They gave me knowing looks, as if my words clicked into their minds.

      Blaze chuckled and embraced me in a hug. “I’m sorry for upsetting you unnecessarily.” He kissed the top of my forehead. His lips were warm and delightful against my skin.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I assured him. “Believe me, I understand what it feels like. Even if James isn’t gone for that long, it’s still going to feel like an eternity for us.”

      Ayden sighed and rested his back against a pine tree. He put his hands behind his back and gazed up at the canopy of branches overhead.

      “Let’s just hope the rebellion camp doesn’t journey on without us.” Blaze chuckled.

      Ayden looked at him and narrowed his eyes. “Leo and Otto would never leave us behind.”

      I looked at Blaze and swallowed hard. Tensions were running high between us. I wished there was something I could do to soothe the turmoil rushing through their minds.

      I watched a butterfly float on delicate yellow wings through the air. It was enchanting to look at. It seemed so at peace, so oblivious to the chaos engulfing the world. What I wouldn’t give to be a butterfly.

      Then I remembered I had my own wings, but they weren’t beautiful in color like this particular insect. Mine weren’t brilliant and sunny. They were dark and mysterious. My eyes welled with tears.

      I had hated feeling like the ugly duckling for my entire life. It wasn’t that I felt unattractive. They guys did a good job at boosting my confidence in that regard, but I always felt like an outcast, like I didn’t fit in or belong among the beautiful white swans.

      I sat down on a bed of cushiony leaves that weren’t damp and were receiving an ample amount of sunlight from a beam streaming right to the ground below.

      “Are you all right?” Blaze approached me, sitting down and cupping his hand adoringly over my shoulder.

      I glanced up at him and sniffed, trying to keep a fresh set of tears at bay.

      “I just…wish that the world was different. That we didn’t have to hide. That we could be who we wanted to be without consequences.”

      Blaze’s features softened like butter and he wrapped his arms around me, making me feel safe and warm. He gently stroked my hair. I instantly felt better about the future and he didn’t even have to say anything to have that sparkling effect over me.

      “That’s why we are doing all of this stuff, baby,” he began. “A new era is dawning. The rebellion camps aren’t just here in the woods to hide. They are plotting their next move, planning their next revenge. We are a work in progress. If we are constantly moving and thriving, then we will win this battle, I can promise you that.”

      I lifted my chin and gazed up at him. “Thank you for reassuring me.”

      “Sometimes it’s needed.” Blaze gave me a humble shrug.

      We sat there together while Ayden kept guard of our general area. After a while, Ayden came rushing toward us with anticipation etched into his features.

      “He’s back.”

      Blaze and I stood up simultaneously. “James?”

      “Yes.” Ayden nodded, panting hard.

      James emerged from behind Ayden a few seconds later. He looked like he had been through a war. He was shifted back to his human form, but he was disheveled. A couple of twigs were in his hair. I reached up and plucked them out for him.

      “What happened out there?” I whispered.

      “I found the werewolf,” he said.

      I gasped. “Was it Cameron?”

      James’s breathing was labored. He shook his head. “I don’t think so. This one was a slightly different color and had a different physique than Cameron.”

      “He was with a Master,” Ayden relayed, apparently already having heard some of the story.

      “It’s true.” James looked at Ayden and then glanced at us, nodding. “The werewolf wasn’t alone. There was another shifter with him and a…” he trailed off as if he didn’t want to say the word aloud, but Ayden had already made it clear.

      “Master,” I said, flatly finishing his sentence for him.

      James looked almost apologetic. “Unfortunately.”

      The four of us exchanged grave looks.

      “We should get back to the rebellion camp and tell the others,” Blaze suggested.

      “No.” I defiantly shook my head. “Not without Cameron.”

      “Why was the werewolf howling?” Ayden asked.

      “That’s the terrible part…” James trailed off again and winced. “The Master was forcing the other shifter there to use magic to torture the werewolf.”

      I clenched my jaw so tightly that it began to ache. I was furious. These Masters were using their own weaknesses and insecurities to make the rest of the world miserable so that they didn’t have to suffer alone. It was cruel, the most vicious way form punishment against the shifters of the world for committing no crime other than being born with a remarkable ability. It wasn’t fair, but that was life.

      James’s eyes darted with paranoia around the group. “We aren’t safe here.”

      “What if Cameron is nearby, though?” I asked, feeling sudden panic beating in my heart.

      James shook his head. “We have to get back to the camp.”

      “But Cameron…” I pointed abstractly off in the distance, knowing full well that I didn’t have an argument.

      “It wasn’t Cameron, sweetheart,” James said and stroked my cheek with soothing circles of his thumb. “His specific curse can’t be altered, no matter what kind of magic is used on him. It’s still daytime. This one has to be a different werewolf.”

      I met the gazes of each guy, tasting the same defeat that was reflected in their shimmering eyes.

      “All right,” I muttered quietly. “But what about the other werewolf? Don’t we owe it to whoever it is to try and help them?”

      My eyes panned the guys, meeting their conflicted gazes. I felt like we had a duty to our species, and I hoped that they would agree. If it was me out there under the torture of a Master, I would pray that someone like me would be willing to come to my rescue, no matter the risk involved.
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      I looked into Sophia’s honest green eyes and saw the purity of her soul reflected there. Her intentions were honorable, there was no doubt about it. She didn’t want to head back to the rebellion base camp. She was insistent that we stay and try to help the mysterious werewolf in trouble, but we didn’t have a clue how to do that without seriously jeopardizing our own safety in the process.

      Sophia looked determined, like she wasn’t willing to take no for an answer.

      “I can’t speak for you guys, of course, but I just can’t in good conscience leave these woods knowing that there is a shifter out there being tortured by a Master and not do anything at all about it.”

      “It’s not just one shifter,” James reminded her. “It’s the other shifter too, the one that is being controlled and forced into hurting the werewolf.”

      “That’s true.” Sophia nodded and scanned the group with an affirmative nod.

      “So, now what?” Ayden looked like he was willing to compromise and would be fine with whatever choice everyone else decided on.

      That was very out of character for him and just further proved how severe the situation was.

      I shifted my weight from heel to heel. I was still torn on what to do. Sophia had a point, but at the same time, I didn’t want to get trapped in a world where there was a high probability of a Master taking us.

      “Where there are Masters, there are guards,” I blurted out to remind everyone that we weren’t just going to be dealing with a Master and two innocent shifters.

      “I know.” James seemed apprehensive as he met my gaze and nodded grimly.

      “If anything, if we are going to continue trekking through the woods, then Cameron should be our number one priority,” Ayden said. “Not some random shifters who are going to be surrounded by a unit of at least ten men.”

      Sophia looked crushed by the point that Ayden was trying to make, no matter if he was doing it as empathetically as possible. She looked to the ground and seemed upset. Her bottom lip trembled.

      Ayden noticed her change in demeanor after he had spoken. “I’m sorry,” he whispered and carefully moved closer to her. “I didn’t mean it like that—”

      “I know.” She smiled as if she was going to remain poised no matter the circumstances. “It’s okay. I can handle it.” She let out a reluctant chuckle as if she wished there was an easier way to keep her feelings at bay.

      I related to her on every level possible.

      “I just think it’s more important to look for Cameron. If he went back to the camp and we somehow crossed paths, then he will be worried and waiting for us to return.” Ayden’s voice and features were gentler than before as he addressed Sophia.

      “We can always try to help the shifters in distress after we make sure Cameron is safe,” James suggested with a shrug, as if he wanted to remain on the fence and not be partial to any certain side.

      Sophia still wore a persistent expression on her face. “What if it’s too late by then? What if the Master has already moved on with them, or worse, killed them?” She gasped as if the utter prospect was horrifying to her.

      “Then there’s nothing we can do about it, I’m afraid.” Ayden shook his head solemnly and stared at the ground, clearly at a loss as to how to properly console her.

      Sophia’s cheeks reddened. “That’s not good enough.” She glanced at me. She locked my gaze in a heated stare that melted my insides in a single second.

      “What about you?”

      I pointed to myself. “Me?”

      “Yes, you.” She edged a step closer to me. “You didn’t give up on me when you found me in the water.”

      “You would have undoubtedly drowned,” I said.

      “Exactly.” Sophia’s eyes shimmered with acknowledgement. “You could have just walked away, but you didn’t. You saved me.”

      In that moment, the spark of recognition struck us all. We finally understood the point that Sophia was trying to get across. Shifters didn’t just abandon each other in perilous situations. If there was something we could do to help, instinctually, we should jump at the chance to put ourselves in danger to save another.

      “This is different,” Ayden argued. “There wasn’t a Master involved when Blaze found you in the river. The guards…they are…relentless. They will stop at nothing. They will die for the cause. They won’t let up and the Masters will make sure they are well protected.”

      Sophia looked crestfallen as the practicality and truth of Ayden’s words sunk in with us all. Seeing her spirit so pulverized stirred up an intense furor inside me that I knew had been building up for a while and was now reaching a boiling point.

      The inner rage from my bear instincts began to swell. All the injustices that I’d experienced in my life personally, the death of my mother, the fact that I had been involuntarily severed from the rest of my family…all of it.

      It all came screaming back to me. I couldn’t press it down to the back corners of my mind anymore. I couldn’t resist the anger and hostility crippling my psyche. I loathed the Masters for the terror-filled torture that they had inflicted on the world for generations. They were nothing but arrogant bastards, envious humans who wanted nothing more than to attack and destroy what they couldn’t be themselves.

      We needed to eradicate them. It was time to vaporize those who couldn’t be trusted to support equal rights to all people. Why couldn’t shifters and humans live in peace and harmony?

      I wanted to actively participate in a world where I could bring that kind of joy back to Sophia’s life. I wanted her to forget her painful past and look forward to a future filled with nothing but light and love spread through the villages all around the world.

      “I’m sick of this shit,” I said.

      I shifted. I couldn’t help myself. I was powerless to stop it from happening. I looked down at Sophia, who was gazing up at me with wild, fearful eyes. I opened my mouth and expelled a colossal roar that ripped through the trees and shook the very ground under our feet.

      I felt monstrous, like I needed to obliterate any enemy I saw that dared cross my path. I saw Sophia out of the corner of my eye. She was meekly crouched into a ball on the ground, partially shielding herself behind a tree.

      I flashed her a doting look, hoping she could judge by the look in my eyes that I was still enamored of her and wouldn’t harm her. I could control myself.

      Ayden and James watched me for a few moments, until they too couldn’t hold back any longer.

      “It’s time to get back at them for what they have done to us,” Ayden said, baring his teeth and looking like a true bully. I gritted my own teeth and looked on as he shifted into his lion form.

      James nodded. He took Sophia’s hand and rubbed her back. “We won’t hurt you. We’re doing this to protect you. Just follow us and stay by our sides and everything will be okay.”

      After she indicated acknowledgement and agreement for the plan with a swift nod, James shifted into a midnight-black jaguar, moving in jagged circles around a few of the neighboring trees.

      Ayden whipped around, his golden, fluffy mane blowing wildly in the breeze. A crow cawed overhead. The air changed. Something sinister was moving through these woods.

      “Master!” Sophia hissed, fervently pointing behind Ayden.

      My eyes wandered, searching to see if she was right.

      Sure enough, I saw a Master looking devious, with red-rimmed, angry eyes aimed directly at us. There was no turning back now. We were caught. I could roar as loudly as I wanted, and I did. I opened my mouth and a substantial and beastly rumble from my throat detonated through the forest.

      At least half a dozen guards continued to march toward us. They didn’t even seem fazed by the sound of my vicious bear voice. It was as if they were robots, trained for combat, stopping at nothing until they got what they wanted. They were out for blood, but I was determined to have none shed from my side of the battle.

      The guards weren’t afraid of us, but it was because they weren’t afraid of anything. In order to be scared, you had to fear death first and foremost. These soldiers were trained to welcome death if that’s what it took to protect their Masters and defeat the shifters, whom they viewed as the scum of the planet.

      This time, we were ready. We had the means to fight back. I had the strength of a nine-foot-tall giant grizzly bear and the teamwork of an expeditious jaguar and a looming lion with razor-sharp teeth.

      Even though we appeared to be outnumbered as the guards continued to pour in in droves, we were animals set in a rage against them. The energy of our brawny tenacity would undoubtedly prevail. I kept my eye on Sophia to make sure she was still safe. She had her mighty black wings tucked around her like a shield of protection.

      I had too much to lose to fail. Good always triumphed over bad, or so I hoped.

      This wasn’t a fairy tale though, whispered through books at the end of a bedtime story. This was real life and the happy ending wasn’t always easy to come by. The storytellers always made it seem so simple, but it was far trickier in reality.

      The guards stared on with ruthless glares, unwilling to back down to the predatory animal versions of myself, Ayden, and James. I glanced at my friends. They blinked and gave me a subtle nod in understanding.

      Even without words, we were on the same level. Our spirits were connected and supercharged. Revenge beat through our hearts and pumped through our veins. It was time to attack. There was nothing else to do and no turning back.

      I stood on my hind legs, bellowing a thunderous roar that crashed through the forest once again. The Master stopped in response, shaking with fear. His guards trudged on, annoyingly indifferent.

      I lunged forward, swiping at a few of them who dared to come too close to my protective bubble. Sophia was behind me. They would have to get through me to have any chance at getting their grubby little hands on her.

      James was prowling with a snarl behind me, trying to coax Sophia behind a thick pine tree by using only gestures with his head. Sophia took the hint and shuffled on her hands and knees behind the tree, her wings flopping behind her. They were still enormous and I knew it was her defense mechanism kicking in.

      Once I knew that James was taking control of the Sophia situation, I focused my attention back on the guards that were beginning to surround us.

      Ayden was in front of me, his mane boastfully fluffed out. I went back to all fours and then stood on my hind legs sequentially, making sure to let a few roars escape in the process.

      There were several guards encircling me. They didn’t have guns, which relieved me. They did, however, have swords, which were drawn and waiting for the perfect opportunity to be jabbed into my gut.

      I moved around in circles, switching back and forth from hind legs to all fours. You couldn’t hit a moving target. I was going to make it as impossible for them to strike me or my friends as the universe would allow.

      We needed a distraction, something to catch the soldiers off guard and alarm them. Then, as if by some miraculous twist of fate, as if the universe had undeniably read my mind, something majestic happened. My unspoken prayers were answered.

      Two trees burst into spontaneous flames. I felt the instant heat of the combustion and saw the magnificent glow light up the gloomy forest. It lit up in sparkling hues of amber and orange and the chill in the air fled instantly.

      The Master guards seemed startled for a few brief seconds, staring at the trees as if they couldn’t understand how such an event occur. I too was astounded, and judging by expressions on Ayden’s and James’s faces, they were too.

      I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Sophia was still safe and that no one had managed to skirt past us and snatch her. That was when I saw the reflection of the fire in her eyes.

      I saw pain ignite and turn to ash in the way her expression was contorted. Her lips were twisted. She was staring at the inferno of the two trees in front of her. Her eyes were narrowed and focused, her senses look sharply acute.

      The guards slowly and scrupulously moved around the trees as fastidiously as they could. They stared at the burning trees in awe as the flames licked the sky and sent a shower of hot golden embers fluttering to the ground.

      They had to walk with careful precision now, and it was slowing them down. Their eyes darted left and right as if they were paranoid that they too might impulsively combust at any second. Wouldn’t that be a wonderous sight? If I had anything else to pray for, it would surely be for that.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Sophia again. She looked like she was concentrating and her eyes danced with satisfaction that made my heart gallop like a wild horse. Was she the one who started this fire?

      It suddenly dawned on me that I had a memory of her telling me that she was able to make things happen with her mind if she set her undivided attention on an object. Could this be the control she had been referring to?

      I had no time to ponder it, because the guards were beginning to gain on us again. We needed another phenomenon to occur. At this rate, the entire forest would need to erupt into flames and incinerate the military men in a single sweep. The guards were gathering around us and the clock was ticking, one excruciating second at a time.
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      I listened out for the sound of anything and anyone around me that could pose a threat. I no longer heard the trampling footsteps of guards behind me, which was consoling. The only sound I heard was the panting of my breath and my heart pounding like a drum through my ears.

      I was currently crouched behind a large bush that shielded most of my body. I waited there quietly for several minutes, just listening to the sounds of nature and the wind whistling occasionally through the trees.

      I felt like I had been running forever. I had even shifted back to my human form at the break of dawn, but I still had that unsettled feeling that I was being watched and followed. I was sweaty and on edge and I felt pins and needles from my head down to my toes. I had managed to escape the Master and the few guards that had followed me for a short while, but it had come at a price.

      I didn’t recognize anything around me. My surroundings were completely unfamiliar. I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to find the base camp. It seemed like I was walking around in circles. Hadn’t I just passed that very same stump with the green moss growing on the top?

      I tried not to allow panic to overtake me and focused on keeping my breathing level and even.

      Hunger and fatigue ravaged my brain. My stomach grumbled. My eyes felt heavy and swollen, but I couldn’t fall asleep here. I was too vulnerable, especially because now that the Master had seen me, I all but had a target tattooed to my back.

      My throat felt scratchy and swollen with unbelievable thirst. Wasn’t there a river around here somewhere? Why couldn’t I find it anywhere? I couldn’t even hear it, which led me to believe I wasn’t anywhere near it.

      My tongue felt like it was made of gritty sandpaper. I was parched, in dire need of something to drink. Even if I could find a leaf with enough dampness on it to squeeze out a couple of droplets of water…

      But there was nothing, not a single ounce of water to drink. I squeezed my eyes shut in order to escape the burden of a spinning head. It was as if somebody had twisted my stomach into knots. I felt dizzy and when I opened my eyes, my vision was blurred, and I couldn’t see straight, not even an inch in front of my face.

      My posture sagged. Time was not on my side. Eventually, if I didn’t make it back to the base camp, I knew that the probability of me being sniffed out by the Master guards was probable, if not inevitable.

      It was early afternoon at this point. I still had quite a few hours before I would be able to shift back to my werewolf form. I usually viewed this curse as a disability, but what I wouldn’t give to have the capacity to shift whenever I felt like it, just like my friends.

      I felt so much safer when I was in my werewolf skin, and I knew that I could protect myself better if threatened. I glanced down at my bare hands, then looked at the sky and groaned. I didn’t even have a weapon. I had nothing but my fists to defend myself with if it became necessary.

      My legs were starting to feel numb from crouching in one position for too long. I groaned as I stood up, hearing my knees crack. I stretched my arms to the sky and did a slow little circle to assess my surroundings and figure out what my next move should be.

      The unfortunate thing about the wilderness was that every tree and branch and bush began to look exactly the same. The more I tried to distinguish things, the more they seemed identical.

      What was I going to do? Well, I didn’t exactly have a plan yet, but I knew I needed to brainstorm something soon. It wasn’t like I could remain perched behind this bush forever. At some point I would need to go out and search for water. I probably should have been doing that all along. These critical mistakes were my own fault, and I had no one to blame but myself.

      My head felt fuzzy. Maybe if I took a little walk, I would be able to clear my mind and muster up the strength to keep pressing forward. But in what direction? That was the missing link. The key to the rebellion base camp’s location was like a loose screw in my head, a puzzle piece that I couldn’t snap back together to make a whole.

      My friends must be out here looking for me by now, or at least, that was the hope. I pictured Sophia, trying to rally the others and persuade them to charge into the wilderness to scoop me out. She was so beautiful and pure at heart. There was not a malicious bone in her entire body, and she fought for the rights of all shifters. She would never leave anyone behind.

      She had told me once before that she felt eternally grateful to me and my friends for rescuing her, taking her under our wing and saving her from a broken leg. I knew that dancing was her whole life. She hadn’t danced for any of us, not even herself, in so long. It made me sad to think that she didn’t have time to release her stress on a hobby that brought her immense levels of joy.

      I never wanted to see the fire inside of her die. I wanted her to be able to enjoy a life of things that brought her pleasure. She was the one constant that would keep me going. I began walking with a purpose, determined to find that rebellion camp and reunite with Sophia once again.

      I smiled as I imagined running my hands through her soft, silky hair. I wanted to feel her warm breath on my cheek. I longed to shower her inner thighs with sensual kisses and see the pulsing throb of her engorged clitoris. I felt my cock growing stiff and chubby as I vividly pictured Sophia’s back arched and her mouth open as breathy moans escaped from her throat.

      She had her legs wrapped around my waist and her thighs pressed up against my torso. I rammed her as hard as I could, knowing the goal to hit her G-spot in the most exceptionally perfect way possible.

      But when I heard a bloodcurdling scream echo off in the distance, my private and naughty thoughts vanished in an instant. I was no longer sensually enchanted. I was jolted back to a reality I didn’t want to be in. I was still lost in the forest.

      The scream that had burst through the air several seconds ago had sounded like it had come from a female. My eyes darted left and right, panning the area with increasing paranoia as my vision bounced from tree trunk to tree trunk.

      I looked north and saw what appeared to be a plume of gray smoke rising up through the air like a claw stretching to the sky.

      “A fire?” I said aloud, startling myself with the sound of my own voice. “Who would have started a fire in the middle of the woods?”

      I couldn’t explain it, but there was an unstoppable force residing inside of me that compelled me forward. I started running as fast and as hard as I could, pounding my feet to the dirt.

      I raced in the direction of the smoke, and when I got close enough, I could smell the thick cloud of hot ash and smoky fragrance of burning leaves.

      I heard shouting. It was faint at first, but it slowly became louder as I cautiously approached the area. That’s when I saw my friends, locked in a heated battle with the same Master and his guards that had spotted me in the woods the night before.

      For a split second, my heart swelled with pride that they had come to search for me after all. I had never felt so appreciated than in that moment, but it quickly faded when I realized how much danger that they were in.

      They needed me. Perhaps I could create a diversion. My head was swimming, bogged down with such an enormous influx of thoughts that I couldn’t formulate a single one of them.

      Then I noticed the werewolf and the shifter who had been with the Master. They seemed to be brainwashed in some way, fighting for the Master and with the guards. This made me furious. If they had any power over themselves, they wouldn’t be joining forces with the true enemy. The only real monsters lurking in these woods were the Masters and their soldiers.

      I saw Sophia perched behind a tree. Her black wings were giant and stretched out around her protectively, looking like delicate butterfly wings. I quickly hurtled toward her, making sure not to be seen just yet.

      I knew I would have to go and help my friends, but I wanted to ensure she wasn’t hurt. Her wellbeing was my top priority. Besides, I couldn’t shift, so I wasn’t sure what amount of aid I could give them because they were all in their animal forms.

      The guards were coming at them from every angle as if made no difference to them whether they lived or died. I approached Sophia.

      “It’s me,” I whispered so that she wouldn’t shout out in surprise.

      Sophia looked at me and her jaw dropped. Her eyes were enormous.

      “Cameron?” she whispered back. She gripped my arm, her slender hands ice cold. “Where have you been?”

      “I got lost,” I explained. “I wouldn’t have been able to find my way back to the camp, or to you all, for that matter, but I just happened to hear the shouting and see the smoke. I followed it and it led to you.”

      Sophia ran her fingers through my hair. “Thank God, We’ve been trying to hunt you down all day.”

      I nudged my chin in the direction of Ayden, Blaze and James, who were still locked head to head with the stubborn guards.

      “I see you’ve met up with friends here in the woods in the process.”

      The edges of Sophia’s lips cracked into a smile. I was glad I was able to distract her, even if it was only for a few seconds. Then her eyes darkened and flashed with a grim intent that draped a chill over my mind.

      “I’m the one who started the fire,” she said as her eyes moved over the guards, watching them balefully.

      I pointed to the burning trees. Branches were snapping off and dropping to the ground with noisy thuds.

      “You…caused the fire?”

      Sophia nodded resolutely and stared at me with a flat expression. “Yes.”

      “How…”

      “I used my mind,” she said.

      I knew she was telling me the truth. Her gaze didn’t falter. She didn’t even blink.

      “You burst the trees into flames using nothing but your mind?” I was in awe.

      I was trying to wrap my head around the explanation for that. I didn’t know if I would ever understand. The magic was outside of my realm, incomprehensible.

      “I’ve done things like this before,” she confessed.

      “You’ve started other fires with your mind?”

      Sophia paused and gazed at the battle ensuing. “Yes.”

      “That’s incredible.” I knew that to her I must have sounded thoroughly impressed, because that subtle smile began to peak through her features again.

      “I just concentrate on something and then I can make things happen,” she stated vaguely.

      I eyed the guards who were surrounding Ayden. Ayden had his teeth bared and was aggressively growling at them.

      “Can you do it again?” I glanced back at Sophia. “Can you hurt them?”

      Sophia looked like a vulnerable child as she peered up at me with wide eyes. “I don’t know.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      I clutched her hand and gave it a tender tug to coax her on. “Try.”

      Sophia took a deep breath and concentrated on one guard in particular who was closer to her than the others. After several agonizing seconds, she exhaled sharply with a grunt. She rolled her eyes and huffed with exasperation, leaning back. “I…can’t.”

      “Yes.” I nodded reassuringly. “Yes, you can, sweetheart. I believe in you. I know you can do it. Don’t get frustrated with yourself. Just concentrate and try again.”

      I didn’t add that I thought the rest of our gang needed her because I didn’t want to put that intense pressure on her.

      “Relax your mind. Focus on the guards. Know that I’m with you every step of the way, encouraging you.”

      Sophia took another breath and narrowed her eyes again. She homed in on the same guard as before, this time more intently.

      This time, something substantial did occur. The guard in question lurched backward. His limbs flailed out in jerky, helpless movements. He immediately dropped his sword on the ground. It landed with a plunking sound and the metal blade created a glare.

      Sophia practically squealed with delight. She looked at me and I kissed her lips, feeling the rush of euphoria surge through me at the touch of her mouth on mine.

      “You did it,” I whispered. I rubbed her back adoringly. “Now, do it again. Knock the swords out of those soldiers’ hands, one by one.”

      Sophia seemed to be more inspired than she was when she first started. Her confidence soared and I saw it shimmering in her eyes.

      Just like I had requested, she began to immobilize them with her mind, one at a time. Their swords dropped left and right. They convulsed and their expressions were stunned and full of terror.

      I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing. I watched in awe, knowing that this power Sophia had inside of her mind would take us places. She was our saving grace. In that moment, she was back to being the beautiful dancing swan who had inarguably stolen my heart.
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      I noticed something strange happening with the guards who had been encircling us. They appeared to be twisting, jerking, and dropping their weapons as if they were white hot to the touch. Some of the guards even resorted to crashing to the ground below them.

      “What are you doing, you idiots?” the Master roared with menacing fury in his eyes. “Get up and fight. Take them down.”

      Still in my lion form, I snarled at the guard, taking a few threatening paces in his direction. I barred my teeth maliciously so that he would take the hint to stay back. The Master had some nerve, telling his guards to attack a bear, a jaguar, and a lion all at once. Their plan was clearly failing them, but it wasn’t because of the three of us specifically.

      No, something else ominous was going on with these guards. It was almost as if something was controlling them and their movements. They were like puppets on a string.

      I suddenly remembered that the shifter who had been forced to control the werewolf was around here. Maybe it was him coming to our rescue and serving as our saving grace after all.

      I panned the area and located the shifter in a spot between James and Blaze. I knew that he hadn’t suddenly jumped over to our team. At least, he was clearly still at least pretending to be on the Master’s side. The poor chap probably felt as if his own life would be threatened if he didn’t do exactly what the Master told him to do. The Masters were savvy like that, manipulating the shifters into doing exactly what they wanted, when they wanted it.

      I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing. The guards were acting crazy, more bizarre by the minute. Some of them were running off into nowhere, disappearing behind the trees. Others, who had had death grips on their swords, let them loose as their arms hung limply by their sides.

      A few of them even attempted to climb into the trees.

      In my lion form, I lacked the ability to verbally communicate with my friends, although I could make gestures to them and blink to get their attention, whipping my mane around and roaring ferociously.

      I captured Blaze’s attention first; he was actively swiping huge clawed hands at a few guards who were bold enough to come within his grasp. He was growling aggressively, yet the foolish guards still weren’t backing down.

      I swooped in by his side and belted out an enormous roar of fury. These guards were single-minded, refusing to give up. Rage continued to boil inside of me. I didn’t understand where their confidence was stemming from, but maybe it was because there were more of them than us.

      Yet the guards continued to exude peculiar behavior that didn’t make any sense. Why were they walking around like zombies as if a puppet master had taken control of their minds? I glanced at the Master. He seemed to be cowering in fear, while at the same time, barking orders at his marching soldiers.

      “What are you doing? Why are you dropping your swords?” The veins in his neck bulged as he huddled in a ball in the corner, viciously launching verbal outbursts at his men.

      I looked behind me. James looked as confused as I felt. I turned around, spotting something exceptional.

      Sophia was standing behind a tree, Cameron at her side. She had an intense, penetrative look on her face. Her eyes were narrowed and her long, jet black hair fell down her shoulders like ink.

      Cameron was looking at her as if he was amazed by her. Was she the one behind the curtain, pulling these strings and causing the chaotic disruption of the Master’s guards? I glanced back over my shoulder as they continued to fall apart and dash away, darting through the woods as if they had no real sense of purpose or destination.

      I quickly jogged over to Blaze and James. They were unaware of what Sophia was doing, but I knew she was behind this. Her mind control talents were exceptional. She was taking the time to really work her magic on them. Maybe she was the safety net we always needed but never knew we had — until now.

      I shifted in front of them. “It’s her,” I said, breathing hard. “She’s the one doing this.”

      Blaze and James exchanged a look and then shifted back, now that the guards were dispersing and disappearing in front of our eyes. Even the ones that lingered behind were staring up at the sky, glancing down at the ground, or walking in circles as if their minds had been emptied.

      “What are you talking about?” James quizzed. “Who is doing what?”

      “Sophia,” I said and pointed behind us.

      James and Blaze followed my gaze and their jaws dropped when they saw her. They were clearly stunned too.

      “We need to grab him before it’s too late and he flees,” I said, remembering the Master. He was still crouching behind a tree, trying not to be spotted.

      “I’m on it,” Blaze said, anger flashing in his eyes.

      “Right behind you,” James said.

      They rushed up to the Master and yanked him off his feet in one fluid motion. The Master attempted to resist, but he wasn’t strong enough. James and Blaze looked like they didn’t even have to strain to keep him in their grasp.

      Sophia and Cameron raced up beside us.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      “I saw the fire burning through the woods. I heard shouting. I ran as fast as I could in this direction, and that’s where I found you all here,” Cameron explained.

      “We should get back to the base camp,” I said. I shot a glare at the Master. He was still red-faced and brutish, attempting to squirm away. “We need to bring him with us.”

      “Agreed,” Cameron nodded. “We can’t afford to let him escape.”

      “Maybe we can scare him into talking,” Sophia suggested and looked around the group. “You know? Perhaps we could sweat some information out of him?”

      I gave her a smile and approached her. I clutched her slender hands in mine and then roped my arms around her tiny waist. “You did all this?” I whispered.

      “Yes.” She smiled. “I started the fire too.”

      I couldn’t suppress an enormous grin. “You are incredible.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “But we really should be getting back, don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “I just wanted you to know how inspirational you are.”

      “Exceptional performance from a beautiful swan,” Cameron said, marveling at her with a look of admiration.

      Sophia practically danced all the way back to the camp. It was wonderful to see the delight back on her features, the confidence back in her posture. She was a gorgeous swan who was meant to dance through life and light up the world with her talents and magical capabilities. She was in an elite league of shifters and we needed to count ourselves lucky to be basking in the glowing radiance of her presence.

      Once we reached the edge of the camp, I breathed a sigh of relief to see that all was still in order. There didn’t appear to be any disruptions. People moved about the camp as if they were none the wiser about what had just taken place in the heart of the woods. We had been in the trenches, but now, we were back to being with the large group. I felt safe again.

      “Stop here,” I instructed the others. “I need to go warn Otto and Leo first. Maybe they can convince Ralph to let this scum in our camp as a prisoner.”

      I glared at the Master. His head was hanging down and his robes were caked in dirt. How the mighty appeared to be falling fast and hard.

      “Good idea,” James nodded.

      I was surprised that I wasn’t met with more protest, but I knew that I needed to go quickly. They couldn’t hold him forever. We needed to bind him, tie him to a post with rope, and keep our own guards watching over him at all times to make sure he didn’t try to pull the wool over our eyes.

      I found Leo and Otto relatively quickly and brought them up to speed about the <aster and how we caught him relatively easily thanks to Sophia’s help. If she hadn’t used her mind control abilities on those guards then we might not be in this situation right now.

      I raced back to the others with Otto, Leo, and Ralph in tow. I could tell by the excitement on their faces that they had been waiting for something thrilling like this to happen.

      “I can’t wait to get a good look at the bastard up close,” Ralph said, squeezing his hands together while cracking his knuckles.

      “You aren’t going to kill him, are you?” Leo looked worried.

      “Not before I torture him first.” Ralph’s twisted grin both haunted me and fired up my senses.

      As we approached the others, I saw the Master was slouched over. His head hung loosely. His arms were slack.

      “What happened to him?” I asked and looked at Blaze and James, still holding onto him.

      “I punched him in the face.” Cameron beamed proudly.

      “Why?” I looked among the group.

      “He wouldn’t shut the hell up,” James said. “We were losing our grip on him.”

      “I had to take matters into my own hands,” Cameron said.

      I chuckled. “Nice.”

      “I want a crack at him too.” Ralph lunged toward the master with his arm extended over his head, fist balled. A look of sheer venom was etched onto his icy features.

      “Let’s get him tied up first,” Otto suggested.

      Ralph halted and gave his friend a pondering look. “All right. I can get on board with that. We can see what he knows, where other Masters might be hiding.”

      “He’ll never talk,” I said, glaring directly at the Master, who was still knocked out cold.

      “He will if we torture him long enough,” Cameron said with an aggressive scowl.

      James and Blaze shoved the Master in the back with a jab of their knees. “Get moving,” they snarled as the Master grunted in pain.

      “We can move him to the recreational area in front of my tent,” Ralph suggested. “We have some posts from some extra tents that we can set up and tie him to. I think we have some extra rope too.”

      I nodded. “Perfect.”

      We got the Master set up. He was still limp, hanging off the makeshift post like a lifeless doll.

      “Tell me where you come from,” Ralph said, crouching down to the Master’s level so that he could see his hidden face, cast in shadows.

      The Master said nothing.

      “Tell me your name,” Ralph said, his voice laced with rising impatience.

      The Master didn’t lift his head, but simply let out a bitter laugh.

      Ralph spit in his face. “Don’t patronize me, you piece of shit.”

      The Master finally switched his gaze to Ralph and pursed his lips into a cynical smirk. “I’m not telling you anything.”

      “Do you want to live?” Otto stepped in beside Ralph.

      The master let out another atrocious laugh. He had half moon dark circles under his eyes and looked as if he hadn’t slept in a number of days. He wasn’t willing to crack yet, but it was still possible to wear him down to a bawling nub if we exercised patience.

      Otto yanked a fistful of the master’s hair and pushed his face right up next to his, so that they were almost nose to nose.

      “You are a feisty one, ain’t you boy?” Otto said, narrowing his eyes to inspect the dark-haired Master.

      The master exposed a full set of white teeth. He looked boastful about the fact that he was getting a rise out of the leaders of this rebellion camp. He said nothing. He didn’t back down. No matter what type of intimidation we threw at him, he didn’t crack. He wasn’t baited by the threats in any capacity.

      “We need a new tactic,” I muttered to Leo. “This one isn’t working.”

      “We aren’t going to let you go until you talk,” Leo said to the Master in response to my suggestion. “You will be exposed to the elements, to torment, the works. You can make it easier on yourself if you just do what we say. Otherwise, you can suffer. It makes no difference to us either way.”

      The Master gave Leo a menacing stare. “Do you really think I believe anything you tell me? I was dead before I even stepped foot into your camp.” He turned his gaze away from the group.

      “We need to keep him here until we can figure out what to do with him then,” Ralph said gruffly.

      “Wait…” Sophia said and suspiciously scanned the group.

      “What is it, baby?” I gently stroked her back.

      “The werewolf and the shifter?” She craned her neck, glancing in the direction of the woods. “The ones who were with him?” She pointed to the Master. “They’re gone.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “We can’t worry about that right now,” I told her and tried to be consoling about it. “One problem at a time, right?”

      She looked resilient as she shot a fiery glance at the Master. “You’re right. One hoop to jump through at a time.”

      The wonder of perseverance shimmered in her eyes and kept me going. She was the golden ticket to winning this war. She was going to end up being the heart of this entire operation. I was willing to bet my life on it.
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      I was lying in my tent on the sheets, staring out into space. My mind was blank. I didn’t want to think. I wanted to clear my head and pretend that the Master we had taken from the woods wasn’t tied to a post less than a hundred yards from me. I was unsettled about the lack of a plan, and I prayed that the others would figure something out soon.

      After I had been by myself for a while, letting my thoughts fester, Ayden and James stepped through the slit in the tent opening. They stared at me with handsome curiosity.

      “Is everything all right in here?” James asked and glanced around the enclosed space, visibly smiling when he realized that I was alone and undisturbed.

      “As good as it can get, I suppose,” I said and let out a sigh as I sat up.

      I roped my hands around my legs and tucked my knees up to my chest, rocking back and forth: a self-soothing tactic I had learned years ago.

      “How are you feeling?” Ayden sat down and crisscrossed his legs, sitting directly in front of me.

      He studied me as if I was a patient and he was the therapist, ready to dissect my troubles.

      I inhaled deeply and frowned, staring at my knees instead of looking at him. “I’m…hanging in there.”

      “You were amazing back there,” Ayden admitted. “In the woods. The way you controlled the guards like that? It was exceptional to say the least.”

      “Yeah.” James nodded and sat next to me. He wove his arm across my shoulders. “You got us out of that mess. We never would have been able to do it without you. It could have been catastrophic.”

      “Thanks.” I chuckled humbly, still unable to look at them because I was afraid of becoming too emotional. I needed to stay reserved for as long as I could.

      It was important to me that they saw the tough exterior and not the crumbling inside of me that was turning to mush. I knew how to switch off my emotions like a lamp. I did it for years with Thom, and I could continue to do it now and forever if I had to.

      “No, seriously.” Ayden had a thoughtful expression on his face. He leaned up and looked at me with a smile. “You have all these hidden talents springing up—”

      “Oh,” I interrupted with a chuckle. “I don’t know about all that…”

      “Then what would you call the thing you did back there?” James’s eyes locked on mine, inquisitiveness swimming within his irises. “That mind control thing?”

      “I can’t explain it,” I said, which was more or less the truth.

      Ayden and James gawked at me as if that weren’t a valid answer.

      “Have you practiced it a bunch of times?” Ayden asked.

      “Not really.” I answered with a casual shrug to try and downplay the ability. “I just concentrated on the trees and they caught fire.”

      “Were you thinking about fire?” James asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “I was imagining the fire igniting within the heart of the tree and sending a glorious blaze around it that would be a distraction. I focused on the leaves and the branches and vividly pictured them in a fiery inferno.”

      Ayden and James continued to stare at me as if they were in awe of what I was saying, even though I didn’t feel any different than I normally did.

      “And the guards?” Ayden leaned in even closer to me so that our faces were only a few inches apart.

      “Yes, them too.” I acknowledged. “I pictured them dropping their swords to the ground with absentminded and distracted expressions on their faces and fog in their brains.”

      “Well, it worked.” James chuckled and exchanged a glance with Ayden, shifting his weight.

      “Indeed, it did,” Ayden said and nodded assertively, focusing his attention back to me. “Have you have done this before?” he asked.

      I swallowed hard and paused, concentrating my attention on a butterfly hovering around outside of the tent walls that I could see through the open flap.

      “I have started a fire before,” I whispered quietly. “Yes.”

      “You seem like you’re ashamed of it,” Ayden said and cupped his masculine, warm hand over mine.

      I finally found enough bravery to look him in the eye. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “You should be insanely proud.” Ayden inspected me as if he was trying to figure out why I wasn’t reacting with more excitement. “None of us can do stuff like that.”

      I wrinkled my forehead. “You can’t? But you’re shifters too.”

      “That doesn’t mean that we were born with such a remarkable gift,” James said with chagrin.

      “It’s not like I can do it on a whim,” I said.

      “That’s what it looked like to me out there,” Ayden said with a gentle smile that triggered my desire.

      It was as if his handsome blue eyes pierced an arrow of lust and love directly into my heart. I didn’t want to talk about had happened in the woods anymore. I wanted their full-blown attention. I wanted to release the sensuality I was feeling. I wanted to pour out my soul and display my affections for them.

      Unfortunately, James and Ayden weren’t yet on the same page as me.

      “We can use your talents to our advantage.” James furrowed his eyebrows in concentration as he stared at me. I could almost see the gears working in his brain.

      “What do you mean?” I said.

      “Yes,” Ayden exclaimed animatedly. “I agree with you one hundred percent.

      “Use me?” I didn’t like the way they phrased it, even if they had looks of adoration on their faces.

      “Not like that.” Ayden shook his head.

      I absorbed their affectionate gazes, wanting to keep the picture of their faces in my mind’s eye for as long as time would allow.

      “Then what?” I asked, inspecting them and searching their eyes for depth and meaning.

      James and Ayden exchanged a glance and then looked at me, breathing in deeply.

      “Well,” James began, “we think that your mind control abilities are a great way for us to defend ourselves, as well as the rebellion camp as a whole.”

      “Really?” I sat up straight, feeling zealous now. “You think that I have the internal resources to protect all of us?”

      “That’s right.” Ayden nodded. I saw only sincerity flickering in his eyes as he poured out a handsome smile to snatch up my heart and run with it.

      Ayden cupped my hand in his and stroked my arm. He was so nurturing. “We can use your talents to our advantage to tear down the enemy. We have now witnessed the substantial impact it can make.”

      “There was this one time…” I said, licking my lips. I was getting excited and gaining confidence. Perhaps I wasn’t the ugly duckling I’d been led to believe.

      “Yeah?” James and Ayden looked at me as if they were hanging on the edge of their seats.

      “Thom had tied me up,” I continued. “There was an emergency of some kind upstairs. He got distracted by it and left me tied to the bed by these ropes. I got out of them…using my mind.”

      I peered up at the pair to gauge their reactions.

      “How did you do it?” James asked. His stare didn’t waver.

      “I concentrated just like I did in the woods,” I said. “I imagined the ropes turning to dust and falling off my wrists.”

      “And…it happened? You made them fall off?” Ayden asked.

      “They disintegrated into nothing,” I said. “I got loose.”

      “Did you have hell to pay for it later?” Ayden asked with a grimace.

      “Yeah…” I trailed off and focused on his knuckles. His fingers were still interlocked with mine.

      I didn’t want to think about that right now. I lifted my gaze and looked at both of them. The shapes of their faces turned blurry as warm tears began to well in my eyes.

      “All my life…I’ve been told I was different, that I was not like everyone else. I’ve felt like an outcast, even among my own kind.”

      A terrible lump formed in my throat and felt like a pebble that had gotten stuck there. A giant brick weighed heavy in my stomach.

      “You aren’t an outcast, sweetheart,” James whispered and ran his fingers through my hair.

      I absolutely loved it when the guys played with my hair. It was so sensual, so intimate. I didn’t feel like damaged goods when I was with them. They made me feel like melting into a puddle of lust.

      “You are special, someone to be admired,” Ayden added.

      “Thank you.” I gave them each a private look of desire. “You really help me feel better when I need it the most.”

      Ayden squeezed my hand and let out a soft laugh. “That’s what we’re here for.”

      “You have helped us tremendously to overcome our own challenges,” James admitted with a fond expression.

      I looked at him. “Like what?”

      He had a flirty grin on his face. “Like…sexual stuff.”

      I couldn’t help but return his infectious smile. “Yeah?”

      I wanted him to keep talking about sexy things.

      “That’s right,” he confessed. “I am progressing immensely. I was a broken shifter who had been abused by a Master. Don’t forget that you are not alone. You were never alone.”

      “That’s reassuring to hear,” I said.

      “I don’t want to be blindfolded during sex anymore,” he said. “I don’t need it. I want to be able to look at your beautiful body while I run my hands all over it. I want to gaze deep into your eyes and watch your facial expression changing as you reach orgasm.”

      A tingle began to surge between my legs and I felt my panties dampen with arousal. This conversation was a major turn on.

      “Keep talking,” I grinned.

      I glanced down at Ayden’s pants and saw a bulge of longing growing there. It made my heart pound with excitement to know I was the reason for his own arousal.

      “I don’t need to be tied up now,” Ayden said. “I want to be able to use my hands to touch you and enjoy the pleasure I get by putting my hands on every surface of your gorgeous body.”

      “Thanks,” I said and nibbled on my bottom lip.

      “I especially don’t want to be tied up now that I know the story of how your Master did it to you.” There was a melancholy tone in Ayden’s voice.

      “Yeah.” I nodded somberly. “Those aren’t good memories.”

      “Let’s help you forget them now,” James said and leaned in closer to me. “Let’s wash away the pain and darkness of your past.”

      He pressed his lips to mine with a kiss that made fireworks pop in the sky. I saw my world light up before my eyes. I parted my lips and kissed him back with vigor and passion.

      I felt a swell of desire run from my head down to my toes. He raked his hands through my hair and nibbled on my neck while I gently scratched my nails up and down his back.

      Ayden wanted to get in on the action too. I saw him lean in as well, readjusting himself to get closer to me. He reached his hand between my legs and began swirling a circle of pleasure around between the slit of my pussy. It drove me crazy. I instantly began to moan, biting on James’s lips as Ayden brought me to the brink of ecstasy.

      I felt their burning need through the blazing touch of their fingertips on my skin. They began to simultaneously undress me. When all three of us were naked, we just stared among each other, absorbing the true magic and intimacy of the moment.

      My heart pounded in unison with theirs. I was breathing heavily now, caught in the full swing of passion. The chemistry poured out of our souls and buzzed around the room as the guys each took turns fondling my breasts and stroking my clit with their fingers.

      My moans and cries of pleasure began to intensify along with the sensational bliss of their touch. I appreciated the closeness we shared, even as a threesome. The guys seemed to take delight in being able to share me. There wasn’t an ounce of jealousy or animosity flowing through the tent to corrupt our pleasure.

      James reached behind him to zip the tent flap in order to enhance the privacy of our naughty little game. I hoped that the gesture would be enough to give us some undisturbed ecstasy and ensure a dose of maximum pleasure.

      “I now know that I can appreciate the closeness between us if I can see you,” James groaned into my ear. “Now I know what I’ve been missing this entire time.”

      “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” I beamed.

      “Yes.” He showered kisses on my neck as Ayden planted them on my naked breasts.

      “I want you both to fuck me at the same time,” I moaned.

      “I would love that.” Ayden’s eyes dazzled with excitement.

      “Are you okay with anal?” James asked. “I don’t have any lube, but I can lick my fingers and stroke them inside of you to wet the area.”

      “I love that idea,” I said and smiled at his suggestion.

      Ayden continued to caress my clitoris, bringing my vagina an ample amount of pleasure. I could feel how engorged I was. I felt my outer pussy lips swelling and throbbing with desire. I couldn’t wait for these sexy men to fill up my holes with their giant cocks.

      James wiggled his finger around in my backside hole, giving me a new sensation of pleasure that I hadn’t been expecting. Then he became generous as he pushed two, then three fingers in.

      “I’m just getting you ready,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll go slowly. I won’t hurt you. I can promise you that.”

      “I’m prepared for this amazing anal,” I said, and we all laughed.

      I was going to cum soon just from Ayden’s fingers sliding up and down my wet clitoris. It was a whole different sensation of pleasure to have him rubbing my pussy while James finger fucked me anally.

      After a few minutes, I lost all control. I let go of the pleasure that was building inside of me and let it erupt like a geyser. I came with passion. I arched my back and moaned, relishing the guys’ fingers inside of both my holes as I climaxed.

      As soon as I had finished and was recovering, James began to smear some of my warm and juicy cum into my asshole to lubricate it naturally. He slid his fingers inside of me again and pushed a little, wiggling them around.

      “I think I have it wet enough now,” he said. “Your cum dripping down from your pussy to your asshole helped act as a natural lube.”

      “Good,” I breathed out sensually. I was completely relaxed now, ripe and ready to feel the flood of their girth push up inside of me.

      “I’ll go first while its open,” James said.

      Ayden nodded. “I’ll slide in from the front once you are comfortable and give me the green light.”

      “Okay,” I affirmed with an engaging smile.

      James pushed the tip of his pulsing cock into my puckered asshole. I gasped as he filled me.

      “Does it hurt?” he asked in a concerned voice.

      “No.” I shook my head to coax him along. “It feels amazing. Just go…slowly.”

      “Of course, baby,” he purred into my ear.

      Little by little, with sexy grunts, James maneuvered his way into my asshole. He did it in sections with tiny thrusts to keep me satisfied and craving more of him inside of me.

      “It feels so weird, but in a wonderful way,” I moaned, gripping the sheets in front of me as I sat on James’s lap, facing away from him. I began to grind my hips in unison with his. Once we found a rhythm and a technique that felt good to me, I nodded to Ayden.

      “Okay. I’m ready for you now.”

      “Great.” He looked eager and hungry for me as he filled up my vagina with his massive cock from the front.

      I was sandwiched in between the two gorgeous guys as they thrust together, one in the front and one from behind. I moaned as Ayden grabbed my breasts and squeezed them while James squeezed my ass cheeks from behind. He pulled on my hair a little too, enhancing the pleasure for me.

      I bounced up and down on James’s lap as Ayden slid in and out of me with ease. Ayden pressed his chest to mine, and I leaned back to feel James’s skin on mine too. I felt their pounding heartbeats.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed to cum again. It felt incredible to have both of my holes being torn apart by them in the most fantastic way possible.

      I let out a moan of bliss. James followed shortly after. I felt the explosion of his cum as he unloaded it into my tight little asshole.

      Ayden wasn’t far behind. Since we had forgotten all about sheathing on a condom in the height of the passion, he pulled out of me at just the right moment. He exploded his hot seed all over my belly, giving me sensational warmth.

      I was hot and sticky, covered in their cum. James’s cum oozed and dripped out of my asshole. My own cum seeped out of my pussy. Once we had recovered a little, the guys began to clean me off with a damp cloth to get the stickiness off of me.

      “That was amazing,” I said, still panting hard and feeling like jelly after ten minutes.

      “You are a wonderful lover,” James whispered and kissed my cheek.

      Ayden kissed my lips tenderly. “Thank you for that fantastic fun, baby.”

      I couldn’t help but feel euphoric at their attention. I took solace in keeping my hope alive that we could have more of these private times together in a world where we would be able to feel safe and secure.
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      I felt Sophia’s burning gaze on me before I even looked at her. When I finally turned my head and saw the compassionate way that she was staring at me, I felt like I was going to be a dam bursting before long.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said in a serious tone with a grave expression on her face.

      I chuckled and pushed a twig into the dirt, raking it around to make circular shapes in the ground. “You do?” I peered up at her, squinting in the reflective light of the late afternoon sun.

      “Yes.” She nodded proudly.

      She exhaled a delicately feminine sigh that made my insides feel warm and melty. She roped her hand over my waist and pressed me closer to her as we both gazed out at the horizon of mountainous woods. They seemed to stretch on for miles, going beyond what we could see, extending on forever.

      “What am I thinking then?” I tossed her a playful, sideways smirk.

      Her smile was ethereal and poised. Her eyes looked wise, as if she harbored an enormous library of wisdom in her mind.

      “You don’t feel safe here,” she said. I noted sorrow in her voice.

      I looked at her and really studied her features. Her ivory skin was compelling. Her silky black hair was gorgeous and smooth as a lake, when the water on the surface remained untouched like glass.

      “At the camp?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She nodded but didn’t look at me. She just kept staring straight ahead.

      “Maybe a little.” I admitted.

      She looked at me and narrowed her eyes. “You don’t feel safe anywhere.”

      I chuckled ironically. “Do you?”

      “No.” There wasn’t a trace of humor in her features.

      “So?” I asked. “What should we do about that?”

      She let out another profound sigh. “Honestly, I’m not really sure right now.”

      I smiled. “Me either.”

      She hugged me tightly to her body again. I felt a strong bond to her because I was the one who found her in the river and saved her on that fateful day back at the bunker.

      “Doesn’t it feel like it was a million years ago that we met?” I asked.

      Sophia chuckled softly and looked at her knees. “Yeah. A little bit.”

      The gentle breeze fluttered through her hair. She was so beautiful and peaceful looking in that precise moment.

      She glanced up at me and searched my eyes with a heartwarming expression. She was enchanting to my senses.

      “I’m so grateful that you found me.”

      “Me too.” I gave her a humble smile and reached over to stroke her soft cheek.

      “We definitely have a spiritual connection. Don’t you think?” She gave me an expectant gaze.

      “I would be lying if I said no,” I said with another smile aimed to penetrate her heart with desire and passion.

      She looked satisfied with my answer, as if it vindicated the way she privately felt inside. I wanted to spend an eternity with her, and even that didn’t seem like it would be long enough to quench my thirst for her.

      I took her tiny, slender hand and cupped it over my massive, grizzly one.

      “Just because I don’t feel safe doesn’t mean you shouldn’t,” I whispered. “I will always protect you.”

      She gave me a confident smile, lifting her chin. “I know.”

      I felt like the look in her eyes was gracious. My head was swimming with yearning for her that I couldn’t suppress. I leaned in and kissed her. When I pulled away, she looked sad.

      “Did you not like my kiss?” My heart pounded.

      “I loved it,” she admitted. “It’s just…you seem angry and resentful. I can see it reflecting in your eyes.”

      “It’s not directed toward you,” I quickly told her.

      “Don’t forget, I lost my family too,” she reminded me.

      I nodded. “I know.”

      “You will find your family again one day. At least you know that they are still out there somewhere. That will help you keep the hope alive.”

      I shifted my weight on the log we were sitting on. “I try my best.”

      She patted my knee. “I was an only child. I have always wondered what it would be like to have siblings.”

      “It’s overrated,” I laughed, aiming to point the conversation in a more lighthearted direction.

      Sophia chuckled. “Is that so?”

      “There’s a lot of competition going around,” I said with a shrug. “But what I wouldn’t give to have a friendly row with my brothers…”

      Sophia paused to study me. She had a half smile on her face. “We can play if you want.”

      I grinned. “Are you feeling frisky?”

      She laughed. “I always am.”

      I nodded. “You’ve got that right.” I shot her a saucy wink. “But just so you know, I love it.” I gently bumped shoulders with her as we sat close.

      “At least we still have our sense of humor,” she said. Her demeanor was peaceful.

      “We have that, and we have you, most importantly,” I said.

      She frowned and gazed at me curiously. “Are you talking about my magical abilities?”

      “I am.”

      She seemed sad again. “I feel like everyone is overselling me.”

      “And I feel like you are selling yourself short,” I countered.

      She smiled, but her features were melancholy.

      “We can practice some drills if you want,” I suggested in a tender tone.

      She shook her head. “No. I wouldn’t want to alarm anyone at the camp.”  A little sheepish chuckle escaped her lips. “I know that sounds kind of odd but, I’m a little tired…”

      “That’s fine. I can understand it. We’ve been through a lot.” I didn’t want to press her because I was afraid that she might walk away or become exasperated. She looked like she didn’t want to be pushed.

      I was desperate to cling to her and keep our conversation humming right along. She was so engaging and talking to her was intoxicating.

      She let out a contented sigh and rested her head on my shoulder. I loved it when she nestled up beside me like that. I couldn’t get enough of the warmth that her body radiated next to me.

      I began stroking her inner thigh until she began moaning delicately.

      “Do you like it when I rub you like this?” I whispered in her ear and kissed her cheek softly.

      “Mm-hm,” she whispered back with a sexy smile spread across her lips.

      “I want to taste you,” I said, suddenly yearning to put my head between her legs.

      I felt better now that we had had an important conversation about how the past could help solidify a brighter future for us. It made me feel better to keep the faith alive that my family was still out there somewhere, perhaps looking for me as diligently as I was searching for them.

      Now, being here, watching the sunset with Sophia, was as poetic and romantic as it could get. The setting was picture perfect. The world was painted with warm orange glows as the day settled into dusk. The gentle breeze became cooler and the trees began to send playful, dancing shadows swaying across the grass.

      “Mm….” Sophia sighed blissfully. “That feels so good, Blaze.”

      I loved it when she whispered my name. Her eyes were enchanting and she practically purred as I stroked her inner thighs. She was ready. I could see it in her lust-glazed eyes.

      “I want you to forget everything that makes you feel scared,” I whispered in her ear and nibbled on her earlobe.

      She gave me a whimsical smile. “Well, it’s working, sexy boy.”

      I pushed her legs open and savored in the sensational way she gasped with pleasure already. I helped her wiggle out of her pants and tossed them aside once I had rolled them down to her ankles. Her bare thighs were quivering in anticipation of me touching her. It made me feel powerful and generous all at once. I felt the throbbing rod in my own pants stand at attention, erect and engorged with desire that only she could fulfill.

      “I can’t wait to put my mouth on this beautiful pink slit between your legs,” I said.

      Sophia’s gaze was tantalizing. She was incredibly sexy. Her slender thighs were hued in a wonderous burnt shade from the glow of the beautiful sunset. There were magnificent shadows cascading across her wonderous face that made her look both innocent and mysterious at the same time.

      I began to kiss the outer edges of her thighs, slowly working my way to the amazing pink slit between them. It was perfect and swollen, pulsing with desire for me. She was already ripe and glistening.

      I couldn’t wait to graze my tongue gently across her throbbing clitoris, using slow and delicate motions to drive her crazy and to sexually torture her with ecstasy in all the right ways, sending her into a dreamy frenzy.

      It was going to feel incredible, an amazing sensation for both of us. She arched her back and I felt her tense with expectant pleasure as my mouth made contact with her juicy goodness.

      It was fantastic to explore her this way, to hear her moan. She raked her hands through my hair and tugged on it a little, a simple, yet enjoyably sexy motion that also sent a tingle of pleasure running through my veins.

      I craved her sensual moans. The way she opened her mouth and practically purred with ecstasy from the way I was showering her pussy with kisses was so hot. I swirled my tongue around in concentric circles around on her clitoris.

      I relished in the way it pulsed. I could practically feel her heartbeat as the blood throbbed through her sensitive private areas. The more aroused she became, the wilder she moaned. She dug her nails into my back and squeezed her thighs together, pressing them tightly to the sides of my head.

      She snaked her arms around my torso and buried her heels into my back. I continued to flick her clitoris with my tongue while I pushed one finger inside of her. She gasped, a breathy sound of ecstasy that made my head spin with euphoria.

      I loved going down on her. It was partially to bring her pleasure, and partially because I felt the intense need to pay her back for all the emotional support that she had brought me since wondrously bursting into my life in the first place.

      Sophia was a goddess of love and I knew that she wanted nothing more than to spread her peace to other shifters of the world. But I also knew that it wasn’t limited to only shifters. She had a bone to pick with the Masters and the guards, sure.

      She wanted them gone as much as the next person, but I knew that she wished we could live in a perfect world where the shifters and the humans could carry on harmoniously. No one wanted to fight anymore. The shifters didn’t want to be the slaves. They wanted to be equal, but until we had filtered out the corruption, it could never be that way.

      That’s why I appreciated these magical moments between us, where we could embrace our sexual desire for each other and yield to the pleasure that was brought forth by the magnetic chemistry between us.

      I felt Sophia’s body tense and then her muscles began to contract. I knew that she was climaxing. A guttural cry of elation escaped her lips and flooded my eardrums with a sensory overload of bliss.

      I held her hips in place as she came. She was so sexy when she moaned during orgasm. I was proud of myself for bringing her to orgasm in the first place and that she wanted me to touch her in such a private way with my mouth and tongue.

      When I came up for air a few seconds later, I stared deep into her eyes, appreciating the afterglow of ecstasy still remaining on her face. Her features were etched in relaxed paradise.

      “Thank you so much,” she whispered, still panting hard.

      I felt myself beaming. “You’re welcome, sweetheart. You are the sunshine in my life bringing me brightness during the day, and you are the magnificent beauty of the moonlight at night that brings me peace and comfort.”

      At my words, Sophia draped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly to her warm and feminine body. We cradled each other for several minutes, just sitting there in silence as we observed the world around us.

      Mother Nature could be brutal, but it was still gorgeous. Sophia reminded me of Mother Nature in so many ways. I knew I had to hold on tight to her, because I needed her more than I could ever admit in words.
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      I woke up in the middle of the night to the sounds of feet shuffling in the nearby distance and the shouting of men. At first, I thought I was just having a nightmare, but as I sat up and pinched the sensitive flesh under my wrist, I realized it was reality. I didn’t wake up, because I was already awake. The pain lingered and I rubbed my wrist.

      I didn’t know what to do. The sounds of general unrest continued to echo and float directly to our encased tent.

      More shouting ensued. The noises sounded hostile and angry, almost violent. My breath caught in my throat and suspended there. I couldn’t draw in oxygen, no matter how sharply I attempted to.

      As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw my breath in front of my face. It was chilly in the tent, and the bone-tingling sensation was like ice going through my veins. I couldn’t understand words from the argument. The men were too far away, the voices too muffled. The roaring was terrifying though, because I could sense the animosity in the air, even through the enclosed tent.

      I sat up straight. I was ready to bolt out the flap, but I didn’t want to do it alone. I wanted to investigate and figure out the source and reason for the commotion.

      I felt paralyzed with fear. Something about the situation made me nervous. I felt the aura in the air. It wasn’t right. There was a dangerous problem. I didn’t know what it was yet, but I could sense it, like looking into the purplish-black clouds that brewed in the sky right before the bottom fell out and a torrential downpour began.

      The winds were shifting too. I could smell it in the air. It was a sixth sense that I had within myself. I always had a sense of when something bad was going to happen, even if I had no control over when and where it actually occurred.

      The guys were in the tent with me, all sleeping soundly with their arms and legs tucked underneath themselves due to the cramped space.

      The tent was a decent size, but there were so many of us that we ran out of real estate relatively quickly, stacking on top of one another in order to get comfortable and achieve a decent amount of sleep.

      Honestly, I preferred it that way because I enjoyed the intimacy between us. I longed to feel the closeness of their bodies next to mine and the warmth pouring out of them that made me feel safe.

      But at that precise moment in the tent, surrounded by my sleeping men, it was as if the security I had once gained had been robbed from me like the very breath in my throat.

      Blaze was the first one to stir and blink as he groggily moved around under the sheets. He was connected to me on so many levels. He must have sensed my unsettled feeling. Cameron was out in the woods, undoubtedly roaming and counting down the hours until he could return to us as a normal person once again.

      Blaze accidentally kicked Ayden in the stomach as he adjusted himself to a sitting position.

      “Ouch,” Ayden hissed, clutching his sore belly as he shot a scornful scowl in Blaze’s direction. “Watch it, man. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I’m sorry.” Blaze’s tone was sincerely apologetic. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t see you there.”

      James groaned and stretched, smacking his lips as he let out a yawn. “What are you all griping about now?”

      “Everyone just go back to sleep,” I said, even though my attempt at the order was weaker than the watered-down coffee they served here at the rebellion camp.

      “Why are you awake?” Ayden asked, focusing his attention on me. His eyebrows knitted with paranoia.

      “I…heard some shouting out there.”

      There was no point in hiding it from them now. Before long, they would be able to hear the turmoil outside of the four pitched walls of our tent.

      “Shouting?” Ayden exchanged a confused glance with James, who attempted to peer at his wristwatch, but it was too dark for him to see where the hands fell on the clock.

      Just then, a clamor of animosity ricocheted through the air. The guys exchanged a look of alarm.

      “What the hell is going on out there?”  Blaze sounded as petrified as I felt.

      We were supposed to be safe here at this shifter refugee camp. We had strength in numbers, everybody knew it. But it didn’t make us impenetrable. We had a shield of protection with each other, but it only took us so far. We were still vulnerable.

      Ayden began crawling toward the exit of the tent. When he reached his hand up to unseal the zipper, I extended my own arm.

      “Wait,” I cried.

      “What?” He glanced over his shoulder and peered at me with deep concern.

      “Where are you going?” I whispered.

      “I’m going to investigate what’s going on out there,” he explained. “I’m going to try to find Leo and Otto and make sure they are all right.”

      “I’m going with you,” James said and began moving toward the zipper flap too.

      As soon as Blaze stood up, I lost my cool.

      “You can’t leave me in here all by myself,” I hissed. “What if something happens?”

      They looked at each other, clearly contemplating the next move to make.

      “We won’t stray far,” Ayden finally said after what seemed like an eternal pause.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and exhaled a frustrated huff, making sure they saw my irritation.

      “Don’t worry, baby.” James calmly stroked my cheek. His voice was soothing. “We won’t be gone long. We’re just going to check it out and make sure it’s safe for you. That’s all.”

      He gave me a sensual look that was hard to resist. With his gorgeous eyes and full eyelashes like, he could have told me anything in that moment and I would have agreed.

      “Fine,” I groaned gruffly and rolled my eyes. “If you aren’t back in a half an hour, I’m coming out and searching for all of you.”

      Ayden nodded and gave me a sympathetic smile. “That seems fair enough.”

      I watched them slowly vacate the tent, one by one and as silently as they possibly could. Once James was out, he looked through the tiny slit and met my gaze.

      “Zip it back up, baby,” he whispered.

      I nodded. “I will.”

      But I didn’t follow his instructions. I kept the tent flap partially ajar because I wanted to be able to gauge which direction they were going in, so that if I had to go hunting them down later, at least I would know where to start.

      That was when my eye caught the crystal woman. She was very close to my tent in her own space, staring out into the world with anxious curiosity. I narrowed my eyes and peeked through the unzipped portion of the tent exit and stared at her until she felt my gaze and looked my way.

      As soon as our eyes locked, she unzipped her tent further so that she could wave at me animatedly. She gestured for me to leave my tent and come join her in hers.

      I glanced to my left and right first, making sure that the area was void of any other shifters before I made the leap out of my own tent, hastily zipping it back up before I jumped into the  gap she had made in her tent to allow me access.

      As soon as my entire body had made it into the tent, the woman sized me up, looking me up and down. She made me feel like I was under a microscope, but I wasn’t as uncomfortable in her presence as I probably should have been.

      I didn’t say anything, and for a while, neither did the woman. We just sat beside each other, listening to the noises and the muffled shouts that continued to carry through the wind, reaching our tent in the middle of the rebellion camp.

      I watched her reaction to what was unfolding outside. We couldn’t see anything and could only hear the wind howling. The noises of the men yelling at one another began rise more fiercely. My heart pounded. My mouth felt gritty and dry, like I had just eaten sandpaper with no drink to wash it down with.

      “Pardon me, but do you happen to have any bottles of water reserved and stored in your tent?” I asked the woman, aiming to keep my voice as polite as possible.

      At first, the woman stared at me as if I was speaking a different language. Then, she nodded and reached behind her into a duffel bag. She pulled out a bottle of water. It was tepid, bordering warm, but I took it all the same with a gracious heart.

      “Thank you,” I said and swallowed the liquid down with gratification.

      “You’re welcome,” she said and stared off into space.

      Her bouncy curls created spiraling silhouette-like shadows that fell against her cheeks and temples.

      I noticed that she was wringing her hands in her lap. She was twisting her fingers together, interlocking them nervously. They were trembling ever so slightly. The motion was too minute to detect unless you were acutely observing her.

      “Do you feel it too?” I whispered, leaning in closer as I stared at her expectantly.

      The woman met my gaze and I saw the fear swimming in her eyes. That’s how I knew that I wasn’t the only one with this psychic ability to detect danger and threats that loomed nearby.

      “We should do some enchantments,” she proclaimed.

      “Enchantments?” I shook my head and gave her a sideways glance.

      “Yes.” She sat up straight, at full attention.

      She looked concentrated and poised as if she was about to center herself into another ritual. I patiently waited to see what she would do next. At least I wasn’t alone. Anything was better than waiting for the guys to return by myself.

      I refused to collapse in on myself like a dying star.

      The woman sat with her legs crossed in front of me. She was so close to me, invading my personal space. I didn’t care. I just needed to be with someone, anyone, right now. If I was alone with my thoughts, they would turn dangerously destructive. Things would escalate quickly, and I knew I would begin to tailspin. I didn’t care if the guys wouldn’t approve of me spending time with the mysterious woman.

      To me, she was a token and representation of peace and comfort, something that I was desperate to attain right now until they came back and briefed me on what was happening out there in the midst of the camp.

      The woman scooted a few inches closer to me so that now our knees were touching. She took my hands and began inspecting them as if she were a palm reader.

      Then she began chanting incantations that I couldn’t understand. The language was unfamiliar to me.

      Láttu myrkrið vera kastað út af ljósinu.

      There was one chant in particular, that she began to say over and over, droning it louder and louder each time. Her eyes were closed, but I wanted to know what she was saying. I cleared my throat, hoping that it would jolt her out of her trance.

      It worked. She stared at me with curious, piercing green eyes, just like mine. Gazing at her was like looking into the window of my own soul. I felt the penetrating depth of her hawk-like fixation on me.

      “Pardon me for the interruption,“ I said and cleared my throat again. “But, do you mind sharing with me what you are saying?“

      The woman let go of my hands. I let them hang limply in my lap for a few seconds as I studied her every move.

      She reached over to her crystals and plucked one off of the makeshift shelf she had placed neatly into a tucked away little corner.

      “This one in particular...“ she trailed off as she tapped on it with a red-painted index nail, “is my favorite.“

      “It is?“ I asked, still feeling a little frustrated that she hadn’t explained the meaning of the words she had been chanting before.

      The woman lovingly stroked the one smooth surface on the side of the roseate stone. “This is pink tourmaline,“ she said. “There are healing powers within us all.“

      She held the crystal up above her head.

      Láttu myrkrið vera kastað út af ljósinu, she stated again.

      “Forgive me again," I said. "What does that mean? What you are saying?"

      The woman continued to scrutinize the crystal, rolling it over and over again in her fingers, stroking it as if it was her child.

      “The darkness will be cast out by the light," she said, still not looking at me.

      I didn't know if she was translating what she had just stated in the foreign language, but I still didn't comprehend what she was trying to tell me as it applied to our current situation. She was ethereal as she stared off into space. I wanted to pick her brain. I wanted to submerge myself in her thoughts.

      Why was I so compellingly drawn to her and everything she did? Was it perhaps because I spent most of my life without a mother and my subconscious wanted a maternal force of nature who could protect and guide me? I didn’t have any of the answers I wanted and it was making me feel melancholy.

      “How do you remain stoic when so much madness keeps swirling around us?” I asked after watching her not so much as flinch as more shouting erupted our campsite.

      “They are worried,” she stated abstractly.

      “Who is worried?” I asked with a frown.

      A strong gust of wind began to rattle our tent from the outside. A prickly, tingly sensation sent the hairs on the back of my neck perking up at attention.

      “The leaders of the camp,” she said as if it should have been obvious. She placed the rose stone back in its designated spot on the shelf.

      “Why?” My heart pounded.

      The woman’s pupils dilated. Her eyes searched the room, scanning it as if she were looking for something meaningful.

      “The prisoner,” she said. “He has escaped.”

      I sat up. “Are you serious? How do you know that?”

      The woman locked eyes with me. “He was a Master,” she said. “And now he has escaped right under their noses.”

      “Are you a psychic too?” I asked, not knowing why I felt it necessary to add the ‘too’ to the sentence.

      I wasn’t really sure what to call her, but she was certainly different from the rest of us. I couldn’t judge her for that, and I wouldn’t. In fact, it made me respect her even more.

      “That is what is causing all this disruptive chaos and yelling,” she said. “The men feel vulnerable and threatened.”

      I felt a terrifying tremble rush through my bones and into my center. If what the woman was stating was true, then it meant the Master would know where to find us. We were no longer going to be safe here.
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      The Master had escaped from the rebellion camp, seemingly right in front of our eyes. And now it had been almost twenty-four hours later with no leads.

      Ralph had sent some of his soldiers into the woods looking for the elusive and repulsive Master magician, but as they began to trudge back to the camp with their metaphorical tails tucked between their legs, lashing tempers began to flare.

      I was becoming increasingly agitated myself, because the time for me to shift was rapidly approaching. I was pacing around in a little patch of green space while Otto, Leo, and Ralph argued amongst each other, trying to point fingers and place blame for how this incident could have occurred in the first place.

      “I know it was that other werewolf,” Ayden said and clenched his fists by his sides. “That werewolf and the shifter slave. They’re the ones who let him go in the middle of the night when no one was watching.”

      “That’s the thing, though,” Leo said. “It doesn’t make sense. The guard swears he was watching the Master the whole time. He swears that the rotation of rounds didn’t affect anyone keeping an eye on the Master at the post.”

      “Well, obviously someone isn’t telling the truth,” Ralph said gruffly and slammed his hat onto the ground in a raging fit.

      The last of the soldiers warily approached Ralph with his head tucked down and his hands clamped behind his back.

      “We were unable to…” he trailed off as if he couldn’t stomach telling the rebellion camp leaders the terrible news, “discover the whereabout of the Master at this time.”

      The soldier was young and lanky, a newbie at being on the road, clearly.

      “Damn it!” Otto shouted and threw his arms up in the air with exasperation in his voice. “Now what? We have to find him, or else he will find us.”

      “He knows where we are now.” Leo nodded, glancing around the group with a flicker of apprehension in his eyes.

      “So what?” Ayden shrugged. “There are more of us than there are of them.”

      “We don’t know that,” I said and met Ayden’s gaze.

      He grumbled something inaudible under his breath in response.

      “I still think that we need to figure out where the werewolf and the other slave shifter ran off to,” I said, trying to approach that subject once again.

      “We don’t have proof of their involvement,” James said with chagrin. “They’re probably long gone.”

      “Or are they?” There was hostility in Ayden’s tone, but it wasn’t directed at James, or any of us. He looked like he wanted to start spitting venom. “From the looks of it, when we were fighting the Master and the guards in the woods, they were actively helping them.”

      “Well, we aren’t going to make any progress just sitting and talking about it forever,” Blaze said with a fatigued sigh.

      “I agree.” I nodded and met his gaze.

      The minutes were going by at warp speed from my perspective. It was nearing time for me to shift. Midnight was going to make its presence known in the blink of an eye.

      “We can send more soldiers into the woods in shifts,” Ralph suggested, looking like he was nearing the end of his rope.

      There were dark bags under his eyes and his hair was askew, pointing out in all different directions.

      “I’ll do it,” I said. I worked better alone anyway. They could do what they wanted. Ralph could run his base camp in any way he saw fit, but I didn’t mind volunteering. “I have to go out there anyway.”

      Everyone turned their gazes toward me and stared at me expectantly.

      “Oh, that’s right.” Leo nodded in recognition and pointed a finger at me. “You’re the werewolf guy.”

      “Not the one who caused all the trouble in the first place.” I chuckled anxiously.

      My little dose of lightheartedness didn’t really work with this tough crowd. Everyone just continued to give me a blank stare.

      I didn’t mind being the representative for the whole. I had to wander the woods anyway. I might as well do something productive.

      “I have to shift at midnight,” I explained to those who were unfamiliar with both the concept and my schedule. “I can hunt down the Master. I can sniff him out.” I grinned as if nothing would thrill me more. “And if I catch him, I’ll make sure that this time, he doesn’t get away again.”

      Ayden appreciated my twisted sense of humor. He matched my grin with one of his own. “Hell, yeah!” He began nodding vigorously in agreement.

      The others seemed to be inspired.

      “All right.” Ralph nodded. “You can go and search for him while you do your…werewolf shift.”

      “Great.” I nodded.

      I was used to feeling like the odd man out. Curious looks and intrigued whispers no longer bothered me. It had been my life for years, and it was something that I had learned to endure.

      “Good luck.” James cupped his hand over my shoulder and squeezed, right before giving me a brotherly slap on the back.

      I smiled. “Thanks.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and contemplated whether I should say goodbye to Sophia. As much as I yearned to be by her side, kissing her, touching her, and hugging her close to my body, I knew I didn’t have time for that right now.

      I knew that if I went to her, I would get sucked into the sexual aura that she radiated on a constant basis. It was like a magnet being attracted to its opposite. I craved her in ways that I couldn’t explain.

      I felt the zesty energy she had to offer. Arousal sprung from my gut and blood rushed into the cock hanging between my legs. I took a deep breath. It was time to go. The fantasies would motivate me to succeed and drive me to pursue my goals.

      I wanted to be the hero for her, for everyone, really. I was the outcast, but not for long. I would come back with that damn Master’s head on a spike if that’s what I had to do.

      Everyone mumbled their good luck wishes to me, giving me handshakes and pumping me full of adrenaline. After a few minutes, I charged into the woods without looking back. I had a quest to complete.

      Werewolf shifting was imminent, but it wasn’t time just yet. I stopped to sniff the air. I would be able to follow the Master’s trail better once I shifted, but then I caught a lucky break.

      It was as if the universe was trying to throw me a bone, to give us all a god-wink of assistance. While I was standing there quietly attempting to listen to the mystery of the darkness, I heard a shuffling on the ground nearby.

      I stayed as still as I could, tuning into my surroundings as acutely as possible. The rustling continued. I heard a soft grunt and then someone sucked in a deep breath as if they were wincing in pain.

      The sound was coming from beside me, to the east. I took one step forward and waited, determining whether the motion was going to make a crackling sound on the crunchy leaves below my feet.

      One step at a time, I slowly lumbered toward the quiet grunts and scuffling leaves that faintly trickled through my ears.

      I still couldn’t see the movement, but I heard it, and I knew it had to be a person and not an animal because the sound of the movement was slow.

      Little by little, I inched my way along as if I was trying to skirt across a narrow ledge. I couldn’t afford to slip up and reveal myself. Whoever was in the woods with me wasn’t necessarily worried about being quiet and reserved.

      “Ouch,” I heard a male voice hiss. Then another grunt, and then a squalling sound.

      I didn’t know who I was going to confront, but I moved fluidly toward the sound. I was like a hawk beelining in on my target. It was time to go in for the kill. Whoever was out in these woods didn’t belong here and I was going to expose them, ripping them right from the darkness.

      I swooped around a tree, turning corner at what felt like a hundred miles an hour, and then skidded to a stop in front of a large lump in front of my feet.

      At first, the figure didn’t move. It trembled, but it didn’t lunge at me — or away from me either, for that matter.

      “Who are you?” I asked in a grizzly tone.

      “Pl—please…pl—ease don’t hurt me.”

      The man tucked his arms protectively around his face and began to violently shake from head to toe, still curved in a little defensive ball on a bed of leaves.

      I lifted him up, yanking him by his dress coat. He was fancy, that much was certain.

      “What’s a man like you doing out here all alone in the woods?” I asked as I jerked him to a standing position and then pushed on him a little. He tumbled backward but didn’t fall.

      “I…” the man sputtered and trailed off, looking terrified. His eyes were wild and alarmed as if he were a trapped animal with no escape route.

      “You’re a Master,” I said, more as a statement than a question.

      The man gulped hard and blinked, flickering his gaze down to his boots.

      “So?” I asked, raising my voice a notch or two in order to rattle his cage a little further. “Where is your protection?”

      “My…protection?” he asked, taking a step back from me as I continued to slowly creep closer to him.

      Each time he attempted to widen the gap between us, I narrowed it a little more. I squared my shoulders and stood proud and tall. Even if he hadn’t been hunched over in fear, I would have still towered over him.

      He was not the superior, alpha male here. He never had been, and he knew it. That was why he felt the need to control other shifters and make them his slaves. He needed that control, because the interwoven fabric of everything else in his life was fraying and falling apart by the second.

      “Tell me where your guards are,” I demanded.

      “I don’t…have any guards,” the man said, trembling as he worked himself up for a good sob. His eyes shimmered with tears of dread. His hands were so shaky that he had to place them in his pockets, thus rendering him defenseless if I decided to come out of nowhere and attack him.

      “You’re lying,” I said. “Just like the rest of them.”

      “The rest of who?” the man protested. “I told you. I am alone here in the woods.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Is it because you just escaped the rebellion base camp and you can’t find your guards? Is it because you were interrupted by some shifters you came across in the woods, some of which whom to control your guards and make them act in ways you weren’t expecting?”

      I stood over the man, screaming in his face.

      He refused to look directly at me, but the truth was hiding behind his eyes and giving him away. He was caving emotionally.

      “I know your type,” I said, attempting to keep my dominating position over him. “You think you’re so much better than us. You think you can just be skeevy and weasel your way out of trouble. That’s not going to happen tonight. Not for you. You aren’t one of the lucky ones.”

      “Please…” the man begged again. His features wrinkled and his face twisted in mental anguish.

      “There’s no one out here to hear you pleading for mercy,” I told him with a mocking laugh. “Now, tell me. Who freed you from the rebellion camp? Because they are next on my list.”

      “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      The man attempted to puff out his chest in makeshift pride, but I saw behind his exterior walls. He was crumbling. He was caught and he knew it. He was like a mouse in a maze, just bumping into walls, or in this case, trees. I was the mad scientist who had control over his life, but even I knew my time to get him back to the rebellion camp was coming to an end.

      I glanced at my watch. It was only a few minutes to midnight. I tried to remain calm. I couldn’t reveal my hand to him just yet. If he saw even the slightest hint of weakness in my demeanor then it would be like a rubber band snapping. I couldn’t give him an easy outlet.

      But wait…

      There might be another way to get the man to conform. He was a Master, which meant that he was savvy at manipulation. Could I turn the tables on him instead? I wasn’t necessarily a natural when it came to bartering in a threatening way, but I didn’t exactly have many options at the moment. It was now or never, do or die.

      “Look, asshole,” I said and shoved him, then picked him up again by the collar of his pretentious white shirt. “There’s a new sheriff in town. And it ain’t you, pretty boy. I know your type. You think you’re so high and mighty, the best in the world. You think that we are the scum, and that you are the supreme. I’m here to tell you that the opposite is the real truth.”

      I kept a firm grip on his shirt as we both glowered into each other’s eyes, each waiting for the other to make a move.

      I wanted to spit in his face. I had to resist the temptation. I leaned in closer, so that I could smell his foul, hot breath stinking on my cheek.

      “I’m a werewolf shifter, and I hate to break it to you, man,” I began with a menacing chuckle, “but I’m not the kind of werewolf shifter that you were torturing back there. I’m the big dog type. I’m talking adrenaline and aggression and the whole works.”

      I paused to gauge his reaction. His lips were pursed, but his eyes were swimming with fright.

      I was getting in his head and planting roots, and I loved it. My plan was working. I only had a few more minutes to pull it off.

      “At the stroke of midnight, I’m going to shift. This is not something that I chose for myself, but I too had to once succumb to a Master who forced another shifter to put the curse on me. It was the ultimate betrayal by another shifter, but I have always known in my heart that the true culprit was the Master.”

      “What does this have to do with me?” The Master attempted to feign innocence. “I hardly committed a crime here. It wasn’t me pulling the strings.”

      “No.” I shook my head and leered at him. “Maybe not this time, but you can’t tell me you don’t have blood on your hands.”

      The man glared at me and refused to say anything further.

      “If you don’t tell me where the rest of your crew is hiding out, then I’m going to maul you alive as soon as I turn.”

      I said it in as intimidating a tone as I could muster. I knew that he was on the fence based on the contorted way his face moved, as if he was contemplating whether or not I was bluffing. I was patient. I would bully him until he cracked all the way.

      “Trust me,” I added. “It’s not going to feel good when I rip you limb from limb.”

      The Master shuddered and glanced over his shoulder.

      “What are you looking at back there?” I jolted his face back toward me. “There’s nothing out there to save you, old man. Just darkness and disorder.”

      But then the inevitable began to happen, and the sharpened pain began to acutely stab at me, like a thousand little needles being imbedded into my skin. I knew what that meant. I let out a roar of searing pain that soon turned into a bellowing howl of a werewolf in trouble.

      Tufts of fur began to sprout from my shirt and speckle all over my arms and legs and chest. I let out an angry groan. I had no choice but to release the Master. The pain was significant. I was suffering and in agony.

      As soon as I let go of the Master, he bolted. He fled as if his life depended on it, because honestly, it did. I fell to my knees as my gut twisted. I let out one last enormous howl.

      By the time I was able to look up again without the blinding pain blurring my vision, the Master was long gone, faded into the black void of the mountainous forest.
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      The tension among the shifters in the rebellion camp continued to rise to near boiling points.

      I couldn’t explain it, but I had an eerie feeling about most everyone at the camp. I was unsettled and found myself pacing around outside the tent while everyone else was trying to get some rest. I didn’t mind the chill in the air. The nippiness helped clear my mind of the heat that was burning me from the inside out.

      It was no use. After a while, I still felt like a furnace on the brink of a fiery explosion. I unzipped the tent and climbed inside, surprised to see that Blaze, Ayden, and James were all awake, sitting there talking.

      Part of me felt resentful that they hadn’t included me in their conversation, but as I stared deep into their eyes and was met back with fondness and comfort, I calmed down a little. I was still sizzling over the fact that the Master had escaped right under our noses, but I knew I wasn’t alone in that.

      We needed a saving grace. We needed something profound and wonderous to happen to break the clouds and help us see the light of day once again.

      It was the middle of the night. Cameron had left to go searching for the escaped Master some time ago. I couldn’t help but worry for him and his wellbeing. My mind couldn’t stop replaying terrifying visions of him being slain in the darkness, alone in the cold.

      As if reading my thoughts, James spoke to me. “Cameron can take care of himself. I see the fear in your eyes. I want to comfort you.”

      I chuckled anxiously. “How can you all read my mind so well? Am I that predictable?”

      Blaze frowned. “Predictable? No. Certainly not. I like to think of it as us being incredibly connected on a spiritual level.”

      I smiled. “That sounds like a better way to put it to me, too.” Then I looked at each of them and wondered something. “How come you didn’t come out looking for me when you woke up and noticed I wasn’t in the tent?”

      “We could hear you mumbling to yourself.” Ayden chuckled. “And we could see your shadow.”

      “Ah.” I nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “We wanted to give you a few minutes to yourself,” James confessed. “Everyone deserves a breather every once in a while.”

      I plopped down beside him with a sigh and relished the solace of having them each near me. He patted my knee and I was filled with a sense of endearment. A tingle of pleasure went up and down my spine.

      I felt like I could be open and honest with them, that I never needed to hide the secrets in my mind. I could tell them the truth about what I felt without having to dread impending judgement.

      I was vulnerable, yet I was also like flower waiting to bloom. I just needed to feel the sun and the rain against my skin, to feel like my purpose meant something to the world.

      “The fact that Cameron hasn’t resurfaced with the Master…” I began, feeling the terrifying tremble begin to rise in my bones.

      “He can’t,” James gently reminded me. “He can’t come back to the rebellion camp until his werewolf shift is over.”

      “I know.” I trailed the diamond pattern of the sheets beneath me with my finger.

      They had been taken directly from the beds of Leo’s hotel room to stock the shifters here with something that they would be able to find familiar and comforting.

      “He will come back,” Ayden reassured me with a kindhearted smile.

      I met his gaze. “But will he be alone?”

      Ayden exhaled a deep sigh. I watched his shoulders rise and fall methodically. “That’s something we will unfortunately have to wait to find out, sweetheart.”

      “It feels impossible to wait…” I trailed off in a whisper with an ironic chuckle.

      “I know.” Ayden propped his arms behind him and looked nostalgic for the better world that we had all known at some point or another in our lives.

      Now, it felt like we were always trying to snatch the dreams of those lives back, but the dreams remained one step ahead of us.

      James pounded his fist against his thigh, but not aggressively. It was mainly out of pent-up frustration. “I just don’t understand what happened, what went wrong.” He looked at each of us as if we had the answers. “How could he have just…vanished?”

      “He didn’t vanish,” Ayden countered. “He was set free. Released. Escaped.”

      “The blame isn’t on us,” Blaze said. “It’s on…them.” He pointed his finger outside of the tent flap. “The ones who were supposed to be watching him around the clock.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded in agreement.

      My head was a mess. My neck and shoulders throbbed due to stress and anxiety continuously streaming through my veins like water through a firefighter’s hose.

      “I just feel so drained from all this constant chaos,” I admitted. “When are we going to catch a break?”

      It was a rhetorical question, of course, but the guys still seemed to reflectively ponder, each one wanting to come up with the answer in order to satisfy me.

      Ayden was the only one brave enough to admit that he didn’t hold the key, not yet, anyway. “Honestly, I have no idea.” He gave me a look of chagrin that melted my heart and broke it at the same time.

      He began rubbing my back. The sensation was amazing. He was incredible with the motions and movements of his fingertips grazing against my bare skin. I closed my eyes and uttered a soft sigh of contentment. For the moment, I was going to allow myself to relax and drink in his glorious attention.

      I wanted to consume every drop of their affection. The one peaceful part in my mind celebrated the fact that we were a team, a unit. We were all unique and different in our own ways, sure, but each one of these men had something wonderful to bring to the table. I appreciated my relationship with them in exclusive ways that brought me enormous amounts of joy.

      Ayden continued to rub my back while Blaze whispered in my ear. “Do you want me to go down on you, pretty girl?”

      I met his gaze and my mind exploded with fantasies of his tongue rolling over my clitoris. I wanted him to push back the folds of my tight vagina with his fingers and push them into the heartbeat of my soul. Where the warmth dwelled inside of me, that was where I was able to find the most ecstasy.

      “Yes,” I breathed out with joy.

      He gently laid me down, then Ayden moved over to stroke my hair, brushing his fingers through it with fantastic motions that gave me a pleasure overload. There was so much to discover in the way they touched my body and brought me to orgasm. I savored every moment with them.

      Blaze shoved my panties down to my ankles and rolled them off. Then he pushed his face between my legs. He didn’t waste any time lingering around down there. There was no teasing and taunting or driving me crazy. I already felt like I was on the brink of pleasure eruption.

      He cut right down to business. I moaned and spread my legs apart as he buried his face in my crotch. He set up camp, using his mouth as a tremendous pleasure tool to send me plunging over the edge.

      He showered my sensitive and swollen lips with delicate kisses from his soft mouth. The satisfaction in the way he kissed me so tenderly drove me crazy. I dug my hips into the sheets and arched my back, climaxing in seconds.

      Blaze sat up and grinned, my warm cum off his lips and chin. He was practically glowing, just like I felt inside. We had sensually connected, and our chemistry was remarkable.

      “I want a turn next,” Ayden said in a sexually feisty tone. His eyes danced with insatiable hunger.

      “Who am I to say no to round two?” I chuckled with glee, opening my legs again as Ayden parted my pussy lips with his tongue and began to flick it around on my throbbing clitoris.

      I could practically feel my heartbeat pounding in between my legs, and Ayden was wonderfully talented in helping me experience that melty, creamy, tingly feeling.

      It was a fantasy come true to have multiple men that I cared about so much, loved even, taking turns going down on me. The fact that they reveled in bringing me ample amounts of pleasure to help pull my mind from the trenches of my burdens.

      I moaned. I felt my mouth curl in sensual bliss. Ayden was like a painter, using profoundly perfect brush strokes of his tongue swirling down and around on my sensitive flesh, driving me crazy with desire.

      My inner thighs began to quiver as James heightened the experience of pleasure for me. I felt a rush of ecstasy as he reached in underneath Ayden’s hand and began rubbing my tight asshole.

      “That feels so good,” I moaned, wiggling around while their hands and mouths explored the lower half of my body. “Yes,” I moaned again. “Right there.”

      “Do you like that, baby?” James asked with a grin.

      Ayden couldn’t ask me. His mouth was still like a suction cup on my engorged pussy.

      “Yes,” I purred. “Keep doing that.” The sensation of his fingers playing around on my asshole while Ayden ate me out were pure ecstasy.

      “Can I push my finger inside of there?” James asked with a naughty twinkle in his eye.

      I knew I was probably beaming. “Yes, do it.”

      I moaned with delight as James wiggled his finger inside of my asshole and buried it as deep as he could. The combination of his finger inside of my ass while Ayden licked my vagina was too much for me to bear.

      “I’m going to cum soon,” I warned them, panting hard and rasping.

      “Cum, baby,” James said.

      Ayden wiggled his tongue furiously fast to help me achieve orgasm in the blink of an eye.

      I held onto it for as long as I could. I wanted to experience the mind-blowing pleasure forever, but it burst from me before I could contain it and bottle it up forever. I saw stars in front of my eyes as I came, moaning hard, crying out their names as they sent me over the point of no return.

      “Wow,” I said after a few minutes of recovery. I still felt as limp as a noodle. “That was…incredible.”

      “You’re welcome.” All three of the guys were giving me enormous, handsome smiles.

      Their adoration made me laugh.” Sometimes I think you guys love it more than me.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if that was true,” Ayden said with a chuckle.

      I roped my arms around his neck. “But in all seriousness, I do really love it. A lot.”

      He kissed my lips and rubbed my back again. “I know.”

      They laid down beside me, and it wasn’t long before they fell asleep, but I still felt a little stir crazy. I had cabin fever. I needed to get out of the tent, because I felt like I was suffocating. It smelled like sweat and sex, which was normally a huge turn on for me, but not on this particular night.

      I needed to get some fresh air. I carefully unzipped the tent so that I wouldn’t disturb their peaceful slumber. I didn’t really have a destination. It wasn’t like I was technically sneaking out of the tent. I wouldn’t venture far.

      That’s when I noticed a softly glowing orange light illuminating from inside of the crystal woman’s tent. Her lantern was on. She was awake. I saw a silhouette of her figure moving about inside the crevices of her fabric walls. Like a moth to a flame, I was drawn in with curiosity as to what she might be doing in there. I took a few steps toward the woman’s tent, hoping that it would be open and welcoming.
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      I wandered in front of the crystal woman’s tent for a few moments, debating whether or not to go inside. The tent flap was open slightly and a light smoke filtered out. The smoke had a very incense-like smell to it that was warming and beckoning my already curious mind.

      I adjusted my position so that I could see everything the woman was doing inside the tent. I watched her for a few minutes, peering at her with intrigue building inside my soul.

      She moved about methodically, almost entranced. Her motions sent peace washing through my mind. For a few moments, I forgot where I was, what I was doing there, and the dangers of being out in the open of the rebellion camp alone in the middle of the night. The chill in the air no longer affected me.

      A breath of new warmth surged inside of me, and I had no idea how it got there. I just knew one thing, and that was the fact that I welcomed and embraced it with every fiber of my being.

      The woman had her back turned away from me, so I was able to observe her with a relatively easy amount of privacy. I didn’t want to disturb whatever she was doing in there. I could hear the chanting sounds of her whispers floating through the air as if little fairies were carrying their murmurs in trickles for only the worthy to hear. The woman’s whispers were inaudible, so I had no idea what she was saying, but the sound of her voice was still pacifying to listen to.

      I stared at her, purely enchanted. It was as if a magnet was drawing me nearer to her and I couldn’t look away.

      The woman began waving a thick stick into the air. It looked like a giant cigarette, only it didn’t smell like one. It smelled like lavender and sage. It had a burning-ember tip much like a cigarette, but it looked like it was wrapped up in leaves, which made the paper rolled around it look fatter. It reminded me of the smudge stick she’d used before, only this one was larger.

      The woman waved the stick in the air and began whispering incantations under her breath. She picked up various crystals and held them briefly under the smoke before setting them down again.

      She continued to do this rhythmically as if it were a ritual. I shifted my weight. I was starting to get uncomfortable and cold. The movement caused a few twigs under my feet to snap in half, creating a cracking sound

      The woman spun around, her curls bouncing jerkily. I attempted to bolt from the premises and jog back to my own tent a few strides away, but my efforts were in vain. She had already spotted me.

      “Hey,” she said in a normal voice that didn’t sound at all threatened or angry at my invasion of her privacy. “Come back here.”

      I swiveled around with a wince, biting on my bottom lip with nervous energy. “I’m really sorry. I wasn’t trying to snoop—”

      “Come in here, girl.” The woman wrinkled her forehead and frowned as if she wasn’t at all put out by my behavior, but instead entertained by it. “For lord’s sake, it’s freezing out there. If I can see your breath, it must mean that you are frigid. Your bones must be trembling”

      It wasn’t until she mentioned it that I began to notice how my teeth were chattering and my muscles were involuntarily shaking.

      “Are you sure?” I stood outside of her tent walls, feeling slightly hesitant.

      “Of course, I’m sure.” She vigorously nodded, waving me furiously with a beckoning hand.

      “Okay,” I chuckled. “You don’t have to twist my arm.”

      I climbed into her tent where, the smell of sage and lavender was heavy in the air.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” I said.

      The woman had a kind and patient expression on her face as she responded. “It’s fine. I’m just cleansing the crystals.”

      “With the smudge stick? Like I saw you doing before?”

      “Yes.” The woman nodded and beamed at. “The positive energy in the crystals is emitted whenever you cleanse them,” she explained. “My preferred method is with the smudge sticks.”

      “That’s really interesting,” I said with an enthusiastic nod. “Do you have to do it a lot?”

      “Cleanse them?”

      “Yes,” I confirmed.

      The woman smiled gently. “To be honest, there is no perfect time. Just whenever you want to purify them. You set your intentions and begin by lighting the smudge stick.”

      “Is that what you were chanting before?” I asked. “The intentions to purify them?”

      “Did you hear me?” She looked at me curiously.

      “I didn’t understand what you were saying,” I confessed. “But yes, I heard you gently whispering.

      “Yes,” she nodded and delicately placed the smudge stick on a plate to keep it from burning anything else in the tent. “That’s what I was doing.”

      “That one is really cool looking,” I said and pointed to one the same color as midnight and my hair.

      The woman picked it up. “This one is black tourmaline.”

      “What does it do?” I asked and glanced between her and the rock.

      She stroked the smooth surface with her thumb and index finger. Her voice was ethereal and wise when she spoke again.

      “Black tourmaline is considered to be one of the most powerful protectors in the crystal world. The forces of negative energy that try to enter a space will immediately be rejected by the black tourmaline.”

      “That’s reassuring to hear,” I said with a chuckle, sitting down and crossing my legs in front of the woman and her crystals.

      She narrowed her eyes and studied the stone. “But that’s not all. The negative energy has to go somewhere, right?”

      I nodded as if I had any clue what she was talking about, though I was starting to understand better. “Yes.”

      “Well the crystal will repel the negative energy away from the one intended to receive it and will then launch it right back in the direction of the sender.”

      “It sounds like its energy is very protective,” I admitted.

      The woman nodded with vigor. “It is. This is a truly remarkable piece of stone.” She looked at it as if she too was fascinated with its beauty and shielding qualities. “It is also known to remove the torturing abuse of the mind that anxiety, fear, and stress might bring about or represent in a person.”

      “Can I hold it?” I asked.

      “Of course.” She smiled and extended her hand, offering it to me. “I’ve already cleansed this one.”

      I held it in my hand. It was heavy. I looked up and met her gaze. “It feels nice in my grip, like it belongs here, like it appreciates me as much as I appreciate it.”

      The woman chuckled. “That’s probably true. The energy of the crystals never lies to the source.”

      I inhaled with relief, happy to know that I wasn’t a representation of the toxic energy she had referred to. I felt like I needed to be honest with the woman as well. I didn’t know why, but I felt guilty about not being more forthcoming with her about my own background.

      “I, uh…” I began and trailed off with a nervous chuckle. “I feel like I should share some things with you because you have been so inviting to me.”

      The woman smiled as if she already knew exactly what I was going to say. “You are a special shifter,” she said. “One who is unique. Your talents are rare, and that is why there are so many shifters out there who would be jealous of your capabilities.”

      I looked at her, feeling awed that she knew that about me in the first place, but also by her tremendous compliments. “How can you tell?”

      The woman shrugged as if it wasn’t rocket science. “I can tell by your vibrations. Your energy and your aura readings.”

      I was confused. “And you know this just by being around me?”

      The woman gave me an ambiguous smile. “More or less. I can help you, if you allow me into your life,” the woman said with maternal graze.

      “You can?” I edged closer to her with intrigue, leaning in with optimism.

      “Yes. Your magic is within you, just itching to burst out.”

      “How do I get that to happen?” I noticed a slight twinge of frustration laced in my own voice. “How can I manage my talents better?”

      “By summoning it from the depths,” the woman stated.

      I sighed. “I can do it sometimes. Most of the time, though, it’s just my wings that I can control with a bit more graceful ease.”

      “Your wings are very important,” the woman said. “Never view them as something boring or insignificant.”

      “I don’t really think that,” I said, feeling somewhat sheepish as I shifted my gaze from her back down to the black tourmaline crystal I was still clutching in the palm of my hand.

      “They are a part of you, the same as your eyes, your ears, your nose, your mouth, your beating heart…your arms and legs…everything about you. They make up your DNA.”

      “I know,” I said and looked at her blankly, not really understanding her point. I figured it had something to do with embracing self-love and who I was as a dark swan shifter.

      “I’ve always wanted to be a white swan,” I confessed.

      I blurted out the sentence without the filter of my mind to stop me first. I felt shame at the admittance. I glanced down at my lap so that she wouldn’t be able to see my red cheeks, although I knew that she probably already saw right through me anyway. I cringed because I didn’t want her to know that I felt inadequate in my own body.

      “Never let go of a dream, dear child,” the woman said empathetically.

      I gave her a soft smile. “My parents were white swans.” I felt the sting of hot tears in my eyes. I was embarrassed for showing that emotion to her.

      “I’m sure they would be so proud of the woman you are becoming today.”

      I looked at her through teary eyes. “Do you really think so?”

      The woman reached out and folded her hands over mine, so that the stone was cradled in between. “Absolutely.”

      I peered up at her, feeling her strength and energy pouring into me.

      “It’s not just the wings that I can summon,” I said.

      The woman smiled as if she had been waiting patiently for me to admit this out loud.

      “What else can you do?”

      I took a deep breath and glanced up at the roof of the tent. “Well…” I began and trailed off as I debated what to tell her about my abilities and the experiences that had made me aware of them in the first place.

      “They are things that I can’t really control. They seem to be random occurrences, but at the same time, I’ve noticed them getting stronger.”

      “Like setting fires?” she asked.

      I audibly gasped and cupped my hand over my mouth to suppress the sound. Then I narrowed my eyes. “How did you…know?”

      “I just guessed,” the woman said, although I didn’t think she was being exactly truthful with me.

      “You…guessed?” I cocked my head to the side. I was absolutely stunned by her target assumption. She hit it right on the mark.

      “Well, not entirely,” the woman said. The edges of her lips curled with mischief. “It’s a common quality in the rare dark swan.”

      “Oh.” I felt crestfallen at being called a dark swan, something I didn’t want to think about very often. “I also love to dance,” I said and perked up a little. “It’s what keeps me going.”

      “You should always embrace the elements of your favorite hobbies,” the woman agreed. “Anything that brings your soul comfort, you should do.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her more about the passion for dancing I harbored deep in my heart when I heard a male voice clearing his throat behind me.

      My heart dropped. I felt mortified when I saw Ayden standing at the entrance of the crystal woman’s tent. He had a perplexed expression on his face and his blond hair was tufted at the top as if he had been sleeping on that side.

      “Sophia?” he asked in a puzzled tone. He scratched the top of his head where the blond strands were pointing upward. “What are you doing out of bed?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I, uh…I couldn’t sleep so I just came in here…”

      Ayden looked disturbed as his eyes scanned the tent suspiciously and then lingered for several grueling seconds on the woman. He firmed his jaw and looked like he wanted to chew her out.

      “It’s fine, Ayden.” I stood up abruptly, more willing to exit the tent with him peacefully than to have a confrontation in such a serene setting. “I’ll come back to bed.”

      His face instantly washed with relief. I subtly waved to my new friend as I left with Ayden.

      “You shouldn’t do things like that,” he said. “We are at war. I worry about you. I want you to be safe, but I can’t protect you if I don’t know where you are.”

      The empathetic way he explained his grievances made my gut stir with guilt. “I know. You’re right. I’m really sorry.” I tried to promise him it wouldn’t happen again, but I had a drifter, gypsy heart. Curiosity always won the battle raging in my mind.

      Then I felt that it might make more sense to Ayden and help him feel at ease if he understood where I was coming from and my reasoning behind wandering off.

      “I just feel like the crystal woman is pure,” I explained. “I don’t feel unsafe with her. I don’t think she would ever hurt me.”

      “I just want you to be careful.” Ayden squeezed my hand as we entered our own tent together.

      In that moment, I felt his love wrap around me. I was lucky, even if I still felt like I had a long road ahead in order to find myself and my purpose. How could I piece back together an unraveling world? It wasn’t going to be an easy journey, but after meeting with the crystal woman on this night, I could feel a turning point was coming. Something had to be done, and it might just be up to us to fix it.
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      The next morning, I felt stiff both physically and mentally. There were talks among the group of moving on without the rest of the rebellion camp of shifters. I didn’t know how to process it. I was still on the fence.

      I felt a certain loyalty to Leo and Otto. Somehow it seemed like it would be a betrayal to abandon them and just move on, out on our own. Besides, where the hell would we go? We had no belongings, no true home. I felt like in some strangely dark and poetic way, we were lost souls roaming with no purpose. I wasn’t exactly the nomad type.

      We were sitting in silence around one of the campfires, eating oatmeal. It was mushy and cold, but it was food, it was fuel. It would keep me going, no matter if it had no taste and felt like slime sliding down my throat. I ate it anyway, stuffing it into my mouth and forcing myself to swallow each cold bite of mush.

      I was the first one to notice Cameron approaching us from the woods. He looked haggard. His shoulders were slouched, and he walked with a slight limp, but I didn’t know if the hobble stemmed from an injury or sheer exhaustion.

      His eyelids were swollen and puffy with dark circles under them that almost resembled bruises. It didn’t take me long to realize he was alone. He didn’t have the escaped Master with him, nor did he have the missing shifters.

      Sophia glanced up, noticing him second. As soon as she fixed her eyes on Cameron, her jaw dropped, and her face drained of color.

      “Sorry I’m coming empty-handed,” Cameron apologized. “I tried my best.”

      “You look so tired,” Sophia said gently, standing up to wrap her arms around Cameron. She stroked his bearded cheek. “Poor baby.”

      He chuckled, visibly relaxing slightly at Sophia’s tender gesture. He looked like he had been through a war.

      “I found him,” he said, visibly out of breath. “But as soon as I began to shift, he got away.” He looked down, staring crestfallen at his feet.

      “It’s okay.” Sophia gently stroked his back. “We will figure something out. We’re talking about a plan.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and met my gaze, already knowing that I was going to be the one to protest the most. I wished I could make her feel more confident in my loyalties to her, but I was conflicted. I felt like I had something to prove to everyone, and in the end, I was going to have to make someone unhappy. Looking into her eyes, I knew I had to show her that I would support her no matter what happened.

      “We are considering whether branch out on our own or stay with the camp,” Blaze said. “We aren’t sure where we are safest.”

      Cameron scoffed and rolled his eyes. “We are safest nowhere at the moment.”

      A sinking feeling plunged into my gut like a heavy stone because I knew Cameron was right.

      Sophia continued to keep her gaze fixed on me. “Maybe we can talk to the others, discuss the options with them. Perhaps the leaders can be talked into trudging on to a different location.”

      “The logistics would be difficult, but I suppose it’s worth a shot,” James said.

      I heard the soft patter of footsteps behind me. I turned my head and noticed the crystal woman approaching us. I braced myself, noticing how every muscle in my body tensed at her presence. I didn’t know why. She was certainly strange, but there was no justification for my unease. She hadn’t done anything to any of us to warrant this kind of mental discrimination.

      Sophia’s eyes brightened, twinkling with delight as soon as she saw that the crystal woman was approaching us. We didn’t even know her name. Perhaps that added to her unnerving mystery.

      “Pardon my interruption,” she said, halting in front of our breakfast circle. “I didn’t mean to intrude, but voices carry through these confined spaces, and I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation—”

      “It’s okay,” Sophia said with an inviting smile. “You are welcome here, among friends.”

      The crystal woman returned her smile. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      Sophia cast her a slight nod and bow of respect.

      “If you want, I know where we can go and seek refuge, a place where no Masters or guards will ever be able to find us. If you come with me, I can show you where the restoration of peace and harmony begins.”

      I instantly opened my mouth to object, but Sophia held up her hand and gave me a stern look. Once she was confident that I wasn’t going to sharply and verbally protest before we had all the information, she nodded to the crystal woman.

      “Go on…”

      The woman eyed our group as if she was suddenly suspicious of us. She leaned in and curled her lips mischievously. “But it has to be you all. And only you.”

      My mind was exploding. I couldn’t take another second of this ambiguous description of where safety was hiding.

      “What does that mean? Only us?”

      “Meaning you can’t tell anyone else about this journey.” A darkness shadowed over the woman’s features and I saw the graveness like stone in her eyes. Something was dangerous about this trip.

      “Why not?” Cameron stared at her with a blank expression.

      Her eyes scanned the group and her curls tossed in the wind. “You just can’t. I can’t bring other leaders to this new place. They won’t be safe there.”

      I laughed. “That doesn’t seem like a very good reason to me.”

      “His friends,” Sophia told the woman. “They are here. They are the leaders of this rebellion camp.”

      The woman shook her head. She turned on a heel and began to walk away.

      “Wait,” Sophia called out behind her.

      The woman stopped and turned around, giving Sophia a somber glance.

      Sophia looked around the group with panic flickering in her eyes. She seemed desperate to convince us to listen to the woman.

      “I don’t know what it is about her,” she said and pointed to the lady, “but I trust her. I just think that we should listen to her.” She locked gazes with the woman. “I really think she knows what she is doing.”

      I groaned and lifted my head to look at the clouds moving overhead. I stood up and began to pace around the tent.

      Sophia eyed the crystal woman. “Don’t leave us. Will you give me some time to talk to them?”

      The crystal woman nodded. “Yes. I can do that.”

      “Thank you.” Sophia breathed a sigh of relief.

      As soon as the woman left to give us some privacy, Sophia turned her attention back to us.

      “I’m sorry,” I said in as empathetic as a tone as I could possibly muster. “But I just don’t trust her, Sophia.”

      Sophia wrinkled her forehead in distress. She frowned but didn’t say anything.

      “We can’t just leave without telling Leo and Otto. We never would have even gotten here without them. They more or less saved us, gave us a place to stay.”

      “I know that…” Sophia trailed off as if she was personally offended that I would assume otherwise from her.

      “But it couldn’t harm us to try and see what the woman has to offer,” Blaze suggested.

      “But on the other hand, it could be a trap,” Cameron pointed out.

      “I don’t think it is.” Sophia closed her eyes and shook her head adamantly.

      I took a deep breath and rubbed my temples. I needed more time to mull this decision over.

      “We have to sleep on it,” I said. “We have to rationalize. Hastiness will get us killed, or worse.”

      Cameron laughed. “What’s worse that being killed?”

      “We can ask her if we can sleep on it,” Sophia said and cast me a warm smile that left me staring at the brilliance of her elegance.

      “I really want to tell Leo and Otto,” I whispered to her as she took me aside to speak privately.

      I could tell this was her way of calming me down. I didn’t mind it. I wanted the one-on-one attention so I could gaze into the sexiness of her ocean green eyes. I hoped that one day I would be able to swim in a divine ocean with her, naked, salty and where the root of all new beginnings surged.

      She lifted her slender hand and stroked my cheek. It felt so sensual and incredible that I closed my eyes and pictured her naked body intertwined with mine.

      “I know exactly why the crystal woman wants to leave,” she said softly. She glanced warily over her shoulder. “Think about it. The Master knows where we are now. He can bring an army back and take us out, obliterate us in seconds while we are sleeping.”

      She had a point. I had to admit that much.

      “I understand where you are coming from and why you would feel the urge to tell Leo and Otto,” Sophia said. “It’s true, they have done a substantial number of things to keep us afloat.”

      “Yes—”

      “But,” Sophia said, “what if they don’t want to come with us, or try to stop us from leaving? She stared intently into my eyes.

      “I know,” I said. “It comes down to our own survival.”

      “It’s more than that,” Sophia said.

      I was on the brink of caving at the pleading look in her eyes. I couldn’t resist her, no matter how much my mind told me to pursue my own instincts. I stroked her hair. “At least let me talk to Leo. He is trustworthy. I’ve known him since I was a little kid.”

      There was compromise swirling in Sophia’s eyes. “Okay. We can do that, but don’t mention it to anyone else. If it backfires, we will have to find a way to pick up the pieces.”

      “Thank you,” I said and gave her a kiss. “It won’t backfire, I promise. And if it does, I will take responsibility. I’m at ninety-five percent at agreeing to head out with the crystal woman,” I said. “I know that the risks are rising higher the longer we stay here.” It was like the rebellion camp had a target on it now that the Master had escaped.

      Sophia rested her head on my chest. “That’s all I need for now. Just to know that you are thinking about it brings me comfort.”

      I held her for a little while longer, wanting to savor the softness of her body pressed up against mine.
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      We left with the crystal woman after dawn, when Cameron was able to go with us. None of us even knew what her name was, but we had enough faith combined among the five of us that we were willing to follow her back into the woods on a trail that seemingly led to nowhere. But we had been promised shelter and refuge.

      I had no idea where she was taking us, because she wouldn’t tell us, but Sophia was adamant, to the point of threatening to go without us if we didn’t agree to follow the crystal woman to her safe haven, which had yet to be revealed.

      Since none of us would never agree to leave Sophia alone without at least one of us within a hundred-yard radius, whether or not we agreed with the plan, there was no way we would let her go off with the aloof woman.

      “So what if she’s a little peculiar?” I chuckled as we set off into the smoky-looking forest. “She hasn’t hurt anyone.”

      “Yet,” Ayden reinforced.

      I swallowed down my resentment at Ayden’s scoff. “Can you try not to be so negative all the time, man?”

      Now it was Ayden whose eyes flashed with offense. “I’m not always negative. I am, however, realistic.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Keep your voice down,” I hissed. “You don’t want Sophia or the crystal woman overhearing you, do you?”

      Ayden pretended to ponder and then shrugged. “Maybe I do.”

      “You don’t know what you want,” I said.

      “That may be true,” Ayden said. “But I know what I don’t want.”

      I looked at him as we walked along. “What’s that?”

      “I didn’t want to leave my friends behind.”

      “Well,” I sighed. “If we get to the crystal woman’s camp and determine that its safe, perhaps we can find a way to notify them that they are in the clear to join us.”

      “Not if she has anything to do with it.” Ayden pointed a bitter finger at the crystal woman.

      “Hey,” he shouted ahead.

      “What are you doing?” Panic drummed my heart furiously in my chest.

      Ayden ignored me. Everyone stared at him, including Sophia.

      The crystal woman turned around to see what the ruckus was about. “Yes?”

      “What is your name, anyway? Can’t you at least respect us enough to tell us that much while we follow you into oblivion?”

      “No one is forcing you to follow me.” The edges of the woman’s lips curled into an amused grin.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.” Ayden scowled.

      The woman continued to smile. “You will know soon enough.”

      Ayden stared at me as if the anticipation was going to destroy him one cell at a time. “Can you believe this crazy lady?”

      “Well, what can we do about it now?” I said. “She doesn’t want to tell us her name right now. We’ve gone this far without knowing it…”

      Ayden frowned as if that wasn’t going to be a sufficient answer for him. He never was one to exercise patience.

      I glanced at James, exchanging a wary look with him. One thing that set him apart from Ayden was the fact that he knew when and where to keep his mouth shut. I hoped Ayden wasn’t going to get us killed with his enormous ego at the front and center of every conversation.

      After a while, we stopped to rest. We didn’t make a fire, but we sat on a few damp logs with fluffy green moss growing out of the bark.

      “I feel like this thing is going to crack beneath me,” James chuckled.

      “Just don’t put your full weight on it then,” I said, teasing him. He was larger than the rest of us, but he was built with solid muscle.

      “I don’t want to admit it to Ayden or Sophia, but truth be told,” I whispered as I panned the group to make sure no one was tuning into our conversation, “I’m a little hesitant that this was such a great idea in the first place.”

      “What? Leaving with the crystal woman?” James asked, keeping his voice low as well so that it wouldn’t carry.

      “Yes.” I flicked my gaze down at my boots, ashamed for admitting my apprehension out loud. It felt like a betrayal to Sophia. I planted my elbows on my knees. “It’s just…there were hundreds of shifters back at that rebellion camp and now I just feel so—”

      “Exposed?” James eyed me as if he understood exactly the point I was trying to get across.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “That’s right.”

      James wilted his head and studied the ground as if he was going to find the root of all the answers right there in the soil.

      “We are vulnerable in a small group,” I whispered. “Much more likely to succumb to a threat if we come across one.”

      James raised his head and peered at me. “Just don’t think about it like that, man.”

      “It’s hard not to,” I admitted.

      “Yeah.” He nodded as if he was on the same page I was but didn’t know how to overcome the challenges that we might face. “It’s the fear of the unknown that gets me.”

      “Not knowing what might be lurking out there?” I asked.

      “We need to watch our backs, that’s for sure.” James cast a glance at the others over his shoulder. He looked guarded.

      “I know that all of us except Sophia have our reservations, but it was impossible to let her go alone,” I said.

      James had a gleam of acknowledgement in his eye. “Tell me about it. I’d rather rip my own arm off than see something terrible happen to her.”

      I shuddered at the thought. “She needs us as much as we need her.”

      “But it’s hard for her to see that when she is so enthralled by the crystal woman,” James said.

      “That’s why we need to remain behind her every step of the way,” I admitted.

      “I don’t plan on ever leaving her,” James said. “I will be her shadow forever, for as long as I live.”

      “Me too.” I nodded and glanced at Cameron and Ayden, who appeared to be deep in conversation.

      Sophia approached us from behind. I pushed myself to the side a little to allow her access to the little stump I had claimed.

      “I know that you guys have your doubts,” she said with chagrin. She gave us a sexy little pout, “But just wait and see. Everything will work out for the best.”

      I smiled and touched her hand, cupping it gently over mine. “We know that you have the best intentions. We know that you have the ability to predict and feel the energy of danger…”

      “And I don’t feel it in the crystal woman,” Sophia admitted diplomatically.

      “Very good.” I kept my gaze on her and nodded.

      “If you can trust me, you can trust her,” Sophia said.

      James gave her an affectionate smile, but his words were contradictory. “We can’t exactly trust someone we don’t know…”

      “I know that.” Sophia wrinkled her nose. “Of course not. But over time—”

      “Yes,” I said. “Over time.”

      I hoped that we still had time left.

      “I just want you guys to give her a chance.” It was hard to miss the pleading tone in Sophia’s voice. Something resembling urgency reflected in her eyes.

      I didn’t say anything, and suddenly James went quiet too. It was as if the entire camp went silent, as if we wanted to be able to hear each other’s thoughts.

      Sophia’s voice was hushed, barely audible when she spoke again. She looked at me and cradled my hands in hers. I felt the warmth of her body surge into mine. I felt a million rays of light, peace and comfort radiating my soul from the inside out.

      I felt no pain. I had assurance in the profound way she boldly met my gaze. She was speaking to me specifically, directing her thoughts and attention onto only me. It made me feel like the most significant shifter ever born.

      “Think about the day we met,” she said with a begging tone. Her fingers clutched mine with a tight grip.

      “I remember,” I said with a nod. “At the river.”

      “You fetched me out of the river with no questions asked,” Sophia reminded me.

      “That I did.” I nodded again, mesmerized by the magnitude of her intoxicating gaze.

      “You brought me back to your bunker without a second thought,” she said. “I didn’t know you, and you didn’t know me, but we trusted each other. We felt that instant energy and chemistry.”

      “That’s what you get with the crystal woman?” I asked and felt my eyebrows raise.

      “Exactly.” Sophia beamed in acknowledgement. “I feel as if her energy is pure.”

      James rubbed his palms on his knees as he glanced up at the rooftop of tree branches and leaves.

      “We will give her a chance,” he finally said after a pause.

      “But only because you want us to,” I added.

      Sophia seemed gratified. She blushed slightly, but it was with satisfaction. “Thank you.”

      The crystal woman was weird, but that didn’t mean we had to judge her for it. Sophia had a point. We had taken Sophia under our wing, and she had gone with us. Her leg had been broken at the time and she was almost out of options, but she still could have refused. How could we ever refuse her? It was impossible. She was the most important, shining star in our lives.
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      “We’re almost there,” Sophia whispered to me.

      Her eyes looked tantric in the shadows cast by the forest, flickering with mystery and excitement. She was the trailblazer of this whole operation, so I did my best to remain optimistic.

      “How do you know?” I asked, craning my neck to see above the bushes and smaller trees.

      “The crystal woman told me,” Sophia said, keeping her voice low.

      I gulped down my fear and trepidation about what might happen to us once we made it to this new camp and nodded. “Good.” But was it good? I had no way to predict that yet.

      “Are you feeling a little apprehensive too?” Ayden leaned in and whispered to me, making sure that Sophia couldn’t hear him.

      “Yes, but I suppose there is nothing we can do about it now,” I said with chagrin.

      “I can hardly breathe,” Ayden said. “Lions aren’t meant for this kind of climate.”

      I chuckled. “The altitude up here feels pretty thin to my lungs too.”

      Ayden enveloped his arms around his chest and squeezed them snuggly. His teeth visibly chattered.

      “Why don’t you just shift into a lion?” I asked. “At least your fur will keep you warm.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I will once we get to the crest and I figure out what kind of danger we’re in.”

      “Everything will be fine,” I said, trying to keep my voice level even though I had no idea what to expect.

      I shot him a look of subtle confidence for good measure. I heard him audibly sigh. It was going to be a long road ahead. I couldn’t blame Ayden, not really. The cold was so bitter that it felt like a current of ice was running through my bones and freezing my core.

      My legs ached. My thighs burned from the relentless trek. We were almost there, so close to the finish line that I could smell the victory in the frigid air.

      Sure enough, not even five minutes later, the crystal woman turned her head and poked her neck out to scrutinize the group.

      “We are here,” she stated. Her tone was impossible to read.

      I exchanged a look with Sophia. She gave me a confident nod. I had no choice but to look into her gorgeous eyes and trust her blindly. One single glance into those beautiful, sensual eyes was all the fuel I needed to press forward like a puppy following its owner. When it came to Sophia, my very foundation crumbled around me and my expectations soared through the roof.

      When we reached a plateau in the mountain crest, I exhaled deeply, relieved to be back on solid ground that wasn’t pitched. The air was still relatively thin, but now that I wasn’t climbing upward and exerting myself, it was easier to pull in oxygen.

      The woman had been at the front of the group, leading us along. As soon as we reached the top, she began wandering closer toward the darkness in front of us. It was impossible to tell what she was doing, but she was behaving as if she had a plan.

      Her shoulders were squared and formed a straight line across her back. She moved with elegance and grace that I hadn’t noticed before. It seemed noble and remarkably out of character for her. It was as if she was in her own element and knew exactly what driving force was behind her ambition after all.

      The air suddenly felt lighter, as if invisible clouds were breaking all around us. I felt like I was floating in an emotional state of tranquility, but I had no idea what had caused the sudden mental shift.

      I glanced around at my friends. They each wore perplexed expressions and stared at the woman as she slowly drifted forward.

      “Do we…follow her?” Cameron asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      I instinctively gave Sophia a glance, hoping that her demeanor would give away a clue, but it didn’t. She was merely staring at the crystal woman as if she were the saving grace of the world. Maybe she was. Who was I to know? Every step I took was a guess into the future.

      Little by little, the woman edged forward until I started to notice something very incredible yet ominous happening.

      The woman stopped at the edge of a cliff and gazed down several feet to the clearing below. Dozens of people began appearing out of the shadows in the forest and from behind enormous cliff rocks and mountain boulders.

      It seemed like dozens at first, but those dozens turned into hundreds in a short span of time as more and more droves of people began to seep through the cracks of nature.

      One thing I noticed about them was the fact that each of them kept their eyes locked on the crystal woman. They stared at her as if they were fascinated with her and in awe of her very presence. They looked at her as if they had waited a hundred years with the resolute hope that she would return to them.

      “What the hell is going on?” Ayden whispered to me with a dumbfounded expression on his face. His eyebrows were raised in shock. “They are staring at her as if they are in love with her.”

      “More importantly, who are they?” Blaze looked as stunned as everyone else did.

      Cameron shifted his weight nervously and began to fidget. “There’s too many of them.” His eyes darted around the massive hordes of people. “We won’t be able to take them on our own, even in a shifted form.”

      “Let’s just wait and see what happens,” Sophia whispered. “We don’t know that they are a threat. They seem exclusively focused on her.” She nudged her chin at the crystal woman. At long last, I could finally see a little bewildered bafflement flickering in her eyes.

      “Look at them all,” Ayden said, mouth agape. “There are hundreds of them. Perhaps even thousands. They just keep trudging forward like they are in a trance, coming from the horizon.”

      “It’s peculiar…” I trailed off, too shocked to know how to fully react.

      A sea of people continued to stretch in rows that went on for as far as the eye could see, and then forever after that. They began clicking their tongues together to make a strange sound, much like that of someone snapping their fingers.

      One by one, they pressed their swords together like an assembly line. Then, as if a chain reaction was happening, the tips of their swords began to glow with a magnificent orange flame. They each took their swords and held them up, raising them to the sky.

      “What are they doing?” There was a noticeable trace of angst in Blaze’s voice.

      I stared at them, waiting to see if they would lunge forward and come at us like a stampede, rushing to plunge their swords into our hearts with one fluid swoop.

      “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Sophia said. She was glancing around at the growing numbers of people as if she were enthralled with them.

      “Hopefully we aren’t seeing our future murderers,” Ayden grumbled under his voice.

      I twisted my lips and gave him a sideways glance. “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.”

      “Or let our imaginations get carried away,” Blaze said cautiously, although fear twinkled in his eyes.

      Sophia still seemed at ease. I knew that she could sense danger if it was around, and she wasn’t raising any alarms just yet. There were plenty of red flags, but if she wasn’t running back into the woods from the same direction we just came, then I hoped that we were going to be in the clear here.

      Nevertheless, I hated instability and uncertainty, two factors that were causing me anxiety as I waited to see what these thousands of people were going to do. Were they shifters? Only time would tell.

      One by one, each sword-wielding person touched the tip of their fiery blades toward the surface of the sky.

      “Are they…worshiping her?” Ayden asked, clearly confused as he pitched one eyebrow in a pointed shape.

      “It seems like a warm welcome to me,” Sophia stated with a shrug, keeping her gaze fixed on the large crowd swelling around the crystal woman.

      “I have to say, I never would have expected something like this to happen in a million years,” I declared with a chuckle.

      “And the fire tipped swords? Nice touch.” Cameron curled his lips into a respectful smirk.

      Then, little by little, the hoard began to click their tongues together again. The crystal woman bowed, standing stately in front of them. As soon as she stood back up, the tongue clicking ceased. All was silent and confusing once again.

      “Come,” the woman said, turning around to look at us with a roll of her wrist, beckoning us to follow her.

      I exchanged a wary glance with Ayden, Cameron and Blaze, but Sophia stepped forward as if questioning the crystal woman wasn’t even on her radar.

      “Where are we going?” Ayden was the one to verbally pose the question we all wanted to ask.

      “Inside the cave entrance just there.” The crystal woman pointed.

      I inhaled sharply. “Well, here we go.”

      Cameron looked a little ghostly, Blaze was pale. Ayden scowled, but nevertheless put one foot in front of the other. Soon, we walked through the curved opening and into the tall cave.

      My jaw dropped, practically unhinged, as soon as I stepped foot inside.

      The cave seemed to expand as soon as we entered it. The ceilings were colossal, stretching at least fifteen feet above us. The space was ample and spread out. I couldn’t believe how enormous it was.

      “What…is this place?” Sophia wandered in a slow, absentminded circle. Her eyes panned the walls, the ceilings, everything, with intrigue.

      “This is my home,” the crystal woman said, smiling proudly.

      “You live here?” Ayden asked as if he needed to hear the crystal woman recite it again. Surely, she was joking.

      “I do.” The woman nodded, standing in front of us and looking patient with a serene smile.

      Plush furniture sat around an open hearth. Lavish crystals and gold-plated figurines were on full display on elegant shelves. Rich paintings adorned the walls, the epitome of modern art. Crystal chandeliers sparkled overhead, lit with candles that glowed in soft yellow hues against the walls. The rooms were large, but the environment was inviting and cozy.

      It looked like an enchanted fortress. “Welcome to my cave castle,” the crystal woman said.

      “A welcome indeed.” Sophia nodded and smiled at the woman. “You have a beautiful home.”

      The woman cast her a slight bow. “Thank you very much.” Then she made eye contact with each of us. “I just wanted you to know that you are my honored guests, and every one of my people will treat you as such.”

      “Your people?” I asked.

      The woman focused her attention on me. “Yes.” She didn’t elaborate. She seemed to get a kick out of leaving us hanging, thirsty for more information.

      “Oh. Okay,” I said, looking to the floor.

      “You all can get settled into your rooms for the night, as I have some business to attend to with my generals and captains.”

      “Those people are your army?” Ayden pointed over his shoulder toward the exit.

      “My army of shifters, yes.” The woman nodded.

      “Are you the leader of this army?” I asked.

      The woman gave me a kind smile, but her eyes were unreadable. “The truth will always be perceived in the eyes of the wonderer,” she stated ambiguously.

      “Huh?” I asked and looked at my friends, who shrugged with mutual bafflement.

      “Your rooms are down in the guest quarters. Just follow that hallway and you should see them on the left and right.” The woman pointed in the direction she intended us to go, but she didn’t lead us there.

      Instead, fluttered away like a whimsical mystery, disappearing around a hallway corner and leaving us even more befuddled than before.
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      When I woke up the next morning in a cozy bed with a plush mattress and warm sheets tucked over my body, I felt relaxed and well-rested. Long gone were the restless nights spent in crippling anxiety and fear over what kinds of terrors or monsters might be lurking in the shadows.

      I yawned and stretched and moved at a snail-like pace getting out of the bed. Then I heard what sounded like the noise of a crowd gathering outside. I stepped into the hallway and cocked my head to the side to hear better.

      Blaze stepped out of his room, looking as perplexed as I felt. “Do you hear that?”

      I nodded. “I do. It sounds like a crowd outside.”

      “Should we check it out?” he asked.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea,” Ayden said, wandering out of his own stately room that was next to mine.

      We didn’t bunk together, the guys and I, because the rooms, although they were quaint and cozy, were not big enough to house the five of us. The beds were only twin sized, and each guy barely fit on them. Comfortable or not, the quarters were tight.

      I still rested with the assurance of knowing that they were only a few steps away from me in case of an emergency. They wouldn’t be far away and could reach me in seconds.

      Cameron came out of his room next, yawning and scratching the top of his unruly hair. He moved his hand over his beard next, rubbing it with a ponderous expression.

      “What’s that?”

      “We are still trying to determine,” Blaze said.

      “Good morning.” James was the last to emerge. “What’s with the hallway gathering? Did I miss something?”

      “We hear commotion outside,” I explained. “We’re discussing whether we should go check it out or not.”

      “Maybe we should go to the crystal woman first,” Ayden said and eyed me as if I knew what the answer should be.

      “Perhaps we should,” I said.

      “I think she beat you to the punch,” James said and nudged his chin in the direction of the exit to the hallway. He crossed his muscular arms over his chest, and I marveled at how his massive biceps bulged.

      I followed his gaze down the hallway, and sure enough, I saw the crystal woman drifting toward us.

      “Oh good,” she said with an ethereal smile. “You all are up. Just in time for the ceremonies to begin.”

      Ayden pitched a cynical eyebrow. “I’m sorry? The ceremonies?”

      “Yes.” The crystal woman nodded matter-of-factly. “That is correct.”

      “What ceremonies?” I asked. She had not mentioned anything of the sort to me before, although it did sound intriguing.

      “Just follow me,” the crystal woman said with a beckoning roll of her wrist.

      I diligently began to follow the woman, putting full trust in her, but the others weren’t as easy to get moving. I glanced over my shoulder at the guys who remained rooted to the floor where they stood in the hallway.

      I cleared my throat to capture the crystal woman’s attention. She spun around with an expectant and dreamy gaze.

      “They aren’t coming,” I mentioned, stating the obvious.

      The crystal woman glanced past me. “Hmm.”

      “What ceremonies?” Ayden folded his arms over his chest and stared at the woman as if he weren’t going to budge an inch until he had the answers he was looking for.

      “The welcoming ceremonies, of course.” The crystal woman’s laughter sounded like a wind chime tinkling in a dancing breeze.

      “Welcoming ceremonies?” I shifted my focus back on her.

      “Yes.” The woman’s eyes were kind. There was nothing to fear inside of them.

      A couple of her guards, attired in armor, approached and stood at her side with diplomatic stares straight ahead.

      “Everyone is ready and waiting,” the taller of the pair announced.

      “Do you hear that?” The crystal woman declared and extended her arms at her sides as if she was getting ready to perform a spectacle. “Everyone is ready and waiting.”

      “Will we be harmed?” The words burst from my mouth.

      I felt my cheeks blush in shame for doubting her, but the skepticism from the guys was pulling me back.

      The woman reached out and stroked my cheek with her right hand. “No one will be hurt dear, especially not you.” The twinkle in her eye let me know I was one of the special ones without her even verbalizing it.

      “Follow me and these handsome fellows.” The woman chuckled. “We will bring you to where you need to be.”

      I glanced at the guys and gave them a gentle smile to nudge them along. It appeared as if my coaxing was working, at least for now. They begrudgingly strolled ahead.

      When we got outside, I could feel the energy of the guys’ reluctance, but they followed instructions.

      “Stand up here,” one of the soldiers in uniform ordered, pointing to a little makeshift stage that was nothing more than a giant flattened rock hovering a few feet above the ground.

      There were stone steps leading up to it, and I took them cautiously one at a time.

      There were lieutenants at the top who directed each of us to stand in a straight line. We were met with an army of fellow shifters on the ground a few inches below us who were cheering and raising their arms over their heads in celebration.

      I felt slightly more at ease by the fact that most of them, aside from the soldier guards by the crystal woman, had friendly and welcoming smiles on their faces.

      The crystal woman lit a smudge stick. The smell of sage began to immediately waft through the air, giving me a sense of calming peace.

      “I recognize that,” I whispered to the guys flanking me and pointed to the stick. “She uses it for incantations and spiritual cleansing.”

      Most of them, especially Ayden, appeared to be cynical and frowning, but Cameron seemed to be taking the ritual seriously. He was watching her with alert attentiveness as if he cared about her movements and actions, as if they harbored depth and meaning to him.

      “Lie down,” one of the lieutenants commanded.

      “Here?” I stared between him and the floor, feeling confused.

      “Yes.” He wouldn’t make eye contact with us as he pointed his gloved finger downward.

      “All of us?” Ayden sounded appalled.

      “Yes.” He wouldn’t offer any explanation as to why.

      Meanwhile, the crystal woman ethereally floated around the stage area in front of us, waving the smudge stick in the air and leaving a trail of white smoke behind her.

      “We just have to trust her,” I whispered as a reminder to the guys.

      They were hesitant, but each of them got on their knees and crouched to the ground, then slowly crept into an upward-facing, supine position. I followed suit, doing the same.

      I felt my breath exhaling out of my throat shallowly, but I looked up at the sky and did my best to remain calm. I heard the crystal woman begin to mutter and whisper her incantations in a hushed and ceremonious tone.

      Even though I couldn’t understand a word of it, I somehow felt my entire body going limp and being holistically cleansed from the inside out. It was fascinating to me, how her magical capabilities could have that trance-like effect over us, without us putting forth any effort whatsoever.

      I glanced at the crowd in my peripheral vision. They were still roaring with excitement. Then, one by one, the crystal woman leaned down in front of each of us and placed lime-colored stones atop our foreheads in a single row.

      “What is this?” Blaze asked worriedly.

      I wished I could tell him, but she hadn’t taught me about this particular stone yet. “I am not sure,” I answered honestly.

      As soon as the stones were impeccably placed in the centers of our foreheads, I noticed that the crowd had gone silent and begun bowing down in front of us.

      The woman fluttered around us, raising her hands over us as she chanted words in a different language. I felt a sensation of tranquility rush over me as if I was floating, weightless in the ocean. I felt my lips curl into a sensational smile.

      Then, the woman halted in her tracks and stopped speaking. She hovered over us, delicately removing each stone as gently as possible before tucking them back away into a black velvet bag.

      “Now what?” James asked on the other side of me.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I said.

      Immediately after the stones were removed, the crowd began to chant the name ‘Queen Aurora,’ over and over, standing once again as they raised their arms over their heads.

      “Who is Queen Aurora?” I heard Ayden ask, his voice drifting through the noise.

      My heart skipped a beat. “I think it’s her. I think it’s the crystal woman. She is their queen.”

      “This is unbelievable,” Ayden responded. “She’s a…queen?”

      “Apparently so.” Blaze nodded as if he no longer doubted her.

      I still had so many unanswered questions blazing a trail through my mind.

      “You may stand now,” Queen Aurora announced and raised her hands in a motion for us to move forward with the task.

      I stood up, feeling stiff and exposed, but otherwise curious about the events that had just taken place. I couldn’t explain it. It was like I was born again. I felt refreshed, as if a cloud of darkness had been lifted off my shoulders at long last.

      I couldn’t stop smiling. The guys still seemed a little apprehensive, exchanging cautious glances with each other, all except for Cameron. He was practically glowing and had a beaming smile on his face. He scratched at his scruffy beard as if he wanted to start skipping across the stage at any given moment.

      “Exit this way,” one of the soldiers directed, motioning with his hand for us to descend the same set of rock stairs we had used to lift ourselves onto the shelf in the first place.

      I edged my way down the slope and Cameron rushed by my side.

      “Hey,” he said with an enormous smile and a twinkle in his eyes. He looked incredibly innocent and handsome at the same time.

      “Hi.” I returned his infectious grin, feeling his radiating charm.

      “That was…incredible, wasn’t it?” He searched my eyes, clearly looking for return acknowledgement of the same.

      “Profound,” I nodded in agreement.

      “I want to go talk to the crystal woman.” He cleared his throat as if he had made a terrible mistake. “Err… I mean, Queen Aurora.”

      “Me too. I want to find out what just happened and what that welcoming ceremony was all about.”

      We were back on solid, flat ground once again. Cameron took my arm and held it tightly, but not aggressively. He looked me dead in the eyes and didn’t blink.

      “That’s not what I mean,” he said.

      I matched his stare. “What are you talking about then?”

      “I want to ask her if she can lift my werewolf curse. I want to ask her if she has the magical ability to heal me.”

      I read the years of tremendous pain and suffering as they flickered in Cameron’s eyes. I took his hands in mine and squeezed. I felt enormous empathy for him in that moment and knew I had to help him.

      “Let’s go then,” I said and tugged on him a little to beckon him. “If she can help you, let us find out now rather than later.”

      Cameron gave me an encouraged smile. “Thank you for believing in the inexplicable.”

      I managed a tender smile. If only I could believe in myself, too.
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      Sophia tossed me a pensive glance as we walked down the hallway together, in hopes of finding Queen Aurora in her private quarters of the castle cave.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked her.

      She smiled. “Doesn’t it seem like this place is enormous?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah. Absolutely.” I glanced overhead and in front of me. “It’s almost as if half the mountain has been blown out to create this place.”

      “The ceilings are bigger than I’ve ever seen,” Sophia admitted. “Even huger than in the Master castles.”

      I nodded. “You’re right.” My heart drummed nervously as if it were trying to escape my chest.

      “You look a little pale,” Sophia said, breaking through my thoughts.

      “I do?” I chuckled, trying not to appear as intensely rattled as I felt inside.

      Sophia squeezed my hand. “It’s going to be all right. You know her. She won’t make you feel uncomfortable.”

      “She’s still an odd duck,” I said with a laugh.

      Sophia cast me a gentle smile. “I’m an odd duck.”

      “No.” I diligently shook my head. “You are a beautiful swan.”

      Sophia’s features beamed brightly. “And you sir, are very charming.”

      “Hopefully I’ll be charming and normal,” I said. “If the crystal woman, I mean…um, Queen Aurora, can fix me and my long list of shifter issues.”

      Sophia smiled. “I am having to get used to her name too. And by the way, being normal is boring.”

      I laughed. She was a pleasant distraction as we continued to walk down the extensive hallway. I wiped the sweat off my forehead, suddenly feeling as if I had too much hair. “Is it hot in here to you?”

      Sophia shrugged. “Maybe a little.”

      “Doesn’t it seem like we have been going down this corridor forever?”

      Sophia laughed and patted my back. “Try not to worry about something that hasn’t even happened yet.”

      I exhaled deeply. “Perhaps I’m pitting my brain against myself and brewing up too much energy into already assuming I’ll fail. I just don’t know how I’ll crushed I’ll feel if she denies me the opportunity to even pose the question.”

      Sophia looked optimistic. “The only way she would deny you is if she isn’t able to lift the curse. I don’t think that she would purposefully hold back that healing from you unless there was a viable reason for it.”

      I nodded and took another deep breath. “Hopefully, you’re right.”

      “I know that she seems like a wandering soul, but maybe that’s a good thing?” Sophia asked.

      “You haven’t been wrong about her yet,” I admitted.

      She gave me a satisfied smile and pointed to a room with the door partially ajar and the soft yellow glow of a lantern flickering inside.

      “We are here.”

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets to prevent them from visibly shaking to the rest of the world.

      “Okay. Here we go.” My stomach felt wavy with unrest. My head felt woozy and my legs seemed as if they had lead weights attached to them.

      “Sweetie.” Sophia chuckled and clamped her hand over my shoulder.

      “Yeah?”

      She gazed up at me and stroked my cheek. “Look at you…you are trembling.”

      “Oh.” I felt suddenly sheepish.

      She gave me a tenderly sympathetic smile. “I will be with you the whole way through.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t set yourself up for disappointments that haven’t even happened yet,” she reminded me again.

      I ran a quivering hand through my hair that suddenly felt even thicker than usual. “I’m not…shifting into a werewolf right now, am I?”

      “No, silly.” Sophia’s earnest laughter tickled my soul.

      “Who is there?” I heard Queen Aurora’s voice chime through the partially cracked door. “I hear voices.”

      Sophia stepped in first but gave me a confident smile to encourage my spirits first. “Let me do the talking.”

      She patted my hand and spun around, waltzing with ease into the office of Queen Aurora, as if she were the heir to the throne. Maybe she was. Who was I to know?

      “Good evening, Queen Aurora,” Sophia said and bowed down as far as her body would allow in front of the crystal woman, who appeared to be sorting through shelves containing rows and rows of shining crystals of magnificent colors.

      “Just Aurora will do,” the crystal woman stated humbly.

      “Really?” I couldn’t help myself.

      Sophia shot me a look.

      I cleared my throat and shifted my weight. “Forgive me. But you don’t really—”

      “Act like a queen?” Aurora finished my sentence for me with a laugh.

      I smiled once I saw her crack one too. I allowed myself to chuckle at my own stiff demeanor.

      “Sometimes it’s better to not take yourself so seriously,” she said.

      “I guess you’re right.”

      I exchanged a glance with Sophia. Her eyes were twinkling with amusement as if she wanted to playfully say ‘I told you so’ to me.

      Aurora faced us, clasping her hands together. “Is there something that I can help you with?”

      I looked between her and Sophia. “I, uh—”

      “We want to ask you if you can help us with a little problem he has.” Sophia took my hand and I was immediately flooded with comfort.

      “I can try,” Aurora answered openly.

      “Well, you are probably aware of by now, Cameron is a werewolf shifter,” Sophia began. “And the curse was placed upon him by his Master years ago…”

      “You want me to try and lift the curse?” The woman shot us both a look of curiosity.

      Sophia chuckled respectfully. “If it’s something you can—”

      “Something I can do?” she asked.

      Sophia looked at me and then back to Aurora, taking a deep breath in between. “Yes. He’s miserable. He has to roam the cold wilderness from midnight to dawn. It’s cold, it’s brutal. It’s dangerous. He is such an amazing person and doesn’t deserve to have this curse weighing on him—”

      Queen Aurora lifted her hand and smiled. “My dear, there is no need to go on. I understand exactly what you are saying. The world is a vicious, unfair place.” She shook her head and frowned regretfully.

      I gave her an expectant stare. “Does that mean you can help me?”

      I looked at Sophia, feeling my anxiety level rising by the minute, but I was so eternally grateful for how she had pled my case for me. She was my advocate, my brightest star in the universe.

      Aurora approached us and took our hands in hers. She closed her eyes and muttered something inaudible and impossible to detect. I stiffened, but then when the woman opened her eyes again and I saw kindness and assurance there, I relaxed slightly.

      She looked into our eyes, gazing into our souls. I felt the penetrating depth of her piercing look and it filled me with various emotions that ran askew in my mind.

      “I will agree to try and help break your curse,” she said to me.

      “But?” I asked, knowing somehow that there would be a catch.

      She smiled. “You are a clever one, aren’t you?”

      I grinned at Sophia, feeling suddenly proud.

      Aurora glanced between us and her features suddenly became stoic.

      “First you must agree to discovering your full potential. You do not fully understand the true depth and value of your power as shifters. You are both incredibly gifted, and you haven’t even breached the surface of your attainable talents yet.”

      I looked at Sophia, stunned, then back to Aurora. “You really have that much faith in us?”

      “You wouldn’t be here right now if I didn’t,” she responded without skipping a beat.

      I couldn’t help but feel excited, and judging by the radiant glee in Sophia’s smile, I could tell she was also optimistic.

      Aurora was only standing an inch or two away from us. I could feel her magical energy surrounding her. She reached to her left and carefully plucked up a couple of small swords. The swords had red crystals imbedded inside the steel blades.

      She locked eyes with us and opened her mouth, still holding up the lightweight swords, gripping one in each hand. I didn’t understand their representation, but there was always an open mystery involving this woman.

      “A war is on the horizon.” She spoke in an ominous whisper, but I wasn’t afraid. I was calm. There wasn’t a single erratic thought infiltrating my brain as I continued to look at this incredible crystal woman.

      “If you are willing to fight with me and my army, I can train you to win in the ultimate rebellion against the Masters and their guards.”

      I broke my gaze with the crystal woman and looked to Sophia. She turned her head and nodded at me as if there wasn’t even a question. I knew what we had to do.

      I looked back at Aurora and nodded. “I agree.”

      “I agree as well,” Sophia stated virtuously beside me, standing gratified and tall.

      I stole another look in her direction. Her beautiful green eyes were brimming with wonderment and I could tell that she was willing to do whatever it took to turn the world on its axis to make the overall environment a safe and joyous place for shifters to live in peace.

      She rested her head on my shoulder for a brief moment and I embraced the intimate connection that we had. Our chemistry was unbreakable. We had a bond that would defy all the hate in the world and shatter it to pieces.

      “Remember,” Aurora whispered with a wild look in her eyes. “Light always finds a way to reach the darkest places.”

      There was no denying the truth in her bold words. If she was willing to slash my werewolf curse to ribbons, I wouldn’t hesitate in becoming a soldier in her rebellion army.
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      I didn’t know if it would help plead his case, but I began describing the details of Cameron’s werewolf curse to Queen Aurora. I was doing it for both her and his benefit.

      I figured that if she didn’t need to know the necessities, she would stop me from continuing or save me the embarrassment of allowing me to ramble on for nothing. I wasn’t exactly speaking for him, but I was serving as  his advocate since I was more familiar with Queen Aurora at this point.

      “The specific curse that Cameron has ensures that he shifts at exactly the stroke of midnight every single night, and he can’t shift back into a human until the next dawn,” I explained. “This has gone on for years.”

      I gave Cameron a sympathetic smile and squeezed his hand with fondness. “He is one of the bravest men I have ever met.”

      “I can imagine the situation has not been easy to cope with,” Queen Aurora stated.

      “No.” Cameron gave her a diplomatic nod of agreement. “To put it lightly, it has not been easy in the slightest.”

      “And…you say that a Master put this curse on you?” Aurora pitched her eyebrow in disbelief.

      “No.” Cameron shook his head. “He forced another shifter to do it to me.”

      “Ah.” She nodded as if that made more sense. “I will just need to ask you a few questions about your background if you don’t mind, before we get started.”

      I exchanged a glance with Cameron and then looked back at Aurora. “We are going to go through with this right now…tonight?”

      “I will make that decision at the end of the interview session,” Aurora said and cast an expert look at Cameron.

      He seemed to be a little anxious, as if he was worried about screwing up somehow and not answering the questions correctly. I could see in his features that he knew he had a lot riding on this. He licked his lips and appeared to be visibly flustered. I squeezed his hand again to give him a subtle surge of support.

      “Yes.” He returned her professional demeanor with one swift nod. “I will provide responses to the best of my ability and memory.”

      Aurora’s smiled in satisfaction. “That is as good a place to start as any.”

      Cameron took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He squared his shoulders and straightened his posture as if preparing himself to dive into the most painful memories in his mind.

      “Now, this shifter,” Aurora asked. “Was it a male? Another a werewolf shifter?”

      “Yes.” Cameron nodded.

      I saw his expression visibly relax. The questions weren’t going to be as challenging as he had initially anticipated.

      Aurora stared at him as if she was taking mental notes. I could tell that Cameron was doing his best to answer her questions. I kept my hand on his arm as a constant physical reminder that I would always be standing by his side to offer up emotional strength whenever he needed it.

      “Did this werewolf shifter also endure the curse? Cast by another shifter at a separate time?” Aurora asked.

      “Yes,” Cameron said. “And I know that I probably would have been forced to learn the dark Magic to perform the same curse on another shifter but—”

      “You escaped your Master?” Aurora finished his sentence for him.

      Cameron looked to me for direction. I gave him a gentle nod. “Yes.”

      “Very good.” Aurora smiled smugly as if she respected Cameron even more for his admittance.

      “I grew up in a tribe outside of a village,” Cameron confessed without even being prompted. “My family was always considered unruly, disruptive, and wild. Because of this, we had to live in the outskirts. We weren’t allowed to live in the village, but one day when I was young, I went down the mountain without my parents’ knowledge. I was too curious for my own damn good.”

      Cameron’s features morphed into a frown. I could practically see the begrudging thoughts in his mind just twisting him up into knots.

      “That’s when a <aster kidnapped you?” Aurora asked, leaning in as if she was thoroughly intrigued and impressed by the story.

      “That’s right,” Cameron nodded. He flicked his gaze to the ground as if he was suddenly uncomfortable.

      “Do you think that they are still looking for you today?” Aurora asked.

      Cameron lifted his gaze and looked at her without blinking. “My family?” He laughed, but it came out sounding more like a scoff. “No.” He shook his head vigorously. “I really don’t think so. They probably didn’t even notice that I was gone for a while.”

      I stroked his arm. “Poor baby.”

      Even Queen Aurora seemed to be sympathetic.

      “It’s really fine.” Cameron reassured us. “I grew up independent, anyway. I kind of had to…take care of myself from an early age. I have known what it’s like to be alone in the trenches for a long time.”

      I felt disgusted by the unjust experiences Cameron had suffered. “And then you had to get kidnapped by a Master who put that horrific curse on you that caused you to be isolated even more. It was tragic, really.

      Cameron’s eyes drooped in sadness, but he smiled when he looked at me. “I got used to it over time. I have always been a wanderer, an explorer.”

      I couldn’t tell whether or not he was just trying to pretend to be unaffected to veil the way he really felt inside and downplay his emotional damage, or if he really was just that tough from the inside out.

      Either way, I wanted him to know that he never had to feel alone or unwanted ever again, that I would always be his rock, his companion to reach out to when he needed a solid foundation to lean on.

      Aurora was quiet for a number of minutes that seemed to drag on for an eternity. She studied us both contemplatively.

      “Follow me,” she finally said, her voice erupting through the silence and startling me.

      I had to remind myself that I needed to be prepared for anything and everything that came my way.

      Cameron looked at me. “We need to follow her,” I said assertively.

      He nodded and we walked hand in hand, a few strides behind Aurora.

      She led us to a grotto with high ceilings. The air was humid and steamy. The slate floor was slick and wet. In the center of the room was a small, circular structure that resembled a hot spring.

      “What is that?” I asked and pointed to it.

      “It is a hot spring,” she confirmed. Her eyes trailed over Cameron. “He needs to get in it. He needs to be completely stripped down to his naked being. Once inside the water, he needs to submerge his entire body.”

      “Are you serious?” Cameron stared at her with his mouth hanging open in bafflement. “I have to get…naked? In here?”

      “That’s right.” Aurora stared at him without batting an eye. Her casualness seemed to rattle him even further.

      “I don’t know…” He chuckled nervously.

      I grabbed his wrist and tugged it. “You want to get healed, don’t you?” I made sure to lock eye contact with him and not let go.

      “Well, yeah…”

      “Then you need to follow her instructions,” I said.

      Cameron sighed and glanced up at the ceiling as if he was contemplating a way to disappear into the floor.

      “It is the only way, I’m afraid,” Aurora said, but her voice didn’t sound as regretfully apologetic as I hoped it would.

      I continued to use my own, slightly less brazen coaxing tactics on Cameron. “I know it probably seems like a ridiculous thing to do but think about how free you will feel once you are released from this terrible burden. You can move on with your life.”

      My testament seemed to be the hitch that kept him trucking. He took a deep breath and hastily pulled his shirt over his head. He shoved his pants down and tossed them aside with a little kick of his ankles.

      He stood before us naked. I felt an intense attraction to him in that moment. He was so brave and gorgeous. I looked at Aurora, preparing myself to feel proud that he was mine and not hers, but she seemed to be indifferently gazing at his naked body as if she were a doctor and he her patient.

      Once Cameron submerged himself in the water up to his neck, we watched as Aurora began placing various crystals of different shapes, sizes, and colors all around the pool itself. Then, she did something that neither one of us was expecting.

      I gasped when Aurora began removing her clothes too. She stood there in front of us, naked, with her huge breasts perky and round and an ample amount of pubic hair covering her private area like a little bush.

      I was in utter shock as she began to climb into the hot spring with Cameron. I was too appalled to even say a single word. I wouldn’t have been able to speak if I tried. Then again, I had no idea what the curse lifting entailed, and it wasn’t my place to intervene.

      Aurora stood in front of Cameron. He stared at her expectantly and I noticed a little flicker of terror in his eyes mixed with hope. I prayed that the flame of hope inside of his mind would be enough to keep his optimism burning bright.

      Aurora lifted her hand out of the water and placed her flattened palm on Cameron’s forehead. Immediately on contact, Cameron’s body went limp and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      I heard a squeaking sound escape from my lips, and I took a step forward, but Aurora lifted her other hand and held it behind her, wordlessly halting me in my tracks.

      Cameron fell backward into the water a second later. I shouted out, but Aurora’s chanting was drowning out my panicked breathing. After a few agonizing minutes of watching Cameron’s limp body sink under the water, he burst through the surface once again. His arms and legs flailed out around him and he swatted at the water.

      He was coughing and sputtering, sending water sloshing everywhere. I raced to his side and helped lift him out of the water after Aurora removed her hand from his forehead.

      I held him and patted his back to help him get all the water out of his lungs. Aurora exited the pool and began to dress herself once again.

      Cameron was hunched over, sitting on the edge of the hot spring still naked.

      “The curse is now lifted,” Aurora intoned.

      Cameron and I watched her in awe as she vacated the room a few seconds later without another word, her back turned away from us. Her robes dragged on the ground and her shoulders portrayed elite elegance. After a moment or two, she disappeared up the stairs and was gone. She vanished into the shadows as mysteriously as she had entered.

      “How do you feel?” I asked Cameron, focusing my attention back to him. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” he said but I wasn’t sure I believed him. “I feel a little fuzzy, but otherwise no different than before.”

      “Do you remember anything from when you were unconscious?” I asked.

      Cameron shook his head. “No.” He gave me a disappointed look.

      “It’s almost midnight,” I observed, feeling a little nauseated with uncertainty.

      Cameron’s face suddenly went ashen.

      “I won’t leave you,” I quickly promised.

      He nodded and licked his lips. He was shivering. His teeth chattered.

      “Let’s get you back in your clothes,” I said and reached for them, helping him tug his shirt back over his head.

      “Thanks,” he said, but his eyes darted around the grotto anxiously as if he was looking for the fastest escape route. “I want to go outside, just in case.”

      “I understand.”

      “You are going to freeze,” I said. “You’re soaked to the bone.”

      “The cold air will dry me quickly.” Cameron seemed unfazed by my assessment.

      “Okay. As long as you’re comfortable,” I said.

      Cameron took my hand. “I won’t be comfortable until the clock strikes midnight.”

      “Let’s go find out then,” I said and took a deep breath.

      He stopped walking after a few moments and turned to face me. His features were grave.

      “Just promise me one thing,” he said somberly.

      “All right…”

      “If I begin to shift, run. Don’t look back, don’t hesitate. Just get as far away from me as possible.” There was paranoia in his voice.

      I winced as if the prospect of leaving him would cause me physical harm, but I nodded my agreement.

      “I promise.”

      We went outside, just beyond the entrance to the caves. We stood there together, holding hands in silence, the only sound our rhythmic breathing.

      “Cameron?” I said after several minutes.

      He turned his head and looked at me. “Yeah?”

      I couldn’t contain my excitement. I felt the enormous smile stretching across my lips. “It’s after midnight now.”

      Cameron stared at me in disbelief. “It is?”

      I nodded, feeling hot tears of joy blurring my vision. “It is. I swear it.”

      I showed him my watch as proof.

      Cameron picked me up and swung me around, howling like a human would at the milky moon. He didn’t show any signs of shifting into a werewolf.

      When he finally put me back down on solid ground, we exchanged a knowing look. Queen Aurora was as authentic as they came.

      “Let’s go tell everyone else the great news,” I said. “Then we can celebrate.”

      Cameron was grinning from ear to ear. “Go inside after midnight?” He had a dreamy gaze on his face as if the concept was so incredibly golden that he didn’t know how to react.

      “It’s a new era,” I said and kissed him.

      Cameron took my hand and jogged us back inside. Queen Aurora was right.

      The light always found a way to shatter through the darkest of places.
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