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            Two Worlds

          

        

      

    

    
      "Hunter! Hunter, where are you?" The tall, willowy teenager clad in black gear called him from the doorstep of the largest wooden house in the entire territory; the Alpha's home.

      The little wolfling was practically trembling in excitement, but he remained where he was, hidden and completely still.

      "Come on, I don't have time to play now. And you know I'll get in trouble if you're not here when Dad comes back."

      She wasn't lying. Their father had ordered Gwen to watch him, and no one disobeyed the Alpha of the Vergas Pack, not even his only daughter. She'd be lucky if she got away with a slap. But Hunter remained where he was; he knew their father wasn't back yet. He would have smelled him if he had been.

      Wolves were generally gifted trackers compared to other shifters out there, but from the day he'd first shifted two years ago, it had been obvious to everyone that Hunter was something else. Something special.

      He'd been ten at the time, and he'd distinguished himself by being the first to scent an intruder in their territory, ahead of everyone else, even the grownups. Even his father.

      At twelve, now he was the best tracker in the entire pack, to the dismay of his brother, Jason. Even his father seemed to resent him for it, somehow. Gwen was the only one who didn't seem to mind.

      Hunter would never risk her suffering their father's wrath. As soon as Hunter caught a whiff of Arthur Force, he'd run to his bedroom and pretend to practice his left hook on his punching bag, like he was supposed to.

      Gwen sighed on the terrace and stepped in the garden.

      "Alright. I'll play. But don't you forget the rules. If I can catch you in less than five minutes, you do my chores for the rest of the day."

      His tail silently started to sway back and forth. Gwen was the only one who ever played with him. The other kids in the pack couldn't; they were expected to show deference to him, not see him as a playmate. Jason was busy with his enforcer training; after pulling long hours, he got home and collapsed until it was time to return to his duties. But, although Gwen was just as busy with her books on magic and healing, she always gave in.

      Hunter watched her morph into a beautiful white wolf in awe; it never got old. She was the only white wolf he'd ever seen - perhaps the only one in existence at all. Red and white wolves were so very rare, although no one knew why.

      Hunter was her opposite: completely black, while his brother and father were both gray.

      The wolf started to sniff, trying to catch him. She wouldn't this time, he was pretty certain of it. Just like his strength was his sense of smell, Gwen's was her hearing, and he wasn't making a noise. He'd rolled in fox shit and he was hiding under the generator, which was rumbling low. It was totally going to mess up her senses.

      He was safe...

      The white wolf paced in a circle, slowly, and then suddenly started running at full speed, heading right toward him.

      Shit.

      Hunter crawled out from under the generator and dashed away. But, for all his skills, he was a teenager who'd just shifted two years ago, while his nineteen-year-old sister had been one with her beast for ten years. He knew he was screwed; she always won races. It didn't mean he wasn't gonna play. He ran as fast as his limbs could carry him, tongue hanging, tail batting the air, until a heavy weight pinned him down to the ground. The white fur gave way to naked skin, and, laughing her ass off, Gwen said, "Got you! Guess who's doing laundry?"

      It didn't matter that he'd lost. There was always tomorrow, and the day after that. Gwen would always be there to catch him.

      Until the day she wasn't.
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      "Bow to me."

      Christine lifted an unimpressed brow, staring up at Donna, who was grimacing, hands crossed on her chest. The girl looked like she was chewing on a porcupine.

      "You're just a submissive; you should bow to me and beg me for protection."

      She chuckled. "Yeah, right."

      Once upon a time, what felt like a lifetime ago, Donna had been her friend. So had most of the kids who stood behind her now, supporting her as she attempted to bully Christine.

      Christine wasn't the only submissive kid in the royal pride, not by a long shot. But she was the one everyone picked on. Sometimes she wondered why. Other times, she remembered that it didn't matter in the end. Her daddy said dominant or submissive were just words, words that meant nothing at all unless you let them.

      She proved that right again, when Donna hissed and stepped forward, her eyes narrowed into slits. Christine punched her in the face as soon as she entered her personal space.

      She was a submissive, not a doormat, dammit.

      Donna screeched, "You're gonna pay for that, you weakling."

      She might have been a little more impressed if something like that didn't happen every other day; and it always ended the same way. Donna attacked, Christine defended herself, only hitting when the girl entered her personal space. Then, eventually, the others would approach and Christine would just run. She was no coward; she just didn't see the logic in attempting to win a five-against-one fight.

      That behavior did show that the diagnostic of the Elders was right: she truly was a submissive, because she never had actually attacked first, and probably never would. She had no problem with anyone, as long as they left her alone. And because she also had nothing to prove. They all went to the same combat classes, and they knew that in a one-on-one fair fight, she could take any of them. She had, numerous times.

      Come to think of it, that probably was the reason why they wouldn't leave her alone.

      What Donna and the others seemed to ignore was the fact that, dominant or submissive, they were all big-cat shifters. That meant that, if someone messed with them, her response was scratching the bitch to shreds. She just didn't see the point in going looking for trouble.

      Someone chuckled behind her; a boy, not quite a man. Donna looked shocked and turned ashen. When Christine turned, she was only mildly surprised to see Rygan and Colter Wayland standing there.

      The two sons of Byron, king of all feline shifters.

      The boys weren't often seen around the other kids of the pride. Colter had joined the ranks of his father's enforcers when he'd turned eighteen, and, while Rygan wasn't yet officially included in the pack authority, he hung out with the grownups.

      "That was one nice punch, Red," said Rygan, extending his hand to greet her.

      Her. Little Christine Taylor, daughter to an accountant and a school teacher, and a submissive. A nobody. She took it and shook it cautiously, half expecting him to punch her instead.

      "You know, me, Coveney, Ian, and Ola are sparring later. Ola always says there's too much testosterone in the air. You should come hang out."

      Hanging out with the prince. She gulped. "Really?"

      Rygan shrugged. "If you wanna."

      She did want to go with him. And, years later, when he left the pack with a handful of young shifters and not many prospects, she still wanted to tag along with him. There was just something about Rygan Wayland that demanded respect and loyalty.
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            Curious Things

          

        

      

    

    
      "I need a vacation. And a massage. On you," she added, glaring at her Alpha. "I didn't sign up for that much stress when I joined this bloody pride."

      There was a chorus of agreement coming from everyone in the room.

      They'd only just survived an attack from basically every shifter on the continent - and some from abroad, too - and now, the most powerful members of the pride were heading to Italy, for an offensive against a hidden city.

      Christine was staying home because someone had to take care of the kids. The enforcers who remained with them were going to be busy patrolling the territory night and day until they were sure no enemies had remained behind. Her job was making sure that their nine kids remained sane through the mess.

      Did she get paid enough for this? Probably. That didn't mean she wasn't going to complain, though.

      Rye just chuckled. "No, you signed up for starving in a moldy motel for regular humans."

      He wasn't wrong. They hadn't had a lot of prospects at the time; not until Rye's grandma turned up with her shiny checkbook, anyway.

      "But you can have a vacation."

      "And a massage," she reminded him.

      "Don't push your luck."

      Christine stared up at the Alpha and pouted, making her eyes bulge in her face.

      Homeschooling the kids meant that she spent more time than anyone else in the whole Wyvern Pride with the little troublemakers. Every day, at least one of them sent her that look, the sad and hopeful baby face. She wasn't nearly as good as Lola, but her imitation of the kids' weapon was efficient, nonetheless.

      Rygan winced. "Alright. And a massage on me, as soon as we get back."

      She did a victorious fist pump, and, behind Rygan's back, Jas took a bow. Ace, Rygan's mate and their alpha female, mouthed, "Teach me."

      Like she needed another weapon. The woman was lethal, but small and extremely cute. If her other charms didn't work, she could bribe people with the best cupcakes in the universe. If she added the look to her arsenal, she'd be unstoppable.

      "You guys take care, okay? We'll be alright here. Especially since we have three new pride members.” They’d recently accepted four new recruits: Sawyer, Theo, Ariadna, and Luke. Sawyer, like Christine’s old friend, Tracy, hadn’t survived the attack on their pride. The three others had jumped right into their new duties, picking up patrolling, cleaning up, and babysitting shifts. They wouldn’t quite make up for the Alphas’ and Betas’ absence, but they weren’t left defenseless. “Plus, Rain and Vivicia are also staying."

      Vivicia Crawley was a badass werewolf loner and Rain Phillips was one of the strongest witches Christine had ever encountered. Which might not mean as much as it could, given the fact that she hadn't encountered many witches. Or like, any, except for Rain. When the Wyvern Pride needed the assistance of a witch, one of the enforcers made contact. As the official carer among them, it was nowhere near Christine’s list of duties.

      Still, Rain was powerful; Christine had felt shields before - the royal pride's territory was surrounded by a cocoon that only those who were invited could pass, for instance. That shield was nothing compared to the immaterial wall Rain had erected around Lakesides, their town.

      Sometimes she wondered why Rain was a loner; witches generally remained in their covens, where their powers were at their strongest. But she'd never asked because that seemed rude.

      They all bid their pridemates goodbye on the doorstep, and then Jas announced, "I'll take the first patrol. Rain, come with me. Then, you can tell me all about why you're a loner."

      Christine's mouth fell open. "Not fair! I wanna know, too. Can I patrol with you?"

      "But Christy, you said we could play in the garden," Jasper, one of the kids, protested.

      Shit. The kids couldn't go out without her. Her shoulders sagged.

      Ian patted her shoulder. "Go. I'll take them to the garden with Vivicia.”

      She hesitated a second. Ian was just as responsible as anyone in the pride, and he pulled his weight with the kids, but Christine knew he wasn't that good with Lola.

      At three years of age, the child had her favorites: Rygan and Christine. She misbehaved with everyone else, taking great pleasure in hiding and making their blood pressure rise just for the fun of it.

      "Go. Vivicia will protect me from your mini-devil and you can come save us in a couple of hours."

      The she-wolf winked and waved her away, gesturing her to go.

      She thanked Vi and Ian and joined the two women waiting for her in front of the house, practically skipping. "I've never patrolled," she confessed.

      It wasn't that she wasn't capable of it, but she'd never had the inclination to take on that sort of job, and Rye hadn't forced the matter. When there was danger nearby, her instincts were to stay close to the children. Rye had told her once that he was glad she'd taken on that role.

      "There's always the possibility of an enemy sneaking past us," he'd said. "It's a relief to know you're there to kick their ass."

      She'd beamed, feeling a little proud; he wasn't leaving her behind because she was a useless submissive. He did so because he could concentrate on the fight at hand if he knew the children had protection. Besides, no one could get them to calm down like she could when they were stressed out.

      A few days ago, when hell had rained down on them from the Shifter Council and all their goons, two adults had been left with the children: Christine and Clary, a brand-new, but nonetheless dangerous, tigress. She might have been of help in the battle, but the fact that she was asked to remain with her and the kids proved that Rye truly believed the right thing was to leave assets behind.

      Somehow, now the pride had grown, including three new shifters they could trust, Christine's need to remain glued to the kids was lightening a little. Between the presence of Luke, Theo, and Ari, and Rain's shields, she felt like she could try to patrol.

      Plus, she was a cat. Curiosity was in her nature.

      “Come on. Tell me all the things.”
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      Hunter volunteered for patrol that day. As usual, he’d done more than his share that week, but being out there at the border of their lands beat the alternative: spending time with the pack.

      It hadn’t always been that way, by a long shot. In the old days, Hunter had been an integral part of the Vergas, and proud to be part of it. They were known among the wolves as the largest, most powerful pack. As a kid, and as the Alpha’s son, he had every reason to be proud of that.

      Then, reality crept up on him.

      It started when he’d left for college twelve years ago. Regulars didn’t exactly welcome sups in their school, so it was rare when a shifter was accepted; but Gwen pushed, and Hunter couldn’t say no to his big sister for very long, so he filled out an application, passed his tests, and got into Dartmouth. 

      Everyone was surprised that Arthur let him go; education wasn't his priority. But the Alpha had two good heirs - what his third kid was up to was of little interest to him. A Dartmouth degree was suitably impressive, so an eighteen-year-old Hunter was bound for New Jersey.

      He knew exactly what to expect. His understanding of the world was simple and absolute. Regulars were weak and hateful. Shifters of other breeds were below wolves. Sups of other kinds, undeserving of his notice. And, above all, he was told that submissives were disgusting. Spineless. A disease that should be culled.

      And Hunter entered a world where there were no absolutes, no black and white situations. Most of the other kids at school had been regulars, but, actually, among the fifty freshmen who shared some of his classes, he encountered less than a dozen who were prejudiced against him. Most of the guys wanted him to join their sports teams, when they allowed sups. The girls – well, regulars certainly had a thing for shifters.

      There was a witch in his lit class, who was so good as to magically duplicate her copy of Macbeth after he lost his.

      People were just...people.

      Regulars, and the sups of a non-shifting variety, didn't officially categorize themselves as dominant or submissive, but he could scent the vibes those around him emanated; there were plenty of subs. They certainly didn't seem like a plague that ought to be eliminated.

      Hunter knew what was done to subs in his pack. When they were recognized at puberty, after their first shift, most of them were killed. For the greater good, to keep the strong lines pure. He'd heard all those justifications and he'd believed them once. After his first year at school, thoughts of his home made him sick.

      What happened to the sups who weren't killed was the worst thing about the Vergas Pack. They were claimed by dominants, bought like slaves. And they were used however their owners wanted to use them.

      Arthur Force didn't own any submissives. He said they disgusted him too much to allow one in his home. So Hunter locked himself inside the house all of that summer, all the while dreading the inevitable: his father was going to want him to come out someday.

      But Arthur didn't bother; he simply didn't care. The following year, Hunter got an internship during the summer. The perfect excuse to stay away. By age twenty-five, Hunter was working on his master’s in natural science, following Professor Luther back and forth across the entire globe to study the tectonic plates.

      Until three years ago.

      They were in Japan when a witch portal appeared out of the blue. Luther practically had a heart attack when a beautiful blonde leaped out of it. Then, he asked a thousand questions, determined to understand the phenomenon.

      "Hey, slow down, doc. Meet my sister. Gwen, this is Chris Luther. To what do we owe the pleasure?"

      "No time for that, Dad's after me."

      In his delight at seeing her, he hadn't noticed everything else, but now his attention caught every detail. The urgency of her voice, the erratic beat of her heart. Above all, the smell. Blood. Her blood.

      "Gwen? What happened to you? Did Dad—"

      "Most of the blood is because I just gave birth."

      His mouth fell open. "What the..."

      "Hey, you weren't there. Things happen in three years." Before he could feel guilty, she added, "I've never been prouder than when you left that stinking pack. I haven't been there for two years myself. I found my mate, and we lived on a ranch. It was wonderful, Hunter. But Dad somehow heard and he surrounded us today. Attacked on all fronts. We ran and I gave birth to my girl in the car."

      This made no sense. Leaving the pack wasn't something people got attacked for. Those who left were generally considered cowards, cut off from pack funding, or even banished, but they weren't tracked and hunted. 

      Unless—

      "Hunter, my mate is a jaguar."

      That. Unless that. 

      "And your child is a hybrid." 

      "She's my daughter. And she's perfect." 

      And soon, she'd be perfectly dead. Their family would see to it. 

      "Miss, if I might say, I think you might need some medical attention..." 

      She did; she had a hard time standing straight. It took a hell of a lot to wound a shifter. Hunter moved to help her. Now he was closer, his nose picked up something else underneath all the blood. Something a lot more alarming.

      “Gwen?”

      She sighed. "I was shot. Pulled the bullet out, and the wound's all healed, but it was too late anyway." She confirmed his worst fear. "I have silver in my bloodstream." 

      His world stopped in that moment. 

      Dead. Gwen was dead. His beautiful sister was nothing more than a walking ghost. 

      There was nothing else, no one else, he truly loved in the world. And she was fading.

      "Got to a witch. She slowed down the process as much as she could, portaled me here so I could speak to you. There's something I need to ask you. It's too much. But I have no one else to ask."

      Her last words. His heart stopped.

      "Just tell me. I'll do anything for you, you know that."

      And then she told him what she needed of him. At the time it had sounded so impossible.

      Afterwards, Hunter carried Gwen back to the hotel where he and Luther were staying, he made her as comfortable as possible. Luther ordered a feast, charging it on his credit card. Hunter grabbed his guitar and played all of Gwen's favorite songs, until she died.

      It wasn't a nice death. Silver poisoning meant spilling blood and suffering until the last second. In the end, he was glad when her suffering was over.

      After her eyes closed and her heart stopped, he whispered in her ear that he'd live up to his word. 

      He'd meant it then. He hadn't regretted it since the day those words crossed his lips, despite the fact that it had cost him his freedom.

      Now in Texas, patrolling the pack territory, he still lived by those words. It meant living with people he despised and watching untold horrors without doing a thing to stop them.

      Not that he actually watched. When it was time for the enforcers to round up the kids for evaluation, he always stayed away. But he knew what was happening. He knew those he never saw after that day had been killed.

      And there was nothing he could do about it.
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      “Hey.”

      Hunter sighed as he turned to the kid.

      He didn’t speak to children as a rule; especially not to those who were too young to have gone through their evaluation, but Anna was an exception. It had to do with her eyes, or maybe her hair. Blonde hair, blue eyes, just like his sister. It wasn’t common in the pack. She didn’t look like Gwen at all, but that was enough.

      “What now?” He growled grumpily.

      Growling was kinda his thing these days.

      “Mama says you went to college. Is that true?”

      “So what?”

      “So, maybe I can go to college someday, too, I guess.”

      He kicked a rock in the road. “Sure you can, if you’re good enough.”

      “Nice one. Thank you, Hunter. Gotta go! Your daddy said we all have to get dressed nice and come in.”

      He stiffened. Today? This year’s evaluation was today. How come he hadn’t heard of it?

      Hunter's nose caught something in the distance, and he turned to find his father walking towards him, Jason by his side.

      "Hunter. With me."

      The three words were infused with all the weight of his dominance, making them an Alpha's command. Hunter was moving before he'd made any conscious decision; he didn't have any choice in the matter. His steps followed one step behind Arthur, to his left. He didn't even bother to ask where they were going.

      It soon became obvious. They were in front of his father's cabin, where most of the pack was gathered.

      Hunter knew why.

      "Most of the enforcers working right now are here," he said, his tone carefully indifferent, slightly bored. "Which means we only have three guys on the borders. I should return to my post."

      "You will stay with me," was Arthur's response. He sat down on the step of his porch, and got his pocketknife out, twirling it around his hand. "You're never around for pack gatherings. It has been noted and brought to my attention."

      Shit.

      "I'm not comfortable leaving the territory so unmanned, Dad."

      "I sent Brian and Trent. Now shut up. It's almost time."

      Hunter's chest rose and fell as seconds passed. The crowd thickened, and soon there were a dozen kids in front of the Alpha, surrounded by ten enforcers.

      At six o'clock exactly, Arthur's mobile phone alarm rang. He got to his feet and directed his eyes to the kids.

      "Hey, guys. You know why you're here. You know why I've never said your names before this day. You were your parents’ charges. Now you become part of my pack, kiddos. I'm gonna need you to stand in line."

      The twelve children were messy about it, elbowing each other to get to the place they wanted to take, but, after a minute, they'd obeyed.

      "Good, good," Arthur drawled. "You're all little fighters. That's what we like here. Now, you're going to step in front of me one by one. I'm gonna speak to you for a minute. Ready?"

      Hunter recalled his own evaluation. It had been nothing more than a formality; everyone had known he was a dominant long before. But he'd stressed out all the same, and he could feel fear radiating from the kids.

      Anna was the third in line. She'd gotten changed into a clean pair of jeans and a black blouse. Catching her eyes, Hunter had a hard time remaining where he stood.

      This was so fucking messed up.

      "Right, you, come closer."

      The first kid obeyed; a tall and skinny boy. "Hey, pup. You're Pete's boy, am I right?"

      He nodded, and croaked, "Yes, sir."

      "Hm. You shifted last year. How do you like it?"

      The kid couldn't help himself, he smiled a little, thinking about his first shift, no doubt. "A lot, sir. My brother shifted before me and it was awesome to run with him. Play. Catch up with him."

      "I bet, pup, I bet. Now come here. Look into my eyes."

      Arthur bent forward to be at the boy's level. A second passed. Hunter wasn't breathing.

      "Good, good. You go stand with my sons, Jack. Welcome to the pack."

      The first had passed the test. The second dropped his eyes when the Alpha's glare was directed to him, but Arthur said his name and told him to go stand behind them, too. This wasn't a submissive reaction, as much as an acknowledgement of Arthur's dominance. It was then Anna's turn.

      "The first girl. They tell me you're a good swimmer."

      The kid grinned. "Yes, sir. I swam before shifting but my wolf just loves the water."

      "I bet. It's hotter than Satan's butthole this summer. Y’all probably go to the river a lot, hey?"

      "Hell, yes!" She thought better of it, and added a hesitant, "sir," as an afterthought.

      The kid was doing just fine. Hunter was a little less agitated even before she passed the test.

      "Anna, go hang out with my sons. And I'll be watching you, young lady."

      Of course he would. Alphas watched the most dominant members of their prides, regardless of their age.

      By the time they go to the ninth kid, Hunter had chilled. As the Vergas pack had culled their members from submissive lines for centuries, there weren't submissives at every evaluation. Looked like he'd gotten lucky. Three kids left.

      The boy who stepped in next made Hunter pause. He made him feel something strange, primal, although Hunter didn't know him at all. A need to cast himself between him and danger. Protect him. He frowned, observing him closely.

      He had dark messy hair and brown eyes, just like most people in the pack; nondescript.  He wasn't small, nor very tall. Not too scrawny, certainly not beefy. There was very little to distinguish him from his peers.

      He was sweating, more than the other kids. His eyes weren't directly fixed ahead; they jumped from his feet to the enforcers around him, caught a glance of the Alpha and returned to his feet.

      He knew, immediately. So did his father.

      "Well, well. What have we here."

      Arthur's tone was different. Lower, slower. Amused, playful. Predatory.

      The boy started to tremble and looked to the crowd, searching it frantically. Searching for help, or for an escape.

      "Come here, boy."

      He didn't.

      The enforcers approached, closing in on him.

      "I...I," said the boy, stammering.

      "Speak louder, boy. I'm sure what you have to say is positively fascinating."

      That's when the kid tried to run. Arthur chuckled. So did some of the enforcers, and most of the spectators.

      "Mom, Dad!" He called, running left now he'd spotted the help he so desperately needed.

      Hunter knew the parents. Burt had attended the same class as him, right here in the pack territory. Mina was a few years younger.

      Burt looked away, while Mina silently cried. Neither moved a muscle to get to their kid.

      An enforcer grabbed him by the collar and the boy bit him, before trying to run again. He was so busy looking behind him, to the Alpha, that he wasn't paying attention to where he was running. He hit a solid form. A solid form that definitely would have preferred to be standing just about anywhere else in the world right now. Hunter.

      The kid's brown eyes went up and up, until they found his. He didn't beg. Didn't say please.

      "Hunter." This was his Alpha's voice. "Bring the child." A clear command.

      He didn't move. 

      "I said bring the child." 

      This time, the words were accompanied with the full force of his dominance and the authority of his rank. Hunter should already be halfway to him by now. 

      But he wasn't. How come he wasn't? 

      You know why. 

      His wolf didn't speak, but they communicated just fine. Hunter felt and heard the animal's every intention. 

      Yes, he knew why, all of a sudden. Just like he knew why Arthur had had no problem sending him away to college, why he'd seemed pissed when he'd come back. 

      He wasn't moving because he didn't want to. And he was stronger than his father. More dominant. His compliance had been entirely voluntary until now. 

      The moment he realized that, something in him exploded, blasting through whatever restriction he'd imposed on himself in the past.

      Being part of a pack meant being linked to every single member in the community through their animals. Feeling them, being subliminally conscious of belonging to something bigger. Even away from Texas, on another continent, he'd still felt the others.

      Now, he didn't. There was just him in his head.

      And he was Alpha.

      Alpha of nothing, but Alpha, nonetheless.

      He lifted his chin and stared right at Arthur Force.

      "No."

      His “no” might as well have been a “fuck off.” Grabbing the kid by the back of his collar, he turned his back on the pack and started to walk away. Everyone was too stunned to act for maybe ten seconds, but then Arthur was sending his enforcers after them.

      Ten seconds was long enough. He got to his car; throwing the kid in the back, he rushed to the driver’s seat and took off at full speed, not questioning his decision. There was no choice. There was no turning back.

      Somewhere at the back of his mind, he realized what it meant: he’d left the pack. He couldn’t keep his promise to Gwen any more.

      But did he need to now, still?

      It didn’t matter. He drove like a maniac, speeding up when he found the territory’s fences closed, and drove right through the gate.

      At the first opportunity, Hunter stopped to withdraw as much cash as he could in one da, and dropped his phone, his credit cards, everything except his keys.

      “Fuck.”

      He looked at his car. A little head was popping out of the back seat, watching him. He sighed, and got back in, turning to the submissive.

      “You got a name?”

      “I…I’m Mike, sir.”

      “And I’m no sir, Mike. I’m Hunter.”

      “I know. You’re Hunter Force.”

      Of course he knew.

      “Why did you help me?”

      A million-dollar question, to which he had no answer; no satisfactory answer, in any case. Instead of attempting to make one up and waste more time, he said, “Look, kid, I’m not gonna lie, we’re in trouble. My father didn’t send the wolves after me now because he couldn’t afford to risk his only enforcers on duty while the outer territory was manned by only five guys. He’s gonna call in everyone, and he’s going to send trackers and hunters after us.”

      The kid’s eyes were saucers by then. Shit, was he supposed to say that to a ten-year-old?

      “What are we gonna do?” Mike asked, his voice small.

      Great question.

      “Ditch this car, discreetly, buy another vehicle for cash, and hopefully get them to lose their track. The next twenty-four hours are the hardest. If we survive them, we have a chance.”

      Mike nodded.

      Hunter started the car and drove.

      When they got to a dealership, Mike showed some initiative. “There’s a mom and pop store across the road. Can I get food while you pick out the car?”

      He hesitated, unsure about whether he was supposed to let the boy go in by himself. People would remember a lone kid if questioned. But they didn’t have a lot of time and getting some food into them wasn’t the worst idea.

      “Yeah, sure.” He handed him a hundred bucks. “Get me two burgers, two fries. Beef jerky, if you can get it. If they have Coke, get a bottle, and water, too. You got it?”

      “Okay.”

      The kid was off, dashing across the street.

      Looked like it wasn’t going to be as hard as he thought.

      But now what?

      He knew his father. His pride was hurt. He wasn’t going to let it go until he got him back to the territory and taught him a lesson, in front of everyone, to prove his dominance. Plus, he wasn’t going to let a Vergas submissive child breathe if he could help it. It went against everything their sick pack had been about.

      What now…
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      “Wait, you’re telling us there’re actually witches in New Orleans,” Christine asked, while they walked around the town perimeter.

      Rain nodded. “Witches, werewolves, vampires. That close to a permanent portal to an infernal world, all kinda sups converge. My family has guarded the portal for generations. The problem is, everyone's power hungry, greedy, and treacherous as fuck. Got out as soon as I could. They figured I'd run back with my tail between my legs." She shrugged. "It's been ten years and I'm doing just fine on my own."

      "Do you miss it?" Jas asked. "I mean, I went to Nola once, during Mardi Gras. It's definitely something else."

      Rain sighed. "Yeah, how couldn't I? The vibrancy, the beauty of the city, the music, the food! It's more than that, though. I'm a witch; a witch practicing ancestral magic. When I kissed Nola goodbye, I left most of my powers behind."

      "Wait." Christine chuckled "You mean when you hid a whole army by magic, and created walls so strong I can actually feel them all around us, you weren't at your best?"

      Rain winked. "Trust me when I say you don't ever wanna see me at my best."

      The wind turned and Jas grimaced. Catching the same repugnant scent, Christine winced.

      "What? What am I missing?" Rain asked.

      "Dog."

      "Yeah, that one's a stinker."

      A second later, an enthusiastic brown and white bulldog appeared from the forest line, barking at them.

      "How cute!" Rain exclaimed.

      "He's ugly as fuck," was Jas' comment.

      "And stinky. Let's not forget stinky."

      Of course, the dog was fascinated by Jas' and Christine's scents; feline shifters in their human forms always excited domestic dogs. In their animal forms, it was another story.

      "Aww," the witch cooed, "I think this baby's a stray. Look how thin he is..."

      "No." Jas was already shaking her head. "Uh-uh. Never. We're not bringing that bag of fleas into our home."

      Turned out, Rain wasn't bad at doing the pouty face. Or maybe she just hocus-pocused them until they gave in. Either way, three hours later, at the end of their shift, they were hosing the fleabag down in the garden. The kids, with Rain and Vivicia, half laughing, half puking, rubbed some shampoo over him, while Christine called the closest vet.

      "Valley Vets, Tania speaking, how can I help?"

      "Oh, hi! Look, my friend and I picked up a stray dog close to Lakesides and we were wondering if we could bring him in for a checkup? See if he had a microchip, maybe."

      Then they'd find the owner and the mutt would be out of their hair pronto.

      "I see. Can you get here tomorrow at two? I have a last-minute cancellation. If not, we can fit you in on Friday—"

      "Nope." No way were they waiting for five days. "Tomorrow at two sounds great." Then she hesitated. "I have to mention that we're shifters, by the way."

      On the other end of the phone, Tania stilled.

      "I mean, if that's a problem, we have a witch who can come instead."

      "No, no, no," said Tania. "I mean, no problem. I kinda never saw a shifter. You know. But," she cleared her throat. "That's fine. As long as I'm not supposed to treat, like, you. Not sure my license clears me for that."

      "No, it's just the bulldog. We're all good here."

      And shifters healed very fast, in any case, if they were ever wounded. The one type of wounds they couldn't heal from were only treatable by a witch, not a vet.

      "Great. See you tomorrow."

      The next day, Christine opted to sit out the trip to the vet. The prospect of spending twenty minutes in a small space with the smelly mutt wasn’t her idea of a good time. Rain, Luke, and Vi took the dog that the kids had named Cutie — why, she’d never know.

      Such a big escort may not have been necessary, but the practice was out of town. Given the recent events, it made sense to only venture out in larger groups.

      Christine put Lola down for her nap and let the others watch a movie, before starting a book. Niamh played with Ian's computer, headphones on her head, and Will sat at her feet, as he so often did.

      One of Ace's wild cats popped his head in and headed to the kitchen.

      This was her little cocoon. Her home, peaceful once again. She knew it wouldn't last. It never did for shifters of smaller packs. Which was why, after their rest, she'd take the kids to the gardens again – to spar this time. Young they may be, but they could take care of themselves. Each of them could take on a well-trained regular man already. The older ones were a match for a dozen soldiers.

      Niamh and Hsu...

      Those girls were more powerful than Christine would ever be. If she had anything to do with it, they all would surpass her someday.

      She smiled, watching over her boys and girls. Then Christine frowned and turned to the window. Her attention was pulled away by a strange feeling, something not quite physical. She couldn't explain it; it wasn't her sense of smell or her hearing that caught anything. No, it came from something else.

      She stared past the gardens, past the electrified fence, to the woods. There was nothing there. Her eyes flashed cat, focusing. Nothing. Yet the feeling wouldn't go away.

      She pulled her phone out and rang Ian. "Hey, do you mind heading over to the house and checking out the woods close to us? I thought I saw something." A lie, but it was easier to explain it that way.

      "You got it. Be there in ten."
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      “I like it here,” Mike said enthusiastically.

      Of course he did. Texas summers were a bitch. The temperature wasn’t much better in California but being near a lake helped. There was a fresh breeze in the air around this part of the world.

      Lakesides was nice. He’d noticed the last time he’d been there, despite the fact that his visit hadn’t been under pleasant circumstances. A good, quiet part of the world. The humans around these parts seemed particularly open-minded.

      He was glad Lola was raised here.

      “Well, enjoy it while it lasts,” he told Mike. “We aren’t staying long.”

      The boy nodded; no complaint crossed his lips. Hunter had to give him that, he hadn’t moaned much through the last three days of the road trip.

      “How much longer?”

      Hunter thought it out. He wanted to see Lola, if only once. Then, they were heading up to Canada, where it would be harder to track him. He had an acquaintance from school who lived in BC; another wolf, from a small pack. Maybe he could drop Mike off with them. It wasn’t in a wolf’s nature to reject a kid. Well, wolves who weren’t part of his old pack, anyway.

      “I don’t know, a day, two tops. But the weather’s not bad where we’re going either, in the summer.”

      Better not tell him about shoveling snow for six months of the year quite yet.

      “Can I come with you next time you go out? My wolf doesn’t like to stay inside so much.”

      He sighed. It wasn’t that he didn’t get it.

      “No, you can’t. Look, we’re in enemy territory, here. The shifters who live in the next town over have a huge feud with the Vergas; if they see me, smell me, they’ll attack without hesitation. I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire.”

      “Why do you have to go at all, then?”

      Children and their million questions.

      “Because I made a promise a long time ago. I’ve kept it until now, but I’m about to break it. Before I do that, there’s something I gotta check.”

      “Don’t.”

      He lifted a brow.

      “If you gave your word, you shouldn’t break it.”

      Hunter smiled. “It’s breaking my word and getting your skin to safety, or keeping it, and getting us in a whole lot of trouble, from the home pack and from the shifters here.”

      “Oh.” The child took a moment to think. “I still think you shouldn’t break your word. Isn’t there a way to do both? Keep us safe and keep your promise?”

      If only life was that simple. “No, kid, there isn’t.”

      All those years ago, Gwen’s every thought had been for her daughter. She’d told him, “My mate is going to take her somewhere she’ll be safe, for a while, then he’ll lead the pack away. There’s a pride of felines that takes in children in need; they’re good people, he says. He knows their Alpha. I’m sure they’ll do their best; you know how shifters get about kids. But they might not be enough; they won’t be enough against our pack, Hunter.”

      He’d nodded, agreeing with that; there was literally no pack as powerful as the Vergas in the world. It wasn’t only that they were huge and mostly included fighters. They had money, connections, weapons, ways to check into people’s finances, and the best trackers.

      “They’ll be my girl’s first line of defense. I need you to be her last. If Dad gets close to her, I need you there, right next to him. So you can take her away.”

      He’d remained silent, understanding just what she demanded of him.

      “You want me to return to the pack and take my place in the authority.”

      “I know what I’m asking. I have no right to. But she’s my daughter.”

      Gwen never cried, but there were tears in her eyes then.

      Hunter wasn’t having that shit.

      “You have every right. And I’ll do it. I’ll protect your kid. No matter what.”

      Three years, he’d kept that promise. He’d slowed down his father’s trackers, messed with their hacker’s system; once he’d worked out the pride had a seer among their kids, he’d even purposefully stepped outside of the Vergas’ territory, knowing that their wards prevented psychics, seers, and other sups from interfering with their affairs, in order to ensure that the child would pick up on the Vergas’ plans in time to get away.

      Last year, when they’d finally faced the pride down, he’d been ready. He had cash and fake IDs in a car on the other side of the lake; he would have grabbed her and fled if it had come to that.

      It had been three long years. During that period, Hunter Force —  the guy who loved studying earthquakes with his professor, and whose future included a Ph.D., a house with a plot of land and a place in the research department of his university — had been gone. He barely remembered him now.

      He’d done his best. But now, he had no choice; there was no place for him back home, and there was no way he could get anywhere near Lola here, with the Wyvern Pride around her.

      The small pack had grown more powerful now. They had incredibly powerful allies, a mated pair for Alphas. Lola was probably fine.

      He was going to find out, see it with his own eyes, and, if he was happy with what he saw, they were heading up to Canada. If Gwen was looking at him from the skies, she’d understand. She’d say he’d done enough. She’d tell him to take care of Mike. She’d tell him to take care of himself.

      Knowing that, without a single doubt, didn’t alleviate his sense of guilt. It didn’t change the fact that for three years, he’d lived and breathed for taking care of that little girl, and, after tomorrow, he was going to abandon her to people who didn’t share a drop of blood with her.

      They were her actual family. Those she knew and loved. He held on to that knowledge.
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      “Nothing?” she repeated, frowning.

      Ian scratched the back of his head. “Well, there’s nothing new, anyway. No smell jumped to mind.”

      Christine frowned. She’d been so sure she’d… felt something. Maybe she was just being paranoid because they were down half of their adult members.

      “That said, I’ll tell the others to stay on their guard. You don’t spook easily, and, frankly, there are people who can go unnoticed if they so desire.” He paused, before adding, “Dangerous people.”

      “Dangerous or not, you would have smelled a foreign scent. Plus, Rain’s wards would have buzzed. It was probably nothing, honestly.”

      Ian smiled awkwardly, looking like he wanted to say something. When he opened his mouth, what came out was, “Want a drink?”

      The kids had gone to sleep, the now relatively bearable dog — not quite so smelly and flea-infested — was in a guest bedroom with Rain, and she could put her feet up for the rest of the evening.

      “A drink sounds amazing.”

      Ian was amazing at all things kitchen related; cocktails weren’t an exception.

      “What can I get you tonight?”

      “Your call, bartender.”

      She had no clue what he’d mixed, but the pretty pink drink he handed her in a large martini glass was delectable.

      “I wished I fancied you,” she said, moaning between sips.

      “You fancy me,” Ian stated with a shrug. “We’re just all too smart to go there with packmates.”

      She snorted at that. “All of us? Certainly didn’t stop you guys with Kim.”

      “Exactly, and we know how that ended.”

      With Kim getting all jealous when Rygan recognized Ace as his mate and betraying them to the Vergas pack. Yeah, no one needed a rerun of that mess.

      Truth was, adult pack members very rarely ended up hooking up, unless they were fairly certain they were going to bond with their partner forever, because otherwise it always ended up in a mess. Sex was simple, but shifters were possessive of those they formed relationships with. Going down that road with a shifter from her pack wasn’t something she’d ever considered; if her clit needed tickling, she went out to pick up a stranger, like everyone else in the pack.

      Still, that didn’t stop her from sighing woefully. Whoever ended up with Ian would be a lucky, lucky girl.

      “Stuff this. I wasn’t going to tell you — don’t want you to worry — but hell, you can handle it; and if there is something lurking out there, you need to know. Here’s the fact. There’re some sups who can mask their scent. Even some shifters. They’re known as ghosts.”

      “What, how? Magic?”

      “Nah, not quite. I’m talking about one in a million, here. You know how I can consciously choose to use my dominance vibes to get someone to submit? Or how you can use your vibes to dissipate conflicts? Well, from what I understand, they also have ghosting vibes. A sort of cocoon around them that allows them to practically disappear. I don’t know why I tell you this. There’s no way you could have known if a ghost had actually been there.”

      Christine went to bed with thoughts of ghosts in her mind, so it was no wonder that she should dream of a specter hiding in the woods.

      What was strange, though, was the nature of the dream. Instead of being scared of the creature, she followed it, running after it until she caught it. Then, the dream took a turn for the stranger, because the ghost was hot, male, and naked. He had blue eyes, light hair, and a thick, well-muscled torso.

      Come to think of it, he looked strangely familiar. She’d seen him before, somewhere; she could have sworn she had.

      “Christine,” he called her, his voice a hot whisper.

      She woke up hot and bothered, then annoyed at herself.

      If there was some ghost-sup out there, watching them, she had no business dreaming of them, dammit.

      She woke up to a nice day; it was too early, but her mind wouldn’t let her go back to sleep. She got ready as silently as she could and slipped downstairs, only to find that she hadn’t been the only one up at dawn.

      “What are you doing here, little pumpkin?”

      Lola, seated on the sofa, pouted. “Nightmare, Mama.”

      “You should have come to wake me up. I would have chased them away for you.”

      “I don’t like waking people up. You’re all grumpy when I do.”

      Well, that wasn’t entirely inaccurate; they were cats, they valued their sleep.

      “Well, I’m up now. Gonna make some breakfast, what do you want?”

      “Can we have pancakes?”

      Christine grinned. There was some mix in the cupboard; she certainly could deal with pancakes. “Sure can, if you help me. We have to make loads so there’s enough for everyone when they wake up.”

      “I can help!”

      “Great, come wash your hands.”

      By herself, it might have taken her an hour, but with Lola’s help, it took two. Breakfast was laid out on the table under clean tea towels and cling film, Lola was playing in the gardens, and Christine cleaned up their mess.

      That’s when she felt it again.

      “Mama,” Lola called, coming back and pulling on her skirt.

      She’d taken to calling all the females Mama since she’d started spending time with other kids in Lakesides. Because they had mothers and she didn’t understand why she didn’t have one. No one minded, least of all Christine. Beaming at her, she held her up in her arms and asked, “What is it, Lola bear?”

      “There’s a doggy in the garden.”

      She turned, frowning. Dogs didn’t generally get close to shifters, let alone big cat shifters.

      “You mean Rain’s bulldog?”

      “No, a black doggy.”

      Christine stepped out.

      The garden was completely empty, but she carried on watching past it, towards the trees behind their walls. Her eyes flashed and she held on to Lola a little tighter.

      She wasn’t a fanciful child, which made her words all the more alarming.

      There were plenty of wolves in the world and some wanted to take Lola from them.

      A few minutes later, Ian came down from his room. “Pancakes, bacon, eggs! My favorite.”

      “Everything is your favorite.”

      “Maybe.”

      She rolled her eyes, before asking, “You remember what we were talking about last night? The ghost thing.”

      She made it sound as casual as she could to avoid alerting the kid shamelessly eavesdropping.

      “Sure.”

      “Do you, by any chance, know if some wolves can do that?”

      The enforcer’s eyes snapped to hers, analyzing them. He couldn’t hear her thoughts unless they were in their animal form, but they understood each other well enough after spending decades together.

      “As a matter of fact, yes. There’s talk of two wolves who can ghost. Just the two, mind. We had one of them under our roof a couple of days ago.”

      Of course: the wolf, Knox, could probably do everything that was in the realm of possibility for shifters. Christine had a hard time not rolling her eyes, thinking of the charismatic and flamboyant ancient shifter. The man had certainly left an impression.

      “And the other one?”

      Ian’s expression changed, becoming cold and tense.

      “The other one I’ve only heard rumors about, when I looked up whatever I could about a certain pack down south.”

      The Vergas. The children knew to fear that name, so they didn’t pronounce it when they could help it.

      Ian’s voice dipped low.

      “They say the head enforcer is the best tracker this side of the globe. He might be the very reason they always find us. A friend of mine swears he can ghost. They were at the same party, in the same damn room, and he didn’t smell or feel him, until he introduced himself. Word is, he hung out with regulars for a few years, blending in. That might be how he learned it.”

      Fuck.

      A Vergas wolf who could go where he wanted unseen. Who could also go past Rain’s shields. That sounded like all their nightmares come true.

      “Wait,” said Christine, frowning, “If they have a guy who can genuinely do all that, how come they haven’t sent him before? And how come Hsu isn’t seeing anything?”

      Their ten-year-old seer’s visions weren’t foolproof, but when there was danger near, she normally could tell.

      “Dunno. No word of this to Hsu or any of the kids. I’ll wake up Jas and Theo, get them to pick up an extra shift. Watch your six, but no need to panic, alright? I have a theory about this mess. Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks.”

      She wanted to ask about that theory of his, but they’d already said too much within hearing range of a little girl who heard and understood more than she ought to.

      For now, she was keeping Lola close and leaving Ian to do what he did best. In Coveney’s absence, he was their interim head enforcer. His job was taking care of them, and he took it fucking seriously.
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      Hunter's wolf was a simple beast. Easier to manage than most animals of his dominance level. His brother struggled with his beast; each change back to his human shell was a battle because the animal wanted to remain in control.

      Hunter's was a lot more chill, all things considered. The wolf understood they had to share that body; each of them got a fair turn. Hunter let him out when the wolf wanted to run, and, in exchange, the wolf retreated when the human wanted his go. Hunter made a habit of often sleeping in his wolf form, too; the wolf liked that. They lived in peaceful symbiosis.

      Not today.

      They looked at the girl first. Lola, they'd called her. It sounded sweet, adorable, and it suited the little girl to a tee. She already ran on her wobbly legs, and she spoke easily, although sometimes there was adorable nonsense coming out of her little mouth.

      It was obvious that she was loved, protected, and well taken care of. Gwen would have been glad. Hunter should have felt relieved and confident in his decision to leave her with the pride. Instead, he found himself remaining longer than he ought to when he was hidden, a sort of sadness and longing anchoring his paws.

      And then, he'd seen her.

      He knew a lot about the Wyvern Pride. Most groups of shifters had websites, social media, and other things. The Vergas Pack kept theirs very basic, but the Wyvern had been smart about it. A lot of regular humans found shifters fascinating and spent time researching whatever they could about them. The Wyverns had cashed in on that, selling calendars of their males, writing blogs, and setting up social media accounts for each member. They didn't hide what they were at all, making it clear that they were dangerous and disliked strangers, so no one actually bothered them in their territories. Still, thousands of people followed them online.

      Hunter guessed that being in everyone's face that way really helped a small pride with fewer than two dozen members; other groups had probably offered them alliances, just to boast about an alliance with famous shifters. And their enemies had to seriously think whether they wanted to risk becoming public enemies.

      That didn't protect them from the Vergas, or the wrath of the Shifter Council, but, against smaller threats, their popularity was a nice shield.

      Their online info didn't say anything about the kids, but Hunter had taken his time to get to know the adults who took care of his niece. Rye wasn't one to be fucked with. Even in his human form, the Alpha radiated power. Having met him face to face, Hunter knew it wasn't just posing. He was one of the few shifters out there who could stare right into his father's gaze without being fazed. Hunter had liked that a lot.

      He hadn't paid much attention to her, before. He knew her name, and he remembered thinking she was pretty enough when he'd seen a picture.

      He'd been wrong. Christine Taylor wasn't “pretty enough”, she was an absolute knockout. Surrounded by athletic, kick-ass dominant females who went toe-to-toe against males, she was unapologetically feminine. Her hourglass figure was accentuated by the apron she wore around her waist. Christine was in jeans and a t-shirt, but somehow gave a pin-up vibe, with her glossy, long red hair and her smile.

      Her scent hit him hard. Sweetness, pancakes, and vanilla, coupled with a hint of home. He couldn't even describe it, but it was positively mouth-watering.

      His wolf was protective, lethal, and territorial. He'd felt off since they'd left the pack, and on edge when they'd entered the Wyvern's territory. Now, he tilted his head and waggled his tail like he was safe and untroubled. He just wanted to play.

      Hunter nudged him again, asking him to retreat, but the beast pushed away the compulsion, irritable. When he changed tactics, wanting to take over the rule of their body, the animal bared his teeth, downright pissed now.

      That wasn't like him at all.

      It took him a while, but after the female and the kid disappeared from view, the wolf finally consented to move away. He let him shift back close to their hotel on the other side of the lake.

      As he approached the hotel, he stiffened and his wolf stood to attention, growling low.

      "Mr. Wolf?" Yeah, he hadn't bothered being creative about his alias. He blamed it on the lack of sleep.

      "Yeah?"

      "Your friend said to tell you he took your son to the gardens."

      His friend. Hunter's eyes flashed with something that made the receptionist blink and involuntarily take a step back.

      It had been a long time since he’d had a friend.

      Hunter approached the garden warily, his nose recognizing the scent of the stranger, who was definitely no friend of his.

      When he got there, Mike was playing football with a tall, dark guy with some Latin roots; Italian, he'd volunteered on his profile. Self-proclaimed know-it-all, good in the kitchen, decent behind a computer. Ian Summers, enforcer of the Wyvern Pride.

      Seeing him come in, the guy waved. "Hey there. Hunter, right? Fancy joining us? Your boy here's pretty good with his feet."

      Hunter's voice was slow and purposeful.

      "You really don't want to go there, Summers."

      The enforcer laughed and shrugged. "You come on my turf, I take it as an invitation to come on yours. Chill, though. We don't hurt kids. Not our MO. I was explaining to your little friend here that I came in peace. Just to talk."

      He hadn't. Each of his words held an underlying threat. This was a show of force, indicating the enforcer's intention. He knew Hunter had masked his presence and he was making it clear that he could somehow still track him and find him. How, Hunter had no fucking clue. Felines weren't the worst trackers out there, but they had nothing on wolves, and wolves had a hard time tracking Hunter. But that meant the damn cat could sneak in while he slept and slit his throat.

      They had to go. Today. He knew he could take this guy without a problem, but if all the Wyvern rained down on him, he was fucked.

      "Talk," Hunter repeated, tense as fuck. "Alright. Mike, go pack your stuff, while your friend and I...talk."

      The cat let the boy go. That was something.

      "What are you doing here, Force?"

      "Just passing through."

      "What were you doing behind our pride house?"

      His mouth remained closed.

      "You know, when the guys were trying to work out who was after us a few years back, I considered your pack. You had the right resources to be a major pain in the ass. I dismissed it, though. Didn't even bring it up to my Alpha. I couldn't see a motive, for one. But there was something else. I dismissed it because I figured that if we were hunted by you, we would have already lost."

      Hunter listened with eyes narrowed, trying to see the enforcer's game.

      "You remember Drew Hartley?"

      The name brought him back to another time. A happier time. Drew had been at Dartmouth with him.

      "What if I do?"

      "He's a good friend. There aren't that many shifters into hacking; we keep in touch. I remember, a while back he told me of a scary as fuck tracker who could ghost. He told me how that guy ran all night and most of a day, when a girl had disappeared from campus. Tracked the kidnappers three states away and busted her out of a fox den. She was home in less than twenty-four hours. So I figured, if a guy can do that to a fox, the sneakiest motherfuckers out there, there's no way he's after us. We're slow, with the kids. Easy to find." Ian tilted his head. "So when it turned out your pack was behind it all, it got me thinking about a few things. Like the fact that, if Lola's a hybrid she must have a wolf family somewhere."

      Hunter didn't know what to say. Honestly, after hiding everything real about him for three years, hearing the truth felt foreign, weird as fuck.

      "Are you her dad?"

      He shook his head, and the feline waited. Sighing, he replied, "Uncle."

      Uncle. What a strange notion.

      Ian's brows went up. "So, she's your Alpha's granddaughter and he still wants to kill her."

      Hunter chuckled humorlessly. "He wouldn't want to kill her nearly as much if she wasn't his granddaughter."

      Ian stared. "Dude, your father's messed up."

      "And that's news?"

      The feline laughed. "Not to you, I'm sure. I'm gonna have to report that to my Alpha. He's on his way back from Europe as we speak. Can you tell me more?"

      "You want info about my father's pack?"

      Hunter stiffened; he might hate the way it was run, but it didn't change the fact that there were kids like Anna and Mike, and some good people. He wasn't going to betray them to enemies.

      Ian shrugged. "Nah, we pretty much know everything there's to know about you guys. However private you try to be, if you have cell phones, bank accounts, Internet, I can hack into it and check shit."

      Right. And no doubt, that was how he'd found him; hacking, rather than tracking.

      Hunter had ditched his phone and credit cards, but someone determined could hack the hotels around the area until he'd found someone fitting his description, for example.

      "What do you want to know, then?"

      "Anything that can convince Rye you can be trusted around Lola. That is, if you actually want to meet her without a fence between you."

      Holy fuck. His heart was pumping at an unprecedented speed.

      "She's my sister's pup. I don't know much about the dad. One day, Gwen shows up, shot and poisoned. She tells me Dad's after her pup and makes me promise to help. I promise. And since that day, I’ve done just that."

      He explained everything that came to mind, giving dates and facts. Meanwhile, the cat listened, never interrupting him, until he was done telling him everything up until the day when he got Mike out of Texas.

      Ian left, assuring him he'd talk to his Alpha. He made no promises. Hunter was still half in shock at the idea.

      He might actually get to see the kid before going north.
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      Rye and the others came back from Italy with a bunch of touristic presents – sadly, without gelato, although Coveney was uncharacteristically wordy in describing the foreign ice cream.

      The kids were excited to see everyone, especially Ava. She was new, and she doubled that awesome attribute by also changing into a bird. Most of them couldn't shift yet, but their dormant animals still were fascinated with her eagle.

      Christine wondered if Ava realized how much trouble she'd be in when the teenagers all chased her. She didn't seem to mind playing with Clive and Victoria, but when the six other shifters eventually joined, she might run away from the pride, screaming.

      After Christine had kissed the kids good night, they were all chilling in the living room, listening to their tales about the now-unhidden city of Dale, when Ian burst in, smirking like it was his day job.

      "Hey, everyone!" He didn't let anyone reply, immediately adding, "Can we talk?" while meaningfully looking at the Alphas.

      Rye got up, but the enforcer backtracked, saying, "Actually, I guess I can talk to everyone at once. It's not a security issue. Well, not anymore."

      "Can you, like, stop talking in riddles, and get to the point?" Vivicia suggested, pulling a nail file out of her pocket and starting to file her nails.

      She might only have begun to hang out with the pride a year ago, but she knew mister-know-it-all well enough to anticipate a long story. She wasn't wrong.

      "So, a while back, when we were still working out the identity of our enemies, I considered the Vergas and I dismissed them..."

      By the time he was halfway through his tale, Vivicia had stopped with her nails; everyone was staring at him, open mouthed.

      Ian could be super annoying when he was smug, but today took the cake. He was positively beaming, glad to have worked out the story.

      "Wait, so we actually owe a bunch of narrow escapes to that guy?"

      "Most, if not all, of our escapes, yep. I wasn't sure until I got there, but his eyes are so much like Lola's, I knew as soon as I looked. Plus, he had a kid with him; not his. He just got him out of there because it was the right thing to do."

      "If I was the kind of gal who actually swooned, I totally would right now," Ace said. "How fucking sweet." She turned to her mate. "We have to let him meet Lola."

      Rye was glowering.

      "None of that crap. We have to. Or we'd literally be the bad guys in this scenario."

      "I don't fucking care about being the bad guy. I care about the safety of my pride and the fact that this could just be an elaborate story to get close to Lola."

      "He was close to Lola this morning, according to Christine. How hard would it have been to jump the fence and claw her?"

      The Alpha male growled at the very notion. Every single kid in the pride was his to protect, but he and Lola had always been close. Even casually mentioning a scenario where she could possibly get hurt was making him see red.

      "Christine, could he have hurt her this morning?”

      She bit her lip. "I mean, there was a lot of us in the house, so we would have jumped him right after, but yeah. If he'd really wanted to, he could have. It would have been suicidal, but doable."

      "Maybe he's just not suicidal, so he's waiting for a better occasion," Rye said.

      "Oh, shut it. I know you don't like the idea of owing anyone, but you have to face it: that guy did help you in the past. The facts add up. And he has every right to see his niece after all this time."

      It was always entertaining to see Rye give in to his mate's logic, however reluctantly. She wouldn't say the Alpha male pouted, but his brooding expression was pretty damn close to pouting. She, Vi, Ava, Rain, and Jas had a hard time hiding their smiles. Daunte was staring at the floor to make sure he wasn't caught smirking and Ian disguised his laughter in a cough.

      “Ian, call your friend. Tell him he can come tomorrow morning, with the boy.”

      “He isn’t my friend, exactly.” The enforcer grimaced, pulling his phone out. “I mean, he’s a wolf.”

      “I’d resent that if I cared,” Vivicia said, batting her long lashes.

      "Alright. He can come. But I don't want him alone with her at any point, got it? Lola doesn't know him. She doesn't even like dogs."

      "Don't want to rain on your parade," said Vivicia, "but she totally likes dogs. She loves Cutie."

      "Don't call that thing Cutie. It's not a cutie. Plus, it's a male. He'd resent being called Cutie. And don't name him at all, because he's not staying here."

      "Shush, shush," Ace patted her mate's back. "Don't stress, you're going to go prematurely gray. I think the dog's a cutie. And he can stay if he doesn't spook the cats."

      Rye glared and pouted a little harder.

      "He'll totally spook your cats, Aisling," Rye told Ace, sounding a little too hopeful.

      Christine was all for kicking the dog out of the house, but when Ace's old lynx entered from an open window, stared at the bulldog, and yawned, bored, before strolling to the kitchen, she couldn't help it: she laughed out loud with the rest of the pack.

      "This is a conspiracy. Why am I even here? Everything always goes your way!"

      "Here," she replied, holding up a plate of cupcakes with a sweet smile. "Have one of these. You'll feel better."

      Rye sighed and took a cupcake. A minute later, he was purring and hugging his mate, who massaged his shoulders.

      Christine couldn't stop looking at them sometimes. They were so stinking cute. Even if she found a partner who could put up with her crazy pride and the fact that she pretty much had nine children, there was no way she'd ever know that kind of completion. It wasn't just love; it ran deeper yet, as the matching tattoos that peeked out of their clothing, glowing unnaturally on their skin, attested. They were fated mates, just like Ava and Coveney.

      Fated pairings were rare and they had two in the pride; maybe even three. No one was discussing it, but they'd nonetheless noticed the strange shadows forming on Daunte's back, matching Clarissa's. They didn't want to talk about it out loud if it turned out they were wrong, but there was a possibility they might also be fated; maybe there was a reason why Rye and Ace's son had bit Clari and turned her into one of them – because she was meant to be one of them.

      Three fated pairs under one roof. The odds that anyone else among them found their fated mates were slim to none after that.

      "They all almost make you want to throw up, right?" Rain whispered, tilting her chin towards the lovey-dovey couples.

      "Yep, totally. I still can't believe there's so many mated pairs in the pride."

      "I can," said Rain.

      Christine lifted a brow.

      "I don't know if you've noticed, but only Rye and Ace are of the same species. That's actually arguable, given the fact that she's some unique type of hybrid. I wonder if pairs are rare because people insist on sticking to their own races, when fate tends to mix it all up. Clari was a regular and Daunte, a panther."

      "And Ava is an eagle, while Coveney is a white tiger. I see what you mean. But why would fate purposefully mix us up?"

      "My guess? To avoid inbreeding. There aren't that many lines of shifters."

      That made an awful lot of sense.

      "So," said Ian, shamelessly eavesdropping on the conversation, "you're saying that the problem with other shifters is that they don't hang out with other types of sups and with regulars."

      "Yeah. The difference is, you guys have come into contact with other races, because Ace was a loner and has awesome friends like Vi, Faith, and me."

      "Maybe, but it's a big world," Ari said from the other side of the room. "Meeting the one person meant for you still isn't that easy."

      "Hello?" Luke piped in. Apparently, the conversation was now open to the entire pride. "Fated. If you accept the fact that fate has something to do with it, you have to assume that fate would, at some point in your life, put you face-to-face with that person. The trick is recognizing it."

      There was a long silence as everyone took in those words.

      "Thing is, we probably have a bigger chance than anyone else in this pride. We know what it looks like," said Jas, gesturing towards the mated couples.

      Another good point.

      Christine went to bed with that thought very much in mind. That was probably the reason why, the next day, when she got downstairs late, in her PJs and a toothbrush in her mouth, and came into contact with the wolf, her eyes bulged and her heart stopped. The cheetah inside her stood to attention, thinking one word quite clearly.

      Mate.
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      No, he wasn’t her mate, dammit. It was just wishful thinking because they'd talked of it the previous day, and because he looked like that.

      She recalled seeing him in the clearing, walking next to his father a year ago; she'd thought to herself that it was too bad that he was part of a pack of dicks, because he was hot. So was his brother, to be honest. A strong jaw, light blond hair, and those eyes; light brown, with long lashes that were wasted on a guy. She would have killed for perfect lashes like that; no need for mascara.

      Hunter Force was standing in front of the door, a little boy behind him. Ian and Rye were talking to him, but he ignored both, his eyes cutting right through to her as she walked down the staircase.

      "Christine Taylor, right?"

      Caught by surprise, she did the dumbest thing she could think of and just swallowed the toothpaste.

      Actually, that wasn't nearly as gross as she'd imagined. "Hey, stalker."

      His eyes went from her eyes to her naked feet, and went back up to her mouth, taking everything in. Then he smiled. "Fan of elephants?"

      Because, obviously, she had to be wearing her pink elephant cotton set. The universe wouldn't have had it any other way.

      "You aren't?" she countered, lifting a judgmental brow.

      He smiled slowly.

      That was one sexy smile.

      "My wolf would disagree. When I was in Africa few years back, my pal and I came across a parade. They had youths and that makes them very protective. I didn't want to have to defend myself against them, so I had to run out of there at full speed. Only, a few young males ran after me."

      The kids, curious as they were, had started to gather in front of the living room, listening in.

      "What happened to your pal?" Hsu asked.

      Redirecting his gaze from Christine to the little girl, Hunter crouched to be at her level.

      "I told him to stay put. See, wild animals can tell we're here because we're predators; we spook them a lot. But my pal was human and he could hide. There were some tall plants near the water point where the parade had gathered; he stayed put, and silent, until they'd moved on. Then, he rushed to the car because it's not smart to stay near water."

      "Why?" a little voice piped in.

      Christine saw the big bad wolf freeze, and his eyes widened, before softening, as Lola came out of the living room, and advanced toward him without hesitating.

      The other kids had stayed at a distance instinctively, although no doubt whoever filled them in this morning had told them he wasn't dangerous. But Lola went right to him, standing very close.

      Christine felt like she'd intruded on a private moment but she couldn't make herself move.

      "Because, little one," said the wolf, at long last, "water is rare in Africa and all kinds of animals go to it. Including some who might have seen him as a nice dinner."

      She giggled, unfazed. Shifter kids were generally taught the laws of nature right along with sweet fairy tales.

      "What were you guys doing there, then?" Daniel wanted to know.

      "Studying a rift. My friend and I were researchers. But, to tell you the truth, we should have been a lot smarter about it all. Our professor told us off. You know, after laughing at us, because Tim was scared and covered in mud, and I looked like I'd run seven marathons. Which I had."

      The wolf was good with kids. She didn't know why it surprised her so much, after everything she'd heard about him.

      "Did you see lions in Africa?" Jasper asked, unsurprisingly; he was a lion shifter, and shifters always found the actual animals they changed into fascinating.

      "One, yes. I saw more tigers in India."

      The kids were sold, just like that. Even Christine had to admit that the guy had her attention. She rushed back upstairs, finished with her teeth, and got dressed at the speed of light, before returning downstairs. He was now seated in the living room, telling them about his travels.

      Christine had seen a lot of the US, because their pride had moved a bunch of times in the last few years - thanks to his pack - but she'd never gone abroad, so she found it fascinating. The adults in the pride who weren't on patrol duty also converged on the group and she could tell it was because they wanted to hear what he had to say. It wasn’t because they didn’t trust him, and felt compel to keep an eye on him. He’d already won a lot of them over.

      "Are you going to travel again, now you've left the Vergas?" Rye asked him.

      The wolf thought it out. "I'm certainly going abroad, but I can't go back to my studies, I don't think." He was frowning.

      "Why?" Christine asked.

      He chuckled. That was a nice sound. She approved. So did her cat, whose attention was still on him.

      "Let's just say, they aren't too happy with me back home. They'll be trying to get to me. If my whereabouts are easy to pinpoint, they'll get me. And they wouldn't hesitate to hurt people around me, too."

      Something inside Christine violently protested against that, a protective instinct that only flared up when someone entered her space, threatened her pride.

      She turned to Rye, staring at him expectantly. The Alpha held her gaze, remaining silent.

      His mate was another story. "You're welcome to remain around here for a while," said Ace. "There are some cabins available around the lake. If your pack tries to come here, we'll be ready for them."

      The wolf was completely taken aback.

      "Can we stay?" asked the boy at his side. "Please."

      Christine said, "I homeschool the kids; well, I'm off for a week, so Daunte and Ian are doing it right now, but I normally homeschool the kids. I bet your boy is in the same grade as Hsu and Victoria. I don't mind adding him to the class if you wanted to stick around while you work out the next step."

      Hunter didn’t talk at first. Christine found herself looking right into his eyes, trying to read his thoughts. Maybe he was trying to work out a polite way to refuse their offer. He was a wolf; maybe the idea of staying with them was repulsive to him. Maybe he thought they stank just as much as Cutie.

      Now that she thought of it, she realized that he actually smelled nice. Woodsy. Her animal liked it. A lot.

      The wolf looked back at her. The way his eyes focused, unfaltering, was a little unnerving, to tell the truth. She looked away first.

      Then Hunter turned to Rye, prompting him to give his opinion. “Wayland?”

      “Look at that. Someone cares what I think,” said the Alpha, half amused. He shrugged. His eyes said, ‘mess up, we’ll shred you,’ but he replied, “You can stick around.”

      The wolf seemed genuinely surprised. Christine found herself holding her breath until he finally said, “Wow, well, thanks. I’d sure appreciate a breather for a little while.”

      He was staying.

      She breathed again.

      “Let me know how I can make myself useful. I can pay some rent, too. And upkeep for Mike, plus our food.”

      Rye cut him off. “That isn’t how it works around here, buddy. You’re not pride, you don’t pay in. Vivicia and Rain don’t pay, either.”

      “Maybe they should,” Ian muttered. “They’re always around anyway.”

      Rye shut him up with a glare.

      “Anyway, money isn’t an issue guests worry about. But if you want to help, I’m not going to stop you. Vi and Rain want to revamp the guest lodges in the woods. You can help them out. Breakfasts and dinners are when you smell them or when someone yells to say it’s ready. We normally don’t do lunch together. You can come in any time, but upstairs is pride territory. Mike can go up with the kids; you’re staying downstairs.” Then, he had to say it, “Betray us and there won’t be enough pieces of you left to identify.”

      “We might eat the pieces, anyway,” Christine added cheerfully.

      “Dibs on the heart,” said Ace.

      “You’re no fun,” Jas pouted. “I like me a fresh heart.”

      The wolf seemed to wonder if they were serious.

      They weren’t. Mostly. Eating people was gross, but they had body bags at the ready for just such an opportunity.
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      Hunter’s wolf was going crazy in there. He wanted out - needed out. The animal had been happy as part of the Vergas Pack once, a long time ago, when Gwen had run alongside him, but it had been years since he’d felt anything like it.

      Since he’d left for school, now about twelve years ago, Hunter had, for all intents and purposes, become a lone wolf. An animal that trusted no one and found no comfort in the company of those around him. Instead, he’d observed them from a distance, taking them for what they were: potential enemies.

      The animal still had protective instincts towards some Vergas, mostly kids like Anna or Mike, but it had felt no kinship.

      Being in the middle of a community like the Wyvern satisfied a deep-rooted, long-ignored need, a longing he hadn’t realized he still had. Something that made him feel young and carefree.

      The Wyverns were all familiar with each other and affectionate. They touched each other casually, brushing shoulders, tapping arms. Hunter wondered if they even realized they did it, or if it was just an instinctual reaction to satisfy their animals’ needs.

      The mated pairs mostly kept their hands on each other, but they still touched the children at the first occasion, wordlessly conveying their love and protection.

      It wasn’t just that; they also joked around, teasing each other, laughing at the slightest provocation. If Hunter had ever seen a happier group of people, he couldn’t recall it.

      The Beta, a large, bulky, tanned guy, spat out his coffee, and glared at his Alpha female.

      “That’s fucking unfair. You don’t mess with people’s coffee, Ace.”

      “You forget, I still owe you,” the woman replied, winking.

      “For heaven’s sake, it’s been a year! And my messing with your privacy has brought you a mate and a cub, in case you forgot.”

      She shrugged. “Doesn’t change the fact that you went back on your promise, little brother. That gives me leave to fuck with you until the end of time.”

      Daunte glared. “You know, some day, I might just fight back. How would you like salt in your coffee, hm?”

      Ace looked at the woman grinning on Daunte’s lap. “I think you’d better watch your mate, Clari. He might just be suicidal.”

      Hunter soaked in the atmosphere, loving every second of it. Lola had grown up with love and fun all around her.

      Well, when she hadn’t been moving from state to state to avoid his pack, in any case. But the stress of the two-year-long chase hadn’t tainted the Wyvern, from what he could see.

      It was a little piece of heaven right here in California. It didn’t help that the shifters around him were cats. The wolf wanted to play. Badly. Telling him that they may not appreciate being chased wasn’t going to work. Hunter didn’t want to mess up his unexpected invitation to stay for a while, so it meant the beast had to stay away.

      To keep him in check, he was going to have to shift, and soon.

      Lola played on the floor with the other kids. Other than the toddler who wasn’t walking yet, she was by far the youngest. Clive looked like he might be five years old; Will, Daniel, Jasper, Hsu, and Victoria, somewhere around ten, and Niamh was a sassy teenager who looked like she was borrowing makeup from Jas, their enforcer. The other Wyvern females wore little to no makeup, but Jas, with her short pixie-cut hair, wore dark red lipstick and rocked her black eyeliner. Niamh was clearly emulating her.

      Although they were all so different in age, the kids all played together. Their quarrels ended with hissing, slapping, growling, and punches, because, well, they were shifters. But as soon as one of them tapped out, they went back to hugging and laughing. Mike had joined right in as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Hunter watched them for hours, well after the bulk of the pack had returned to their affairs, leaving the kids to Ian and Daunte. The Beta and the enforcer took them out in the gardens and started a training regime not so different from what they did back home. Little Lola joined in, adorable as she sparred with Clive.

      Lola was fast; so fast she was a fair match for the six-year-old, although she was just a little thing.

      They were having a blast, laughing hard. Regular humans never got it when they heard that shifters trained their kids from the moment they could walk.  It wasn't just a necessity because there were real dangers in their world; it was something shifters genuinely needed.

      They had a lethal animal inside them, growing along with their human shell. An animal that needed exercise. Without it, they could grow violent, aggressive. And if their human counterpart ended up weaker than the animal when it finally came out of their skin, they were in a lot of fucking shit.

      Going feral was the worst thing that could happen to their kind. Those unable to take over from the beast often had to be locked up, and eventually put down, because they were a danger to all.

      So, training was good, and the kids loved it.

      "Do they also have homework?" Hunter asked Ian.

      "Yep, but honestly I have zero patience, and Daunte sucks at math, so, until Christine is back, they're training all day."

      "That way, they'll collapse early," Daunte added, bouncing a baby in his arm.

      Little Zack, the Turner. A newborn worth his weight in trouble because he had the ability to turn a regular human with a bite.

      Hunter could have remained outside with the guys forever, but the dark-skinned, beautiful witch named Rain and his fellow wolf, Vivicia, came out with Christine in tow. The three females wore overalls and were carrying various tools.

      Recalling he'd offered his help, he said, "Heading out to the cabins now? I meant it when I said I'd give a hand."

      "You any good with power tools?"

      "No," he replied honestly. "Never held one in my life."

      "Manual saw it is. Come on with us, we'll make you work up a sweat, sweetie," said Rain with a wink.

      He shook his head and smiled, following them as they walked around the house to get to the border of the woods.

      They reached the closest cabin fast and Hunter whistled; it was one of those big places built with thick, heavy logs.

      "Look at this."

      "Ace owns the whole lot, houses included," Vivicia told him.

      "She'd make a pretty penny in seasonal rentals," he said, all the while expecting a "hell no, she wouldn't do that," because shifters liked their privacy.

      "I keep telling her she should rent it out to shifter families; you know, only allies and stuff," Rain said. "But yeah, she isn't too keen on that idea. Still, Vi and I get to pick our place so we don't have to stay in Ace's old house, or in the pride house, when we hang out around here. All the houses have been neglected, so there's work to do."

      He could tell: the cabin was gorgeous but his nose picked up damp, mold, and rust. When they got in, it didn't actually look nearly as bad as it smelled, but it definitely wasn't going to be habitable anytime soon.

      "Man, why did I volunteer for this on my week off?" Christine pouted.

      "Because you love us," Rain replied. "We have to strip the walls and the carpet, and then it's all cosmetic."

      "Insulation," he said, shaking his head. "You need to replace the insulation."

      Rain sighed. "Really? That's not gonna be easy."

      "It got drenched and it's rotting in there. Pretty sure you also have rats eating at the wiring."

      "Fuck."

      "You sure?" Vi asked, frowning. "I don't smell any of that. I mean it's a little pungent, but I figured it was the carpet."

      He moved across the room, going to the closest wall, and punched it hard. His fist got through the wood beam. Grabbing a disgusting fistful of black and blue decaying insulation foam, he held it up. Some questionable liquid was dripping down his arm.

      The girls grimaced as he grinned.

      "Right. Insulation just moved up to number one on the to-do list."
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      Everyone was watching her closely and it was annoying as fuck, but she knew they meant well.

      Every shifter knew that death was a very real possibility any day. Would it be because a nearby pack, pride, or horde felt like pushing through to their territory because of a hex, or a terrorist human with a bomb? They'd all seen stuff like that happen to people they knew, friends, even family.

      Then there were the occasional challenges gone wrong. Felines from the same pride could challenge each other, but it was never meant to be to the death. The problem was, it happened, more often than it should. Dominant shifters couldn't easily stop once they got going.

      Growing up in the biggest and most powerful pride of shifters, the royal pride, hadn't sheltered them from such things. They'd seen death on a monthly basis.

      The Wyvern Pride had been lucky, all things considered. They'd only lost one member in years, mostly thanks to Hsu's visions.

      The knowledge that something might have gone wrong, and that she could have lost a friend, had been a heavy burden for years, and now, she had. Tracey was gone.

      The others felt the loss, she knew, but not like her. She was the weakest among them that way. The one who didn't have blood and war in her soul. Others could get angry, want revenge, kick something and feel better after some time. Not her, the submissive. She didn't want revenge, she just wanted Tracey back.

      That was why she'd asked for time off from the kids, to get her head right. That was why Rye had granted it, and that was why Vi and Rain were acting like she might explode at any moment.

      It didn't explain why Hunter's eyes trailed her, though.

      "Stripping walls sucks balls," she said out loud, in case people didn't know it.

      "Big, hairy, smelly balls," Vi emphasized.

      "I can't say I have much experience with big, hairy, smelly balls," Hunter said, all the while ripping a half-log off the wall, "but given a choice between this and ball-sucking, I'd pick the balls."

      He definitely, definitely didn't sound like a Vergas bigot.

      "Wait, can't you just like, huff and puff and blow the house down, guy? I feel I've been lied to in my childhood."

      "It's all boar shifter propaganda," the guy replied, all the while removing his shirt and using it to dry his sweaty forehead.

      Christine stared, and she wasn't the only one. She was part of the Wyvern, which meant seeing a bunch of hot guys in various stages of undress on a regular basis, but none of them looked quite like that.

      Hunter had the physique of a freaking god, with his large, thick shoulders, a golden tan, and a set of sexy abs. His waist was thinner, and that mouth-watering V leading inside his pants was making it hard to concentrate. Hunter didn't miss leg day either; his thighs were thick and hard.

      Was she licking her lips?

      From the corner of her eye, she could see Vi fanning herself and Rain nodding appreciatively, but Hunter's eyes were on her.

      "Hey, looks like you wanna take a bite, and I might just let you, Red."

      He was flirting with her, the only submissive in the pride. That made no sense. When they were outside in the world, Christine got just as much attention as any of the women of the pride from regulars. She had her pick of guys. But sups paid her little attention. Submissives weren't sexy; they were immediately friend-zoned. The members of the pride really didn't mess with each other, in general, but the two newcomers, Theo and Luke, were flirting with the single females, trying to get their attention. Not with her, though. She knew the deal. Dominants were attracted to women just as strong as them. When she paired up some day, it would be with a submissive guy.

      But Hunter Force exuded dominance, just like Rye, and yet he was flirting with her, not Vi, the dominant werewolf, or Rain, the strong and sexy witch.

      Hey, that was a serious confidence boost.

      "Ask me again later," she replied with a wink, congratulating herself for not stammering on each word. "Work to do."

      She was pretty sure he wouldn't ask later; he was just being nice. But still.

      Christine's arms were in serious danger of falling off when Hunter stopped and sniffed.

      "Do you smell that?"

      The others looked at each other in confusion; Vi shrugged to show she had no clue what he was talking about.

      "Lasagna. Someone is making lasagna."

      "Ian's cooking tonight," Christine confirmed. "He was thinking lasagna or risotto."

      "Oh my fucking god, what is it with your nose? You shouldn't be able to identify lasagna from a mile away."

      Hunter shrugged. "There are only so many things people can do with a Bolognese sauce, extra basil and garlic, and a béchamel."

      "You can't smell béchamel, dammit."

      "You can when you're fucking starving. I smell cheese browning; I think it's in the oven. We might as well head back now, I don't think we can do much more for today."

      They'd removed all the inner half logs, pulled the destroyed insulation out, and cleaned the walls. He was right; there wasn't much to do until the new foam they'd ordered arrived. There was wood coming in a couple of days, too.

      They could have started working on the carpet, but tomorrow was soon enough, as they all needed a break at that point.

      "I think I'm gonna shift and run on the way back if you don't mind," Hunter asked politely, purposefully looking at her.

      Ah, he was wondering if she minded wolves; fair question. A while back, her cat might have been spooked, but, in the meantime, it had run with Vi often enough.

      She replied, "Yeah, my cat can also use the exercise."

      Hunter's eyes widened and he chuckled. "Yeah, no. Bad idea. I meant, I should run back, by myself."

      Christine crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. "You don't think I can handle your wolf."

      "No, I know you don't want to handle my wolf."

      "And how would you know that?"

      "Because I've seen you with that little dog. You grimace whenever he comes in your space, begging for attention."

      Touché. But she didn't like admitting defeat, so she said, "That was a dog, I like wolves well enough. Vi's alright."

      Amused, Vi held her hands up in surrender. "Don't get me involved in this. I am a neutral observer. But I'll point out that I purposefully restrain my wolf around the pride."

      She did?

      But now that Christine had started this little argument, she couldn't let it go. Besides, her cat was egging her on, liking the turn of events.

      "Don't be ridiculous, it'll be just fine. You wolf wants to run, my cat wants to run. I bet Vi could also use the exercise."

      The she-wolf pointed to her chest, "Switzerland personified. I am neutrality herself." After a beat, she conceded, "But I totally could use the laugh, so I'll tag along."

      Rain pouted. "Why can't I shift? I don't wanna miss the fun."

      Hunter was shaking his head. "Alright. Let it be remembered that I gave her a fair warning. Whatever happens from here is entirely her fault."

      On that note, the guy nonchalantly removed the rest of his clothing. Shifters didn't make a big deal out of nudity. Christine blessed her guardian angels when he pulled down his pants, revealing a seriously biteable rounded ass. She regretfully looked away, peeling her own clothing off and folding them, asking Rain to drop them near the house.

      Then the sweet, freeing, and painful bone-breaking shift began, and her cheetah was in the driver’s seat of their body. Her eyes were on the wolf. He was huge - so big he'd have some trouble getting out of doors. His head was at the level of Rain's shoulder. In comparison, Vi's red wolf seemed like a sweet little pup.

      The wolf was watching her cat closely, eyes narrowed. Then, he ran, suddenly and at full speed.

      Christine's cat dashed out of doors at full speed, and took to a tree, climbing up as high as she could.

      Looking down, she found the wolf jumping to get to her.

      Christine was starting to question her decision, but her cheetah wasn't scared at all. She laid down on a branch and stretched languorously, as if to tease the wolf, laughing at his poor attempt to get to her.

      The wolf moved back, and ran again, head butting the tree as hard as he could. The trunk wasn't thin, but given the size of the monstrous beast, the impact resonated through the whole tree and made her thin branch vibrate. She jumped to another tree and, finding it too thin to hold her weight, she had to jump down to the ground.

      Smart, annoying wolf. He was on her before she could get back on her paws.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Perspective

          

        

      

    

    
      “I warned you,” Hunter said, doing his best not to laugh his ass off.

      "You didn't warn me nearly enough. You didn't say that your dumbass animal would lick me. I have saliva all over me."

      She was adorable when she was grumpy.

      "Sorry?"

      "That doesn't work when people say it while grinning like idiots," Vivicia thought it necessary to interpret.

      They reached the border of the woods, and Rain was waiting right in front of the pride house with their clothes.

      "What did I miss?"

      "Nothing," Christine lied.

      "Hunter chased her through the woods," Vivienne said. "Then he jumped her, licked her, and let her go - gave her a head start. And chased again. My wolf wanted to play, too, but I might as well have been invisible. And when I tried to join in and play with Christine, he growled. Trust me, you don't mess with his wolf when he growls."

      Accurate recap. Hunter had expected that his wolf, who'd found Christine so fascinating from the start, would want to play with her, but he hadn't expected that the beast would feel quite so protective. Telling the wolf that Vi was a friend of Christine hadn't helped. He hadn't wanted her anywhere near his kitty.

      His.

      A dangerous word in their world.

      It was considered rude to stare at someone after shifting back, entirely naked, but Christine was a fucking vision, with her ample breasts and curvy hips. She was also a real redhead, unless she actually dyed her pubic hair. He didn't think so. He would have smelled the dye.

      To force himself to stop looking at her, he'd walked ahead, but he gave in one last time as she was getting changed. Hunter caught her while she stared at his ass and winked.

      They got dressed and walked towards the house. Realizing that they'd shortly be surrounded by too many shifters with good hearing, Hunter went for it. "So, where's the house where Mike and I are staying?"

      "Near the lake," said Christine. "That's where Ace lived before we arrived last year. Easy to find; just go for the biggest place - and maybe the only house that doesn't smell of disgusting slime."

      Rain was rolling her eyes, and Vi bit back a grin, as Christine carried on, "But Mike can stay with the kids if he wants. We just don't typically allow people who aren't pride in the pride house overnight. Ari, Luke, and Theo stayed there before we included them in the pride, too."

      "Interesting. But nonetheless, those directions are dreadfully lacking. I think you should take me there after dinner."

      Her mouth popped open, and her eyes widened, as her friends chuckled.

      "Oh. Yeah, sure. I... I guess I could totally do that."

      "My, Christine Taylor, are you rambling? I think I make you a little nervous."

      She narrowed her eyes. "Not even a little bit," she lied.

      "Yeah?" Hunter asked, cupping her chin and tilting her head to look her right in the eyes, as the others passed the threshold of the house.

      The girl stared right back at him for half a beat, before dropping her eyes and biting her lips.

      A submissive reaction, he realized. Everyone else he’d interacted with for years would have taken it as a challenge and stared right on; instead, she looked away and blushed. It was fucking hot, coming from this confident, teasing woman. He had no other choice but to cover her plump lips with his and playfully nip at her bottom lip.

      “Weren’t you told lying’s naughty, kitten?”

      “Weren’t you told licking is gross, doggy?” she countered playfully.

      Hunter laughed. “Yeah, right. Gross. We’ll see what you say later.”

      Redirecting his attention towards the door, Hunter was surprised to find Rye standing there with Vi and Rain; surprised, because his sense of smell had always alerted him of new arrivals. But Christine was all sorts of distracting.

      "Chris? Ian's looking for you. Something about wondering where his favorite knife is."

      The woman stared at Rye pointedly but went in, nonetheless.

      This was where he was going to get a warning about touching their females. He could stay and break bread with them, but Rye had an issue with him poaching Christine. Or, worse yet, he was wondering whether Hunter was doing it with nefarious intentions.

      "Vi, Rain, a minute."

      Dismissed, the other females left them to it.

      "I'm not Chris' keeper, and she's already going to give me grief for saying anything at all, but let me warn you. If you're sniffing around her because she's hot, no problem. Can't blame a guy for noticing. If you're trying to cozy up to her because you think she's the weakest link in the pride, expect to have your balls cut off. Not by me, not even by Ace. Christine will take you apart piece by piece and laugh while doing it."

      He said every word seriously. Like he thought the girl could actually gain the upper hand over him.

      Hunter said, "I just like her, man. That's all there is to it. Two adult shifters playing. No ball cutting necessary. But, hey, if I mess up, I'll let her knee me in the junk, promise."

      Rye smiled like he knew something Hunter didn't.

      "Right. Come in. You're in for a treat. Ian cooked tonight."

      Everything people said about wolves eating like it was their last meal was true; he could devour enough to feed four grown regulars, but Ian's cooking transformed his stomach into a bottomless pit. After they'd finished every single bit of lasagna, Ace came out of the kitchen with dozens of cupcakes filled with cream and topped with ganache.

      "Are the others on patrol?" he asked, noticing the absence of three pack members.

      "Yeah. Ian hid some food for them, wouldn't tell us where, so we can't eat it, too." Daunte sounded distraught at the idea of having to leave some of the lasagna to the others and Hunter's stomach concurred.

      From what they all said, he figured than Ian didn't cook often, and that while they generally had sweets every day, from the bakery owned by their Alpha female, Ace didn't often bake at home, either. They'd made tonight special for them, Hunter and Mike.

      Once they'd eaten and drunk everything on the table, Ian and Daunte went to put the kids to bed.

      Lola didn't like that plan much. She escaped Ian's arms and rushed to Christine, calling a clear, heart-breaking, "Mama!"

      Hunter felt like a bolt of lightning had struck him as he watched the little girl jump in Christine’s arms and bury her head in her torso. “Mama puts me to bed.”

      "Chris is on vacation for the week, Lola bear."

      "That's okay, Ian. You guys do the others; I'll put her to bed."

      Hunter's brain was working overtime when Clari interrupted his train of thought. "It must be a little sad for you, considering her mother is your sister, but Lola calls us all that."

      Funny, but being upset that someone else had taken his sister's place hadn't even crossed his mind.

      "I'm not pissed. I'm glad Lola has a good home. That's what Gwen would have wanted."

      "Tell us about Gwen," Ace asked.

      Strange. He never spoke about her because no one wanted to hear it. She was a disgrace to their father for having mated a feline; Arthur hadn't so much as said her name in three years.

      "She was badass. Could take any female in the pack. But she was also kind. There was a seven-year gap between us, but she always had time for her little punk of a brother, even when she joined the enforcers. She became Head Enforcer very young, the year I left for college. Then we lost touch, because I started to realize that the pack was three centuries backward, and I couldn't stand what they did, what they believed in. I called once a year, maybe. We exchanged platitudes. I didn't even know she'd left the pack until she turned up in Japan."

      There was an awkward silence around the table.

      "I can't be the only one with a family sob story. Come on, someone else take the mic."

      Turned out, everyone had their story; Jas had an evil twin - that, he'd known - Clari, an evil mom; Daunte, an evil sister who promptly whacked him on the head with a toy when he said that. He made light of it, but Hunter read between the lines. Just like there hadn't really been a place for him, from the moment he'd been born, it must have been hard for Daunte to grow up in the shadow of his legendary sibling and his equally notorious father, The Butcher. Even Rye had a pain-in-the-ass brother, Colter.

      The only difference was that all their siblings were alive and kicking.

      "If you think that's bad, wait until you hear Ari and Theo's story. Effing messed up."

      Jas had quietly disappeared a little while ago; she came back with huge bottles of moonshine under her arms and those went around the table.

      Hunter noted that while they were all up for a bit of fun, none of the pride members drank enough to truly affect a shifter's judgement. They were always on their guard.

      “You’re staring like you’re trying to make us out,” said a nice, sweet voice behind him.

      Hunter didn’t turn. He didn’t need to; he hadn’t heard her say much, but he had no issue recognizing that voice, regardless. Christine, back from putting Lola to bed.

      Not looking at her was a good thing; she was distracting. Although her scent did enough to mess with his brain.

      “Guilty as charged," he replied. "I’ve read whatever’s available online about your pack, but, actually seeing you guys, I’m not sure I know anything at all.”

      He felt something strange and now he had to turn towards her to see what it could be. When he looked at the beautiful redhead, there was a certain sadness in her eyes.

      “What did I say?” He frowned.

      “Nothing. It’s just that Ian updates our online stuff, but it was all written by Tracey. She died a few days ago.”

      Of course. They had been attacked from all fronts just two days ago; he knew, he’d been there, watching from the other side of the lake, waiting for his opening. The Vergas pack had decided to hang back until they had a clear shot inside the house.

      Good thing, too, because if they had been closer, he would have died when their scary-ass allies had turned up.

      “Shit. Sorry to hear that.”

      Christine shrugged. “It’s okay.” Then she started to walk away towards the kitchen. Hunter’s eyes followed her.

      Ian moved to sit next to Hunter and told him, his voice low, “We’re all keeping it together because of the kids, Christine more than anyone else. But Tracey was our youngest adult; when she joined us, she was just a teenager. Christine’s thing is taking care of people — kids, especially. She’s taking it harder than most. She just won’t show it.”

      Hunter attempted no reply. What could he say? There was no appropriate response to someone else’s grief. Condolences were pretty words that he found shallow, worthless.

      “She asked for days off on short notice; that’s not her thing, normally. I think she probably needs some time to process it.”

      "And you're telling me because you think she's too vulnerable for me to mess with her right now," Hunter guessed.

      Ian shrugged. "Maybe I am. And maybe I'm telling you now's not a bad time to provide her with a distraction."

      He lifted a brow, surprised. Weren't any of the very dominant males going to be assholes about his sniffing around Christine?

      Their acceptance meant one of two things: either they didn't care, or they truly believed she could take care of herself. What he knew of the pride made him cross out the first option. Which meant that there was more than met the eyes about the sexy submissive.
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      Ian was annoying; not only did he cook a million times better than she, but he also didn’t leave a mess, which meant that she had nothing to do with her hands after fleeing to the kitchen. Maybe she could grab an onion and starting cutting it, just to explain why her eyes were getting a little watery.

      "Hey."

      She turned to find her Alpha female standing behind her, rocking her baby in her arms.

      "You know you don't have to hide it, right?"

      "Hide what?" Christine asked, genuinely confused.

      "Pain. Grief."

      Ace opened the glass door leading outside and stepped out. When Christine followed, the Alpha female closed the door behind them. This was as close as they ever got to privacy in the pride house, although the others could probably still hear them if they focused.

      "I suck at talking, I prefer punching stuff."

      Christine laughed. What else was new?

      "Let me try, anyway. When I was little - I don't even know what age - my mother died. I didn't know how to deal with it. I'd never learned what grief was and I was alone. Then, my father stepped in. I couldn't understand a word he said, I had no clue what his gestures meant, but as I clawed at him, drawing blood, he just held me. Petted me. That's something I told myself I didn't need, for a long time. But there's a reason why I didn't kick you all out of here when you turned up on my doorstep. I do need it, your support. The animal inside me craved this community. To have someone to hold close when I'm sad."

      Fuck, if Ace felt it was necessary to have a heart to heart with her, she must have seriously been pathetic.

      "I didn't lose Tracey; we all did. But I'm the only one who feels like this."

      She kept busy, doing stuff to keep her mind off it, but the moment her hands were idle, she felt downright miserable.

      Ace snorted. "Yeah, right. And it's usual for Rye to listen to pop songs in the car, or for Ian to wear Christmas sweaters in the summer. Plus, Jas wears dresses every day."

      Christine opened her mouth and closed it. Rye hated pop songs; it was Tracey's thing. Ian had stubbornly refused to wear the Christmas sweaters Tracey bought them every year. Jas never wore dresses. Ever.

      She bit her lip, wondering how she'd missed all these little things.

      "It's more obvious to me because I'm like them. I take action to deal with shit. You'll always be different from us, in here," Ace reached out, touching Christine's chest. "We're dominant. Not just your everyday brand of idiotic dominant ready to whip out their dicks at the first challenge; all of us have a crazy high dominance level. You know what you are in all this?"

      A weakling. What Ace was saying was that while she might be able to defend herself, and protect the kids, she'd always be weaker inside.

      "You're our heart, Chris." She lifted her head and searched Ace's eyes. She didn't read any lie in them, or in the tone of her voice. "I'm the fist, Rye's the brain, Daunte's the dick." They grinned. "We all have a part. Still, the thing is, most of us are expendable. But nothing can function without its heart."

      "I'm just..."

      "A fight would break out every day without you. I've seen submissive vibes before, I know how they work. You pacify them and make sure every disagreement ends in a discussion, or in a joke."

      She frowned. "I don't--"

      Ace titled her head and smiled. "You don't know you're doing it?" The Alpha chuckled. "Right. And how many times have you come back from visiting your family and found them at each other's throats, or with bruises from beating the shit out of each other?"

      She thought it through, trying to recall one instance when she hadn't come back to a mess.

      "The thing with being a loner is, I hung out with people who don't let prejudice get in the way of facts. Submissives are highly sought after amongst loners because dominants are a mess on their own. That's kind of why Vi, Rain, and I are friends with Faith. She balances us out. She's been busy of late, and, I bet anything, if you went to ask Vi and Rain why they're spending so much time with us these days, they'd tell you it's because it's peaceful here. Thanks to you."

      Christine rolled her eyes.

      "There's no way I alone am responsible for keeping nine - eleven, counting your girlfriends - highly dominant sups from killing each other. We just get along with each other. And the kids help; we have to act like adults around them."

      "The kids definitely help, but you're pulling the weight. Try to pay attention to what you're doing next time a fight breaks out. I don't always consciously shove my dominant vibes in people's faces, they sort of burst out. That's probably what you've been doing all these years."

      That was a mind-blowing idea, although feeling responsible for keeping the peace was a little frightening.

      "Anyway, all of that to say, we need you, every day, all day. So don't you feel weird about needing us from time to time. I know Tracey's body was sent to her parents but we could hold a wake here, on the lake, with scented candles and bad pop music. Someone could read her last book."

      Fuck, could someone just stake her heart? That ought to hurt less than this. Christine sobbed like a blubbering idiot, and Ace shifted her now very awake baby onto one shoulder, to hold her tight with her free arm.

      "I suck at hugs. Let me know if I do this right."

      Christine chuckled. "It's the best hug. And thank you. Tracey would love that, wherever she is."

      Ace let go of her and seemed hesitant for one second.

      "What?"

      "I was just thinking about something, but it might not work out, so let me keep it to myself for a bit. In other news, though, a wolf. Really? I can't say I saw that coming. You can't stand dogs."

      Christine shrugged. "Wolves smell better."

      "They still totally act like idiotic dogs. I'd know: my best friend is one. I can't fucking stop Vi from chasing me when we're in our animal form."

      "Well, then you're very well placed to know that it happens to be kind of fun."

      "For me?" Ace chuckled. "Yeah, sure. She pounces, I shove her, she barks, I hiss, then we chill for a minute and I scratch the fuck out of her without warning when I'm bored." She grinned like the crazy bitch she was. "That's how we roll. But whenever we’re having our fun, you stay as far as possible from us, so what changed about you?"

      Christine looked in the distance, shrugging. Nothing had changed about her today. She was just plain old Chris. It just happened to be a Chris who liked playing cats and dogs.
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      The crowd was thinning out, and he didn't have to make use of his superior hearing to realize that it was past time to make himself scarce; the mated pairs had spent most of the evening touching each other. There were going to be a lot of noise and scents he didn't want to endure soon. Come to think of it, it was probably a good thing that they'd asked him to stay outside the pride house.

      "Doesn't it get to you?" he asked Ian. "Living in the same house."

      "Hell, yes. If you're thinking about the others getting their freak on, that's not the problem. This place is ideal; every room is soundproof. But I certainly would prefer to have a bit more privacy. Our cats like to be together, but even they want their own territory sometimes."

      "Then why don't you work on the other cabins out there for you guys?" he wondered. "On our run back, I saw at least five."

      But as the words passed his lips, he could guess the answer. They banded together that way because it was safer.

      "Protecting one single house is much easier if we're under siege. And if we're taken by surprise someday, there'll be a bunch of us around the kids."

      Hunter nodded. He got it. Most of this pride's issues were due to his pack. How messed up was that? They hadn't done anything wrong, and their entire lives were in shambles because the Vergas wanted to kill a defenseless three-year-old.

      There were a few hybrids in the world - not many, but enough to keep the Vergas busy, if their intention had been to just eradicate them. Yet, they left them all alone, every one except Lola. Their problem wasn't that she was a hybrid, it was that she was a Force hybrid. In an ideal world, the two shifter groups could have just sat down and talked it out like adults. The Vergas didn't want it known that they'd given birth to a hybrid? They could have signed a goddamned treaty assuring that Lola would never admit to a kinship with them and that would have been it. But Arthur Force didn't talk things through. He didn't negotiate. He killed. He hunted. He tortured.

      Quite suddenly, Hunter had an idea. A very dangerous idea, but one which would nonetheless solve all his problems, and the Vergas' too.

      Coveney walked in the living room, wearing dark cargo pants and a brown tank, the sort of colors people wore on patrol at night. He was staring at the phone in his hand.

      "Hey, have you heard from Jas?"

      Ian frowned.

      "Isn't she supposed to come back from her patrol shift now?"

      "She is. I was going to replace her, to give you a break, since you picked up extra shifts in our absence. But she isn't back and she isn't answering her phone."

      Frowning, Hunter got up from the sofa at the same time as Ian. "I'm a good tracker and I know her scent. I'll help."

      He didn't offer his help as much as announce he'd give it, whatever they had to say against it. If his hunch proved true, they'd need him.

      "What's the matter?" Christine asked, coming back inside.

      She'd spent the last hour outside. Hunter was seriously pissed at himself when he realized he needed to postpone their little trip up to the guest house, after all.

      "Jas isn't back from patrol," said Ian. "We're going to check things out - can you notify Rye if we don't call or turn up within the next hour?"

      Hunter walked to the closest window and opened it, tentatively sniffing the air.

      Every scent assaulted him violently, now that he'd focused on his strongest sense. The wind carried the smell of the night, the lake, the woods, and every pack member. He wasn't familiar with them as much as he'd been with the Vergas' scents, but he could still distinguish them.

      Above it all, there was another scent.

      It smelled of coffee.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      "Fifteen minutes," Hunter countered. "If we don't text or call within fifteen minutes, wake up every one."

      Coveney stepped close to him and looked outside, no doubt finding nothing out of the ordinary.

      Felines didn't have a sense of smell as acute as ordinary wolves; there was no chance that the Head Enforcer could distinguish as many nuances as Hunter.

      "What do you know?" he asked.

      "Someone - someone who knows me - is masking scents with freshly ground coffee."

      Christine and both enforcers stiffened, understanding what he wasn't saying.

      "The Vergas are here."
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      It wasn't the first time that Jason Force had held a woman captive. It wasn't even the first time this year.

      The others had deserved it. He was Beta of the strong, large, powerful Vergas Pack. That meant interrogating spies, traitors, and bounty hunters sent to hurt them fell under his responsibilities. At least half of them were loner females. Shifters thought little of gender; what mattered was power.

      This female hadn't done anything wrong. He didn't want to hurt her if he could help it.

      "Stay put and nothing will happen to you," he told the tigress.

      Her smile was almost a snarl, showing her very white and sharp teeth. "Yeah, right. Don't confuse me for one of your bitches, Vergas. I don't stay. I don't fetch. I don't heel."

      He didn't doubt that. Her eyes were unwavering, even as she stared at him. That was a first. Females didn't stare at him like that; not when he was working. His aura and the vibes around him changed during an attack. She should have shivered and cowered, but apparently no one had told her that.

      "You will, if you know what's good for you."

      His orders were simple. Keep the girl where he was sure his traitor of a brother would find her and deliver a message when Hunter turned up: the Vergas would sign a treaty of peace with the Wyvern as long as Hunter came back home. He was to free the tigress as a sign of good faith.

      They'd accept the deal if they had any sense. And if anyone asked Jason, he thought it was past time that they moved on from the irrelevant little pride, in any case. He didn't know why his father was so damn obsessed with them, anyway. It wasn't his problem, he wasn't Alpha, but, in Jason's opinion, their failure to obliterate such a small group would end up damaging their reputation.

      And he wanted Hunter back. The little shit needed a good beating, then he'd fall in line. Why had he been so damn stubborn? Jason didn't like his father's rules either. Those who did were rare. But, unlike Hunter, his response wasn't running away first and then kidnapping a kid in the middle of an evaluation. That was short-sighted, and stupid.

      Why save one kid? What difference did it make in the long game? Jason intended to bide his time and, when his father gave him the reins of the pack, then he could implement changes. Run it like he wanted. Keep the submissives, for one; they weren't really doing any harm. They might be a little useless, but, hey, there were plenty of boring jobs to do. They could contribute to the pack by cooking or something.

      Arthur was sixty-three. He remained fit, as shifters generally did, but how long could he truly expect to retain leadership without challenge? A few years, that was it. Then, rather than lose it to the first person who challenged him, he'd name Jason.

      It should have been Gwen, the eldest, of course, but she'd passed away.

      Jason's fists curled as they always did when he thought about his sister. The fastest wolf in the pack. With legendary white fur, she had been as beautiful as she'd been strong.

      And she was dead, because of the father of the kid they were hunting.

      Arthur had told him that the coward had shot her from behind, with silver. At the time, Jason had led the search for the child, bitterness and the need for revenge running in his veins. Years later, though, he was tired of the hunt and he also had stopped blaming the child for her father's sins.

      They'd caught the guy. He'd paid for his crimes a thousand times over. Jason had made him understand the true meaning of suffering before he'd bled out.

      The child could live, as far as he was concerned. He was glad his father had finally seen sense.

      The woman in front of him wasn't making it easy, though. Three times he'd had to replace her handcuffs, because she'd yanked them off the radiator. Damn, she was strong. And hot, too. For a tigress, anyway.

      She wore her hair cut short, emphasizing her delicate, almost elfin bone structure. Her lips were painted dark red, and black eyeshadow emphasized the color of her eyes; a hazel that was so very feline, he would have guessed her nature even if she didn't smell of cat.

      As he’d only brought four pairs of handcuffs, he'd tied her to a chair this time - hands behind her back. Seeing her wiggle to try to get out of it, he sighed.

      "Do you ever do as you're told?"

      "Would you obey if I had you tied up on a goddamn chair?" she shot back.

      It was his turn to smile this time.

      "Depends on the circumstance."

      She snorted. "Yeah, right. I know your type. I doubt you've ever let a girl on top."

      His nostrils flared as he imagined her slim, athletic frame above him. She'd ride him hard. If she was trying to distract him, she was doing a brilliant job of it.

      "One way to find out."

      The female rolled her eyes and moved her shoulders in a way that couldn't be comfortable, to try to get her hands free. Dammit.

      "Easy, tiger. This will be over soon. I promise I'll let you go in less than ten minutes."

      From her expression, he knew what she thought of his promise.

      Her mistake. The Force men didn't give their words lightly.

      "What happens in ten minutes?"

      "My brother caught your trail. He'll get here, try to kick my ass, and fail. Then we'll talk and I'll let you go."

      She frowned. "That's where I know you from. You're Hunter's brother." She thought it out. "Jason, right?"

      He bowed. "Delighted to make your acquaintance. And what might I call you?"

      "You may not call me at all, dickhead."

      He'd seen that one coming. It was no matter. They had comprehensive information on the Wyverns at home, he could find out.

      He could even find her phone number if he wanted to.

      He was about to point that out when he stiffened, catching a scent.

      Looked like Hunter was faster than he'd thought.
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      The coffee hadn’t been used to mask a trail, as much as to give him a clear one; he distinctly recognized the scent of various Vergas enforcers at the border of the Wyvern territory, his brother's amongst them, but all the other trails had been tempered, except one.

      "It's a trap," he told Ian without ambiguity. "But I can handle my brother, and Jas' scent is pretty clear, too. Go wake up your Alphas and strengthen your defenses. I'll be in touch."

      "No way are you going in there by yourself," said Ian.

      The trail had led them to one of the abandoned cabins; the one furthest from the pride house, closest to the lake.

      "I am," Hunter replied. "Jason's alone with Jas. And for what it's worth, he's my brother. We might not be close, but I doubt they'd send him for a kill order."

      He wasn't really sure about that. After all, Jason had been part of the crew hunting Lola. But what he didn't doubt was that if he didn't turn up alone, Jas was going to get a set of fangs or claws through the throat.

      He'd seen Jason kill on order without hesitation.

      "Alright. Ian, stay here as back up," Coveney ordered. "No other wolf gets into the cabin. Hunter, if you need help, you call out. Understood?"

      Back up. Had he ever had back up? Someone who he knew would come help if he needed it.

      Not in a long time.

      It was a nice feeling. Hunter nodded before crossing the ten steps that separated him from the doorstep of the cabin.
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      "What do you mean, Jas was kidnapped?" Christine asked, eyes wide. "It's Jas."

      Other than Ace, she was the strongest female in their pride and she was such a great enforcer. Blending in, being sneaky, was her forte. Plus, she could mute her vibes and pass for a regular better than anyone else she knew. Christine couldn't comprehend how she could have gotten herself kidnapped.

      "By Jason Force," Coveney said, letting them in on her location and condition. "We can't smell any blood and she was definitely breathing. Hunter went in; he thinks his brother wants to talk."

      Rye said nothing as he got up but they could all feel the intensity of his rage. He wasn't pissed; he was downright enraged. Feeling the start of his shift, Christine stepped in instinctively, and outstretched her hand, placing it on his shoulder.

      Then, Ace's words came back to mind, and she frowned, realising what she was doing.

      She was willing him to calm down, thinking, "It's all right, just breathe," all while clearing her own mind to breathe as slowly as she could.

      Under her palm, Rye's shoulders stopped trembling, and his shift was interrupted. There was still anger in his eyes, but he didn't look like he was about to burst out of the house and kill everything that moved in his path anymore.

      Christine turned to Ace, who winked at her, mouthing, "Badass."

      Man. Ace hadn't lied to make her feel better. Christine was doing something to keep the peace, although she'd never consciously noticed it before.

      "Let's not be blind, here," Rye said. "There's every possibility that this could be an elaborate trap. The Vergas could have planted Hunter here as a way to get us out of the way and go for Lola. We need to be smart about this."

      Christine had always loved and respected Rye, from the day he'd invited her to hang out, but she almost hated him for even suggesting that.

      "Unlikely," Ian said.

      Ace and Coveney both nodded in agreement.

      "I agree. Unlikely, but it's not impossible, so our priority is the pride house. Recall Theo and Luke from patrol," the Alpha male ordered. "Wake up everyone, except the kids. I need everyone around the house. Christine, stay with Lola. Ask Clari to stick to the kids' floor, too."

      Christine opened her mouth to protest, but Ace beat her to it.

      "I'll stay with Lola. Chris needs to be on the frontline this time."

      She did need it, truly, although she couldn't explain it to herself. She would have begged to be allowed to go out there and help.

      Help him, and prove that he wasn't the slimeball Rye believed him to be.

      If she was wrong, she needed to be there anyway, so she could strangle him with her bare hands.

      The strength of her feelings made no sense to her because Hunter Force was a stranger. A hot stranger, but a stranger, nonetheless.

      And yet, she couldn’t shake it.
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      Hunter advanced slowly and found the door ajar when he got there. He pushed it with the toe of his boot, staying behind, just in case. Jason was a master in the art of traps.

      Nothing.

      The cabin smelled as bad as the one they’d worked on today, so he couldn’t detect anything, except Jason’s and Jas’ distinctive scents.

      “Don’t be such a damn pussy, Hunter. Come on in.”

      Yeah, right. He took his time to inspect everything, expecting to find himself upside down and tangled in a net at any second.

      Jas’ voice said, “Ar, ar. Pussy. I get it. You’re a funny one. We’re doing cat jokes, now, because we’re in fourth grade.”

      She sounded just fine.

      “Jas, does he have a weapon in his hand?” Hunter asked, now that he knew her mouth wasn’t covered.

      “Nope. There’s a gun in his holster, though. Plus a knife in his left boot and another one strapped to his back.”

      That was normal gear for Jason. Hunter knew he went to bed with the knife strapped on his back. He probably showered with it, too.

      Hunter finally stopped pussyfooting, like his brother had accused him of doing, and walked in.

      Jas was handcuffed to a chair and looked seriously pissed about it.

      “You good?” he asked her.

      “Sure thing. I’m going to kill your brother, though.”

      Jason smiled. “You know, people don’t tend to announce their intentions in front of their prospective victims.”

      She batted her eyelashes, and replied, “Only when they’re scared of said prospective victim.”

      Hunter had to give major points to the female. He didn’t think he’d ever seen Jason be challenged like that.

      “Alright, tigress, I’m only coming close to undo those handcuffs. Letting you go, as promised. Are we good?”

      Jas smiled. It was a slow smile that lit up all her features, a sincere one. Hunter didn’t know her very well, but she looked like a fae about to devour someone’s fresh, beating heart and steal their soul.

      Somehow, Jason didn’t read the warning; he walked to her and got behind her before working on her metal bonds. She stayed very still through it all.

      The moment the second cuff clicked undone, the female bent her knees, leaping up, and flipping in mid-air. She was on Jason’s shoulders, her thighs crossed around his neck. She curved her back and reached towards the floor; once her hands were flat on the moldy carpet, she pulled her legs down, taking the large, powerful Beta down with her.

      The entire thing lasted two seconds, tops. She had him flat on the floor, kneeling above him, her hands around his throat.

      Jason could probably have managed to take her, but he remained frozen and shocked.

      Hunter had to laugh.

      “Told you you weren’t the type to like a girl on top,” Jas said with a snort.

      “Hey, I’m only the messenger. Killing me doesn’t get you a peace treaty.”

      She snarled, like someone who didn’t give a shit about peace. Hunter tilted his head, intrigued.

      “What treaty?”

      “Dad asked me to relay a message: he’s ready to sign a treaty, as long as you come home. You’re more important than some kids he wants revenge on.”

      Hunter laughed. “And you’re telling me we’re supposed to believe that crap?”

      Jason said, “Dad keeps his word.”

      “No. You keep your word. I keep my word. Gwen taught us to. Dad gives it and finds loopholes to justify doing what he pleases. You go tell him I have nothing to do with the Wyverns. I’ll leave in the morning. But I’m not returning to your backward, toxic pack, to do nothing except bear witness when kids get killed.”

      Jas turned to him, grimacing.

      “Does that mean I have to let him live?”

      “Afraid so.” He shrugged. “He doesn’t need to go back in one piece, though.”

      That seemed to cheer her up. The tips of her nails changed to claws, and she ran her hands down from his neck to his pecs, tearing through fabric and drawing blood.

      “Alright, enough of this.” Jason grabbed her by the wrists and yanked her hands down, before pushing her from him and shifting his body to hover above hers. “Not that this isn’t a delightful interlude, but I’m here on business, sweetheart. Stay.”

      “What did I say? I don’t stay.”

      “Well, we all have our burdens in life. Consider me yours right now.”

      On that note, he sat on her, his hands still pinning her down. She yelled, spat, scratched, and kicked. Like none of that was happening at all, Hunter turned to Jason.

      “Look, Dad was going to send Lincoln, and I knew you’d just kill him on sight. I came because I need you to fucking listen, here. You know how Dad is. If you come now, you’re in for a beating, maybe he’ll strip down your rank, but you’ll live it down. Stay away, and you’ll really piss him off. Next time, it might not be a nice friendly message he’s sending. I won’t be able to protect you.”

      Hunter had to roll his eyes. “When have you ever protected me, Jason? Or done anything except be Arthur’s little bitch?”

      “Yeah? How do you think you ended up going to college, little brother? Are you actually stupid enough to think that Dad just woke up and decided to let you go?”

      Hunter shut up. What the hell?

      “We were training when you called Gwen to tell her. Dad heard; he was going to go straight to you and say you’d stay right where you were. That no Force was leaving pack. Gwen begged. She’d never said please in her life but she begged Dad. But he didn’t want anything from her. She didn’t have a bargaining chip. I did.”

      All of a sudden, Hunter knew exactly what Jason was talking about.

      Gwen and Hunter had the same mother, but Jason had been son to one of Arthur’s mistresses; a she-wolf from the council. A woman who came from money. Jason had inherited a part of his grandmother’s fortune at age sixteen. At age twenty-four, he gave it to the pack. Hunter hadn’t thought much about it; it was a very Jason-esque thing to do. The perfect brother always heeled to please their father.

      But he had given it the summer Hunter was accepted to college.

      “You paid for my freedom.” That was fucking mind-blowing. “Why would you do that?”

      Jason shook his head. “Because you’re my brother, you stupid-ass idiot.”

      Hunter opened his mouth, and closed it again, because his brain was too busy to formulate anything coherent.

      “Dad is a dick,” Jason stated. Jason. The guy he’d believed to be Arthur’s clone. “But he’s still strong - stronger than me or you, despite your tantrum during his morbid little ceremony. He’s never lost a challenge and his wolf is still strong enough to take most of us. Could I rebel and go play with rocks like you? Sure. But then the pack might go to a bullying bigot just like him. I’m doing what I can so that the pack comes to me one day. Then, I can change things. The slaves. The evaluations. I’ll banish it all. I want you by my side to create a better place for our people. You’ve seen the world. You’re the voice of tomorrow. Together, we can ensure our generation does better than the last one.”

      That made sense: he’d been transported in an alternative reality. Or maybe he’d just been knocked out and was having a weird-ass dream.

      Jas had stopped wiggling now. She lifted her head and said, “Great, you’ll be king of a utopia and everyone will live happily ever after. Just explain to me how in the meantime, it’s okay to kill kids and hunt down your own damn niece?”

      A second passed without anyone moving or talking.

      Then, Jason’s blue eyes flashed black and yellow, turning wolf, and he growled, “My what?”
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      Jason was also a hottie. A little taller than Hunter, and definitely bulkier, he was up there with Rye on the list of frightening, overbearing Alpha males.

      When Christine had arrived at the cabin with Rye and Coveney, they found everyone talking. There was a slight smell of blood in the air, but it wasn’t Jas’ or Hunter’s, and no sign of a fight alerted them, so they approached tentatively.

      Hunter was telling his brother that Lola was the daughter of their late sister, and apparently, Jason was fucking pissed about the whole thing.

      “He didn’t know?” asked Rye, frowning.

      “Nope, he didn’t,” Jas answered.

      She was perched on a broken chair, seemingly amused by the whole thing.

      Christine couldn’t say the same.

      Jason was starting to shift, without consciously choosing to. Having a pissed off shifter in his animal form was never a good idea; but an enemy wolf, in their territory? Hell no. Christine wouldn’t stand for that, especially since the object of his anger was her precious little Lola bear.

      She took a step closer to him. Rye immediately moved to pull her behind her, but she glared at him.

      “Christine?” It was Hunter this time. She ignored him, too, approaching Jason, who looked at her like she was a worm he’d just stepped on.

      Her hand went to his arm, slowly.

      It’s okay. Calm down.

      Jason’s eyes widened.

      “What the fuck is this? What are you doing to me?”

      She retracted her hand, but Jason reached out, holding her wrist.

      “Don’t stop. You’re settling the wolf. Just tell me what you’re doing. Are you a witch?” he sniffed. “I smell cat.”

      “Cheetah, thank you very much,” she replied. “And a cheetah that definitely wants to claw you for making her worry about her family, by the way.”

      The wolf was frowning.

      He stepped away; his eyes had gone back to their human form.

      “What was that? I need to learn that trick.”

      She shrugged. “Ace thinks it’s submissive vibes.”

      She expected him to recoil, maybe curse her out. That was what Vergas were all about, after all. Instead, he nodded. “You’re an Omega. I read about them.”

      “Omega?” she repeated.

      The wolf shrugged. “Submissives who can take Alphas. Control them, if they’re weak enough. Didn’t you take shifter history at school?”

      She hadn’t. Most people didn’t, it was one of the most boring electives anyone could opt for, full of dates and complicated names.

      “Anyway, why the fuck would Dad hunt our fucking niece? It makes no sense. Does he even know—”

      “Jason, he fucking knew. And there’s more. He was the one who raided Gwen’s home. He shot her, she told me herself. He might have aimed for her mate but it was Gwen who took the bullet. She died in my arms.”

      The wolf wasn’t pissed anymore; he was distraught, feeling desperate and lost.

      How could she tell? She didn’t know but she fucking needed to read up on Omegas, apparently.

      “He killed Gwen,” Jason repeated numbly. Then he started moving towards the door.

      Rye stood in the way and glared at him.

      The wolf’s eyes set on their Alpha male’s.

      “Don’t make me do this. Not right now. Trust me, you won’t like the result.”

      Rye chuckled. “Just try to push me, dog. You came to my territory and abducted one of my females. The only reason you’re still in one piece is because you’re blood to some of my people. But, come at us again and I’ll take pleasure in tearing you to shreds.”

      A second passed. Then Jason nodded. “I’m not ever going to attack this pride. Send a peace treaty to the pack. It’ll be signed and sent to the Council.”

      The two males stared at each other for another second, and then Rye stepped aside, letting Jason go.

      Before leaving, he turned to Hunter. “Come back home. I’ll need you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Christine repeated, after following his silhouette as he disappeared in the woods.

      “Because,” said Jas, “he’s about to go home and kill Daddy Dearest. Tomorrow, he’ll be Alpha.”

      Hunter swore out loud, and dashed towards the door, where Rye stopped him, too.

      “Look, I can’t let him do this alone. He said it himself a few minutes ago: no one can take our father. He’s too strong, never lost a challenge.”

      “Yes, and you’ll nonetheless stop and think for a minute. If your brother challenges your father, it’ll be a one-on-one. Jump in and it’d invalidate the result. It’s his fight.”

      “I can—”

      Rye sighed. “You can stay for two seconds and listen to me.”

      “You don’t get it,” Hunter yelled. “All my life, I thought Jason was a goddamn piece of shit, and I was wrong. I owe him. I should be there for him.”

      “Yes,” Rye acknowledged. “And none of that trumps one simple fact.”

      Hunter looked like he might argue with whatever came out of Rye’s mouth.

      “I have access to a private jet.”

      The wolf stopped. “Oh.”

      “Yes, 'oh.' Let me make a call. Whether he’s driving or running, we’ll get there before your brother.”

      “We?” Hunter asked.

      Rye shrugged. “Seventeen. That’s the number of times Hsu warned us of an attack. We owe you. This is one opportunity to repay the favor. Do you know how many times a shifter wins the leadership of a pack in a challenge and ends up killed right after? They’re weakened and vulnerable. All the Alpha males in your pack might descend on him and fight it out the moment he’s done. The true winner is always the person with the most support there. Let us help.”

      Christine loved the fuck out of her Alpha for this.

      “Sounds good,” Jas piped in. “Except, of course, for the fact that we’ll all get killed on sight if the enforcers find us anywhere near the border of their territory.”

      Hunter shook his head.

      “I can sneak you in. That’s not a problem.”

      Coveney was the first to ask how, and Hunter shrugged.

      “We just need to ghost.”
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      Thankfully, Rye’s father was in a good mood when they called and he let them take the jet. Twelve hours later, they all were in Texas.

      That’s when they discovered that ghosting sucked.

      “I can’t fucking stand it, get it off me,” Ace begged, tears in her eyes.

      The term "tears" and Ace had never before been used in the same sentence. But eau de wolf shit was the worst thing they’d done in their lives. Strong smells were that painful for a shifter. If it was hard for them, felines, Christine wondered how bad it was for Hunter. Wolves’ noses were a lot more sensitive than theirs. So, they were literally covered in essence of shit.

      “How can you stand it?” Rye whispered, as they passed through a hole in the outer fence of the Vergas pack’s land.

      Hunter shrugged. “Habit. I started to sneak out when I was eight, to go get some sweets in the next town over. By the time I shifted, I was so used to it that it didn’t bother me. I think that training my nose to smell things past the shit is the reason why my sense of smell is so acute. Wait a second, here.”

      They crouched and waited in silence. A wolf was walking their way. His direct trajectory would have taken him straight in front of them, but he purposefully avoided the area where they were hiding behind a car. When he’d passed, Daunte said, “Fucking brilliant. He doesn’t suspect that anything’s wrong because wolf shit is something he’s used to smelling. He just thinks someone took a dump and doesn’t want to deal with it.”

      Daunte turned to Hunter. “Wait. How did you get cat shit to get on our land?”

      “I didn’t,” Hunter replied.  “You have foxes in the woods. Fox shit did the trick.”

      “If anyone breathes a word of this, I’ll use their bones as toothpicks,” Jas swore.

      “Why do you think it’s a secret technique? We don’t talk about it. Ever.”

      They all nodded in agreement.

      Slowly, only moving when their way was clear, Hunter led them to the side of his old house, the largest in the territory. And then they waited behind a generator, hidden from view, and masked by shit.

      No one spoke or moved.

      Jason must have flown, too, because he arrived within the hour. The drive would have taken a lot longer than that, and if he’d run he would have been exhausted.

      “Father!” he yelled, before pacing in front of the house.

      Arthur walked out a minute later, smiling. They had a clear view from their vantage point.

      He hadn’t changed in a year; he was still shirtless and very well defined. His salt-and-pepper hair was elegantly combed back, and there was something powerful in the way he walked.

      “Jason. Back already? I trust your mission was successful.”

      Instead of replying, Jason opened his fly, pulled out his dick, and pissed on the Alpha’s feet.

      Somehow, Christine managed not to laugh out loud. That was how wolves challenged each other? Because if so, why wasn’t there a television show covering wolf challenges? Someone would make a killing with that.

      Arthur Force didn’t think it was funny.

      “Think very carefully about what you’re doing, son.”

      Jason spelled it out, “I challenge you.”

      Each of his words held weight.

      A small crowd had assembled already, hearing the commotion.

      It was the early hours of the morning, so Christine guessed that not everyone was awake.

      Arthur’s eyes took in the dozen wolves encircling them.

      “Very well. You do know that each challenge for Alpha is a fight to the death, don’t you, son?” He snarled the last word.

      “It will be my pleasure to sink my teeth into your throat, after hearing that you killed my sister.”

      The Alpha said nothing to defend himself. He stared at his son for a long moment before pulling a gun out of his belt.

      “Yeah, I killed your spiteful bitch of a sister, for fucking a goddamn jaguar. A jaguar, Jason. And, as if that wasn’t enough, she gave birth to a goddamn hybrid. Do you know what they are?”

      “Powerful. That’s what they are. And that's what scares you. You kill what you’re afraid of before they’re old enough to fight against you. Isn’t that why you execute submissives? Because you’re scared of being controlled by an Omega?”

      That made a lot of fucking sense.

      More wolves came; the Alpha and the Beta weren’t exactly being quiet. People whispered to each other.

      “I kill them because they’re a weak disease that infects our pure bloodline.”

      “You’re afraid,” Jason repeated. “Just like you’re scared of me. Or you wouldn’t have a gun pointed at me. You’d take the challenge if you were a real alpha.”

      Christine truly believed that no one was dumb enough to fall for that macho man crap, but the shifter lowered his weapon.

      “Right. You want a challenge. A challenge, you shall get. And when I kill you, I’ll hunt down your brother, too. I guess the first try didn’t work out. I’ll get myself another set of heirs.”

      That only made sense when you were a complete and utter piece of crap who needed to be put down.

      Arthur walked towards his son. Once he was a couple of yards away, he turned to someone in the crowd. “Go get the Elders and my enforcers. They’ll be my witnesses.” Then he turned to Jason and smiled cruelly. “Good luck finding anyone here to support your claim.”

      Jason didn’t let the fact that everyone was suddenly fascinated with their toes, and didn’t speak out in his defense, bother him.

      Christine’s jaw dropped because she would have sworn that, a few seconds ago, the shifter had been right next to her, but a cat approached Jason.

      An actual cat, just a little bigger than a house cat, with pretty markings and a familiar face.

      The shifters stared at it, confused, until she shifted, much faster than any shifter was usually capable of. In its place, Aisling Wayland-Cross was standing there. All five-foot-nothing of her, entirely naked, her blazing blue mating marks bright. She smiled pleasantly.

      “Ace Wayland-Cross,” she said, waving towards Arthur. “I believe you remember me. I’ll be your son’s witness this fine morning.”

      While Arthur stared at her in shock, Rye left their hiding place, followed by Hunter, Daunte, Clari, Jas, and Christine.

      The wolf looked like he wanted nothing more than to kill every last one of them, and he was within his rights to, given the fact that they were in his territory uninvited.

      But there were three dozen pairs of eyes now, and killing those who’d declared themselves as witnesses to his son's challenge would have been seen as cowardice. A way to get rid of Jason’s supporters because he feared the outcome of the duel.

      A confident Alpha would have let it run its course and killed them all once he won. He knew he had no choice.

      Arthur spat on the ground angrily and growled.

      “Rules.”

      “No weapons. No tap out. This ends today.”

      The Alpha laughed. “Yeah, it does.”

      Then, without warning, he leaped forward and punched Jason in the teeth. The Beta didn’t even try to evade it, taking it without so much as a flinch. He grabbed his father’s outstretched arm and violently pulled him down on his knee. Christine heard the bone crack despite the distance. Arthur stumbled, and Jason’s leg hooked behind his neck, bringing it down to a level where he could kick the fuck out of him.

      On the ground, Arthur started to shift. His hands went first, changing to claws, and then his mouth opened to allow fangs. While his body morphed, Jason remained in his human form.

      That was stupid. Their animals were stronger and had some serious weapons at their disposal. Christine frowned, confused. Then Jason jumped on the half-beast, half-man’s back and snapped his neck.

      Just like that. No flourish, no fanfare. This wasn’t about showing off. He’d waited for the second when the beast and man were both helpless, and he’d used it to execute him.

      There was silence all around. Some eyes in the crowd were shocked, others, angry. Some were full of hatred. Christine could tell Rye had been right; there were those who looked at Jason like they wanted nothing more than to grab Arthur’s discarded gun and shoot him. It was a good thing they’d come. There were five enforcers who would have turned on him otherwise. But none made a move, staring beyond Jason, at them.

      Poor guy was going to have a hard time running that pack now.

      “That man,” said Jason, “my father has done nothing but lie to us - all of us. He’s lied about hunting that pack’s child. He’s lied about submissives. Our pack used to be respected; do you know what they say about us behind our backs now? That we’re degenerate fanatics. And they’re right.” Jason’s foot pushed the half-beastly corpse. “Under his rule, we were. If that was your thing, get out now. I’ll give you money and recommendations to join another pack. But get out of my sight, because I will not hesitate to kill you.”

      A second passed. “Those of you with slaves, bring them to the main house. They’re free. Those of you who go on hunts on weekends, they stop now. There will be no evaluations. There will be no rules about mating within the pack. There will be a new order.”

      “Jason, you can’t expect us to—”

      The man who’d started to talk didn’t finish that sentence because his Alpha’s hand was on his throat, squeezing it.

      He let go before killing him but it was a close call.

      “I wasn’t finished.”

      There was a dead silence.

      “I will be an Alpha to our people. My purpose is to take care of the pack. I shall. But this pack is poisoned, and if I must cut limbs to salvage the body, that’s exactly what I will do. Understood?”

      Everyone understood that they might have seen a tyrant take the throne. Christine knew he didn’t have much of a choice. If he’d shown weakness, someone would have jumped him the moment she and the rest of the Wyvern went home. But it didn’t change the fact that the guy was fucking scary.

      Which, of course, explained why Jas breathed out when he disappeared inside his house, and said, “Okay, I have to give him this. That was hot.”
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      It was strange to be back home, when he’d left a few days ago certain he wouldn’t ever return. And it was stranger yet to have the Wyvern there. People who’d been enemies to the Vergas a little while back. But above all, it was strange to have Christine inside his home.

      Strange, because she fit. Somehow, the submissive feline shifter fit in his world.

      He found her standing at the back of the house, watching the gardens. Gwen’s favorite place in the house, no doubt because it was the closest to an exit.

      “I’m going to have to stay here and help my brother,” he told her. “But I’d love to see Lola, when things are settled.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Sure. I guessed you would,” she replied. The smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Too bad. I never got to show you to the house.” This time, her eyes did twinkle a little, and he smiled back, before closing the distance between them, and taking her in his arms, squeezing hard. His lips kissed her forehead and he smelled her hair, committing the scent to memory. There was shit in the mix, but it was still the best smell in the world.

      He’d miss it. How could he think about missing a female he didn’t even know? A woman he’d just met.

      “Next time. And the time after that. Maybe the time after, too. I plan to visit Lola a lot.”

      She laughed. “Well, I could bring her to you for a day here and there, you know.”

      “Oh my god, I’m gonna pull my hair out. I can’t stand this. Are we that disgusting?” Ace asked.

      “No way,” Rye said, just as everyone else, Jason included, replied, “Yes. You are.”

      “Anyway, as you haven’t had the time to bond yet, and you’re both blind as fuck, let me spell it out for you. Chris, meet Hunter Force, he’s your mate. Hunter, here’s Christine Taylor. She’s your mate.” The world stopped spinning. His heart stopped and started again when his eyes took in the woman in his arms. Mate. He was fucking stupid. Of course she was.

      Ace continued talking as if his world hadn’t just changed dramatically, now revolving around her. “So you guys living in different states is never going to work out. And, as we’re not giving up Chris, you’re going to have to join our pride. Sorry. Deal with it.”

      Of course. Of course he must join the pride, for her.

      “Sure, I mean, Jason—” can manage on his own. That’s what he had been about to say, when Christine said.

      “No, no way. Look, I actually guessed we might be mates from the very start. That doesn’t change the fact that I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. Your family needs you? Great. Stay here, help Jason run the place, watch his back for a while. Then, we can get to know each other and reassess when we do, ‘kay?”

      She was fucking perfect. And adorable. And he needed to kiss her right now, so he did just that. Her mouth was delicious. So was her neck, so he kissed it, too, and then trailed kisses along it. He could have carried on until the end of time, but the woman reminded him, “Stop. We stink. How about you show me to your shower?”

      That was a fucking fantastic idea. Hunter bent to hook his arm around her knees and put his other one behind her back, before running to his bedroom, carrying her to his en suite bathroom.

      Jason’s money had been well-spent in the remodeling of this place; his shower could easily fit the two of them. As he put her down to let her get back to her feet, she peeled his clothes off his back. Hunter unhooked the button of her jeans and slid them down her sexy thighs as she removed her t-shirt and bra. She was so fucking perfect. His mouth went around her plump nipples and sucked as his fingers caressed her inner thighs, up to the apex of her legs. He pushed her panties aside and curved a finger inside her heat. She moaned in pleasure, once, and moved away, a teasing smile on her lips as she ran to the shower and kept the glass door closed, locking herself inside.

      Chase. He and his wolf leaped, and practically growled, “Let me in.”

      She tilted her head. “Isn’t that what wolves always say before they huff, puff, and blow the house down?”

      “Let me in, and I’ll blow your mind by sucking your clit until you’re screaming my name, mate.”

      That worked. She pushed the door open and hooked her arms around his neck, repeating. “Mate.”

      Hunter got on his knees and parted her thighs before doing just what he’d promised.

      He didn’t know how he could let her go, that day. So the moment she left, he wrote a text. She replied immediately to that one, and every other one he sent, to let her know he missed her, or to ask her what colors she liked.

      When he and Jason interviewed new potential enforcers - people Jason could trust - he got bored and asked her about her progress with the cabin. She sent pictures. They’d finished the walls.

      That weekend, she came to them, accompanied by Jas and Coveney. Jas loved to get under Jason’s skin, so that was always fun. The following weekend, he went to her, and they worked on another one of the cabins. Rye and Ace had decided to revamp all of them. Now that the Vergas weren’t a pressing concern, it made sense for those who wanted to, to be able to live outside of the pride house. They’d still converge there for communal meals and to chill with everyone, but shifters liked their privacy, especially the couples.

      Before they knew it, a year had passed. Lola had started to call Hunter Daddy, which was what she called all Wyvern males. He couldn’t love that little girl any more. The other kids were also a lot of fun.

      He knew he would be happy when it was time to join the pride, but he’d miss his brother. He’d feel like he was abandoning him, too; there was so much work to do with the Vergas pack.

      One evening when they were all assembled at the main pride house, Ace appeared in front of them, holding a piece of paper.

      “Tada! Present. It’s from all of us. But mostly me, because it was my idea. I’m awesome. You’re welcome.”

      Christine opened it, as baffled as he was. Her pretty mouth fell open after she read it, and she passed it on to Hunter.

      Fuck.

      “Is that seriously—”

      “Our pride and the pack are fraternal. It’s all official and stamped by the council. That means Rye and I and Jason, plus your Alpha female when you get one, are going to make all big decisions together, going forward. If they go to war, we pool our resources to help; if we’re at war, they come to help, too. That’s an alliance on crack.”

      “And,” Clari said, “the added benefit is that we need people who go to and from the pack on an ongoing basis. That’s you guys. Chris is our ambassador, and you, Hunter, are the Vergas’.”

      They hadn’t made him choose; he could have his family and his mate.

      “I don’t know how to thank you.”

      “Shoes,” Clari suggested. “Shoes are always the answer.”

      Every female nodded gravely, like her reply was wisdom itself.

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

      

      Next in the Age of Night series: Magic Pussy, book five. Jason’s book, Easy, Tiger, will be the first of The Vergas Pack Series.
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      This was how she died. She knew it, felt it to her bones. There was no other way, not here. Saving herself would mean condemning every breathing soul in the Unseelie Court. As little as she liked most of them, and however much they hated her in return, she couldn’t bring herself to destroy so many just to save herself.

      She should give in now. Drop her bow, accept her fate. Yet, she shot one arrow after the next, desperately holding on to life.

      Devi took down enemy after enemy, her mind processing each kill with a cold, analytic indifference. They were relevant because she knew there had been fifty-one arrows in her quiver. Each fae she killed represented one arrow lost. There was every chance she'd run out of weapons before she reached the gates.

      She was at the very center of the city, in the large Square of Dawn, famous for the obelisk erupted at the end of the last war. The closest exit was a mile east, and there were three dozen enemies around her right now, and more coming at every passing moment. It was a credit to her skill with a bow that none of them had managed to get close to her yet.

      A horse whined in the distance, and Devi’s head turned sharply, expecting enemy knights. She’d managed until now because she’d only had to deal with foot soldiers; fae knights were another matter altogether.

      When they came into the square from the south avenue, there were only two riders. She stiffened in alert, until her eyes took in the colors of their habits and then their faces.

      Devi had no issue recognizing those two males, although she’d never seen either dressed in anything other than their fine court attires. Now, they wore plain reinforced gear under dark unseelie coats.

      Neither of them looked any less intimidating for it.

      “Vale.”

      The name fell on her lips in a tone she had never used to say it. With relief. Barely conscious of her decision, she adjusted her position to aim at the enemies following Vale and his guard, rather than foolishly carrying on attempting to clear a path out of this nightmare. He was more important. If he lived through the night, there would be hope for the Isle.

      Her shot hit the mark, killing a fae right behind the prince. As the enemy tumbled, Vale turned to see where the arrow had come from, his eyes falling on her.

      He was on the other side of the square, but her vision could distinguish him quite clearly. For the first time since they’d met, he wasn’t smirking. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise given the circumstances, but his expression wasn’t what Devi might have expected. Vale wasn’t confused, shocked, or scared, unlike her. The dark prince seemed downright pissed right now. His violet eyes, so like his mother’s, watched her with pure fury.

      Devi’s heart hit her stomach. Was this her fault? Had the attacks started because of her? It wasn’t impossible at all, given her history.

      Then, to her astonishment, Valerius Blackthorn, the dark prince, lord of the court of sin, lifted his hands, pulling on the reins to turn his horse away from the road leading to the eastern gate. Away from safety. Instead of heading out, he rode at full speed toward her. Her. The half-breed who was “nothing,” according to him.

      Devi regained her senses just as he reached her, in time to take his hand and hop behind him on his black mount.

      “Fucking idiot!” he yelled, before leaning forward and whispering sweet spells at the horse, who obeyed his master’s urging, rushing through the streets of the city of night.

      

      
        
        Out this summer.
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      It wasn’t often that Lord Kai smiled, but that day should have been one of those rare occasions. He’d won. He’d accomplished his goal. After over ten years, he stood on the High Throne in the cold castle dominating the planet-wide city of Vratis, fort to the Warlord of Ratna.

      He’d defeated his enemy—almost all of his enemies. Those who oppressed and allowed others to live under the talon of slavery had answered for their crimes. Children with magic in their blood, condemned to death because of what they were, would be free now.

      And yet, Kai’s features were as expressionless as ever. Not even a hint of a smile.

      Kai Lor, of the House of Hora, got up from the strange floating throne. Catching his intention, the responsive, coveted seat moved slowly to the floor. Now that he was at his companions’ level, his tall stature seemed even more imposing. Evris, be they male or female, stood taller than most creatures in the known universe, and Kai had yet to meet anyone who reached past his shoulders. This alone might have made him seem threatening, but there was something else about him—in the way he moved and in his intense gaze, perhaps. Those who met him for the first time generally knew to fear him. Those who were familiar with him, even more so.

      The room only served to aggravate his fearsome persona. It was austere, like a temple, rather than the command center of a warlord. Kai didn’t like it much. He’d have to get it redesigned; change all the purple lighting to red and  paint the black walls white.

      His four advisors and the seven guards, who’d spent the last hour arguing about the next step, grew silent when he descended the dais. He didn’t bother to explain himself, leaving them to warily watch him head to the round balcony set at the back of the throne room.

      The large beast that had rested on the platform over which the throne hovered lifted its head before trailing Kai’s steps, following him out. It didn’t fear him, unlike everyone else in the room.

      The streets were eerily quiet below. This world didn’t yet know what sort of person their new master would be. They’d heard rumors. Terrible rumors. All of Vratis watched in an uneasy silence. By dawn, Kai would have more orders to give. He’d earn himself new enemies.

      His fingers threaded through the rough bluish-silver fur of his snow wolf, his companion. The beast was the closest thing he had to real kin.

      Kai frowned. That wasn’t exactly true. There was one person who belonged at his side. Back when he’d seen her through the eyes of a seer, he’d known, without any doubt, that the female was meant to be with him—always. She was there, somewhere. He’d find her. He’d destroy worlds until she stood next to him.

      The door of the throne room slid open behind him, and without leaving the balcony or turning to check, Kai knew it was Wench, his head mechanic. His aptitudes extended to feeling people around him. With experience, he’d learned to identify the vibe they emanated. Wench was steady and loyal. He felt like a deeply rooted tree.

      “Where’s the lord?”

      The lord. That was him now.

      “Out,” someone replied, waving toward the curved doors leading to the balcony.

      The man’s confident steps had an upbeat ring as he rushed to the balcony. Kai wasn’t surprised when he told him, “Good news!” Kai turned to him, brow lifted. “We found the child.”

      That caught and retained his attention.

      Kai’d had many reasons for leading the civil war against their previous warlord. One of them was a child—a child without whom he may not be alive today.

      There had been no sign of the child in the palace when he’d arrived, and the previous warlord’s men weren’t talking. Kai knew that now, over a dozen years after their first meeting, she wasn’t a child at all. She’d be a young female in her twenties.

      But still, he would have recognized her. And everyone in this palace would have known who she was; the old warlord’s secret weapon. When he’d failed to find her, he’d guessed that his predecessor had had her killed, rather than surrendering her to him. A last act of defiance. But that theory didn’t quite fit with Wench’s upbeat demeanor.

      “She’s alive then.”

      Strange. Nothing outwardly betrayed a change in him, but he could feel it. His indifference vanished, replaced by a keen interest, and underneath it all, there was something else. Something he hadn’t felt for a long time.

      Hope?

      The corner of Kai’s lips lifted a smidgen.

      “You’ll want to watch the recordings we’ve dug out,” said his mechanic. “It’s a long story.”

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Out now.
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