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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I clutched my chest as I fell to my knees, unable to stop the agony that consumed me. My heart felt like it was being ripped from my chest. I couldn’t breathe. My eyes clenched shut as I tried to figure out what was happening to me. My best friend Augie was yelling my name, but I couldn’t talk. If I opened my mouth, I feared all that would come out would be screams.  
 
    After what felt like minutes but was probably only seconds, I opened my eyes to find Augie kneeling next to me with his face inches from mine.  
 
    “Taya? What happened?” he asked, voice filled with grave concern. 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but no sound came out. I closed my eyes again, this time of my own accord, and took a shaky breath. Once I was in better control of my emotions, I opened my eyes. “I have no idea. Help me up before someone sees.” 
 
    He stood back up, and I took his outstretched hand. I was consumed by the tremors rocking my body as I put weight on my legs and dusted myself off, glancing around to see if anyone else saw. I didn’t need anyone running to tell my father. I’d be on house arrest until the pack doctor had run every possible test on me. My dad was nothing if not overprotective. 
 
    The pain eased, but it didn’t entirely go away. I rubbed my chest, trying to think of what could cause that kind of pain so suddenly, yet disappear almost as quickly, but nothing came to mind. I’d been under some stress lately, though I didn’t think it was enough to cause that kind of reaction, especially since nothing had triggered it. We’d been heading to the target practice area on our property. My happy place. If anything, I’d been feeling pretty damn good right before that. 
 
    “What can I do?” Augie asked. 
 
    “Let’s just pretend it didn’t happen and continue to the range,” I said. “I’ll check in with the pack doctor when we’re done. Promise.” 
 
    He eyed me curiously but didn’t argue. “If anything remotely close to that happens again, we go straight to the doc. I mean it.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled at his concern. “Of course.” 
 
    I picked up my gun case from the ground, and we continued. Augie had been my best friend since the age of four, but we were total opposites. He was a lover, not a fighter, choosing to have book smarts over street smarts even though he was capable of holding his own in a fight. He likely wouldn’t even shoot with me, but he loved me enough to keep me company. My other best friend and brother Cord was busy learning all there was to know about being an alpha, as usual.  
 
     After I set up my targets, I spent a good thirty minutes sending rounds down the range. Once I was done with that, Augie helped me set up one explosive target. Blowing stuff up was the best way to relieve some stress. Hopefully, it would ease the last of the ache still lingering in my chest. 
 
    Deep breath, in and out. With both eyes open, I stared down the scope of my long-range rifle toward my mark. This was my favorite training activity, one that I thrived in. Once my aim was on point, I pulled the trigger, quick and steady, watching as the bullet sailed down the range and hit the target. Not even a second later, the boom of exploding tannerite was like music to my ears. 
 
    “Nice shot, Taya!” Augie called out from behind me as I removed my earplugs. I glanced back at him and grinned at his goofy smile. 
 
    “Thanks. You ready for a turn?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Nah, let’s head back. We’ve been gone a while and should probably check in with your dad before he sends someone looking for you.” 
 
    I nodded. He was right. My twin brother Cord had all the freedom in the world when he wasn’t training to fulfill his role as future alpha. I, on the other hand, had zero freedom, no matter how often I proved I could take care of myself. 
 
    It had become increasingly worse as we got older, and I was beginning to tire of it. I loved my dad and brother, but they could only push me so far with their overprotectiveness before I was bound to snap. 
 
    I was supposed to be a boy. There had never been a set of boy/girl twins in my dad’s lineage before; yet, here I was. All female and proud of it. 
 
    Since Cord had been born first, he was first in line to replace our dad as alpha, though I had been able to attend the same trainings as Cord. It was my birthright in case something happened to him, but the primary focus had always been on him.  
 
    I didn’t mind it too much. Cord had the caring and thoughtful personality needed to lead a pack. He had the drive to take care of others. I loved my pack, but the responsibility was a lot. I enjoyed sneaking off like I’d done today with Augie and rarely felt guilty. 
 
    Typically, it took decades for a shifter to conceive. Even then the probability of the mother carrying to term was slim. Multiples were often common, but usually of the same gender, especially when an alpha was the father. I was the rare exception. 
 
    There was still a risk of mortality during delivery. Shifters healed quickly, but blood loss wasn’t something we could survive. 
 
    Since my mother carried twins, my dad had done everything he could to make sure she survived along with us. He knew the risk rose with multiples and had kept doctors present around the clock leading up to our due date, but the blood loss in her afterbirth had been too great, and we lost her. 
 
    Shaking off the thought, I began putting my rifle back in the case, along with the leftover ammo and protective gear. Before we made it down range to clean up our target mess, my dad’s beta Davis arrived. 
 
    “Taya,” he said in a disapproving tone. Not only did I have a domineering father, but Davis stepped in whenever necessary. I loved him like family, but sometimes I wanted to kick him in his junk as well. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Target practice, Davis. I wasn’t doing anything illegal, and I’m still within the property lines. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” 
 
    Augie coughed to cover his laughter and Davis’s face twisted in irritation. “I’m not here about your recreational activities. Your father needs to see you.” 
 
    Of course, he did. I adored my father. He had been an incredible parent, acting as both dad and mom to Cord and me while growing up, but his alpha duties always came first. Based on Davis’s manner, something had happened within the pack, and he probably wanted to tighten his invisible reign on me even more. 
 
    “We’ll finish cleaning up and be right there,” I said. 
 
    Davis shook his head. “You need to come now.” 
 
    Augie tugged on my arm. “Come on. I’ll come back later and deal with this stuff. Your dad normally isn’t this insistent.” 
 
    I nodded, agreeing with him. I grabbed my rifle case and left everything else behind. I had momentarily forgotten about the massive pain I’d had in my chest earlier, but the lingering ache wasn’t letting up. I idly wondered if it had anything to do with the reason why Dad needed to see me. Maybe someone did see me drop to the ground and he wanted to check on me. 
 
    We followed Davis back to the pack house and the closer we got, the more my unease grew. Augie took my hand in his, giving me a tight squeeze. I glanced up at him and couldn’t help the smile that formed on my face.  
 
    Augie was tall, dark, and dorky. He was also the best friend a girl could have. I loved everything about him. He was broad in the shoulders and of average height in our shifter community at six feet tall. His eyes were a soft blue and his hair a messy, tawny brown. When he grinned at the ladies, they practically fell at his feet, but he was an old soul and kept his distance from most of the females around here. He liked to joke that he was waiting for his one true love. He needed to read fewer romance novels.  
 
    I didn’t get along with most of the females in our pack. As I got older, I realized some of them had befriended me in an obnoxious attempt to get closer to my brother. They were ladder-climbing assholes, and I wanted nothing to do with them. Augie and Cord were the only friends I needed in my life. Sure, I dated. Shifters craved touch, and I had to get it from somewhere on occasion. Though, I preferred not to date any wolf more than once and liked them to come from outside our pack. I wasn’t ready for commitment or a mate. 
 
    “Your father is in his office,” Davis said, interrupting my internal thoughts about my interesting dating life. 
 
    “Do you want me to wait out here?” Augie asked, but before I could answer, Davis did. 
 
    “You should go with her, Augie.” 
 
    I eyed Davis carefully, trying to ferret out any information, but his voice was monotone and his expression blank. He was a damn good beta, even if he annoyed me most of the time. 
 
    I set my rifle case on the table nearest to us and tugged on Augie’s hand, picking up my pace so we could get to my dad as quickly as possible. I needed to know what was going on now.  
 
    Our pack resided in Raven Point, an isolated stretch of land in Southeastern Oregon. My grandfather had chosen the location when he was alpha over a century ago. When he passed away about forty years ago, my dad decided to stay.  
 
    The main pack house looked like an old plantation home from the South. It was all white with thick pillars out front. An extensive deck wrapped around the front, with a smaller one above it on the second story. There were ten bedrooms, three offices, a basement, and much more. 
 
    My dad’s office was on the first floor and closest to the door. He liked it being there. He said it made him more accessible to the pack, but I liked to joke that it made him lazy. When we arrived at the oversized cherry wood door, I didn’t bother knocking.  
 
    When we walked in, my gaze immediately landed on my father’s heartbroken face, causing me to falter. My breath hitched, and my body froze momentarily. I glanced around the room, surprised not to see Cord here already. 
 
    Augie whispered in my ear. “Whatever it is, we’ll handle it together.” 
 
    I attempted to smile at him, but it probably came out as more of a grimace as I walked closer to my dad. “What happened?” 
 
    “Why don’t you two sit?” My dad gestured to the chairs in front of his oak desk. 
 
    “I’d rather not,” I snapped. The irritation of my day having gone to crap was causing me to be even more abrupt than I meant to be. 
 
    My dad was the best alpha out of the five main territories in the United States. He was chief of the alpha council. Things rarely shook him. He had seen so much in his time as pack leader. He was a survivor. Whatever had his golden eyes shimmering was big, and I had a feeling I wouldn’t be in here long enough to sit.  
 
    “Gerald,” Augie cut in, his voice full of kindness instead of the snappiness I had used. “What’s going on?” 
 
    My dad ran his hands through his short salt-and-pepper-colored hair. Once upon a time, it had been a midnight black. His golden-brown eyes implored me to catch on, so he wouldn’t have to say the words, and suddenly, his six-and-a-half-foot-tall frame seemed so frail to me. 
 
    Finally, everything clicked. The pain I had felt. The hollowness within me, as if something was missing. The urgency from Davis. The tears in my father’s eyes. The fact that my twin was missing from the room. 
 
    “No.” I yanked my hand from Augie’s as I stomped the rest of the way to the desk, slamming my hands down. “Where. Is. Cord?” 
 
    Each word was sharply spoken. A deeper part of my heart already knew the answer but was refusing to acknowledge it, just like it had been for the last couple hours. Somehow, I managed to keep my emotions in check, but how long that would last, depended on my father’s next words. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taya. They found his body right outside the property lines about an hour ago. I sent my best trackers to follow the trail of whoever did this, but it went cold outside of Idaho. My men are still out there hunting, but there’s not much to go on unless they pick up the scent again. All of the other packs have been alerted to expect our wolves to be passing through.” 
 
    I howled out in pain as Augie’s strong arms wound around me. Not my brother. My twin. My closest confidant. He couldn’t be gone. 
 
    I jerked out of Augie’s embrace and ran from the room, heading straight for the front door as I heard my dad tell Augie to give me some time. The door was closed, so I yanked it open, enjoying the thud it made against the wall, needing to let out at least a miniscule amount of the aggression I felt.  
 
    As soon as my feet touched grass, I let the shift take over. My clothes shredded, flying in a million directions. I took pleasure in the phasing process as all of my bones broke and shifted to my wolf form. Silver fur sprouted along my golden skin and my long auburn hair was no longer visible. Typically, I let the shift come slower, and it wasn’t painful, but the quick agonizing shift matched the pain within my heart. 
 
    My vision became precise, and I was on four legs before I knew it. I let loose a deep, distressing howl and several more from our pack members did the same. Everyone would mourn the loss of Cord, but none like me. Though we couldn’t communicate verbally while in wolf form, pack mates could feel each other’s emotions, so I knew those currently shifted would all be hurting with me. The emptiness I’d been assaulted with earlier would never be filled. I should have known something was wrong when the previous agony plagued me. I should have done something sooner.  
 
    As my wolf’s mind rose to the surface, I gladly let her take over. Her thoughts were more black-and-white than mine. She could handle the heartache better than I would. 
 
    I needed my wolf. We needed each other, because the hurt was not just mine. It was ours. We were one. 
 
    As my paws pounded against the dense forest floor, I had one singular thought: 
 
    I would hunt down whoever dared to hurt my family, even if it was the last thing I did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After several hours and many miles, I finally calmed down enough to go home and finish speaking with my dad. I stopped at one of the outhouses we had around the property and grabbed an extra change of clothes. I didn’t have a problem with nudity, as it was par for the course as a shifter, but I also didn’t care to walk around naked all the time. 
 
    Once I was dressed, I headed straight for the pack house. My heart was beyond broken, but my anger was a thousand times more prominent. I knew what I was going to do. My dad better be ready to finally let me have some freedom, because things were about to change, whether he liked it or not. 
 
     “What can I do?” Augie asked as I came up the stairs to the porch. 
 
    “Follow me.” I jerked my head in the direction I was headed and kept moving toward my dad’s office. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t stop my forward momentum until my brother had been avenged. I couldn’t allow myself to stop and think about what had happened. If I acknowledged my brother, who was so full of life and passion, was gone… I’d shatter. 
 
    One day I would allow that, but not anytime soon. The foreseeable future was set aside for training and finding the piece of shit who dared to mess with my family. 
 
    Augie’s gentle touch snapped me from my thoughts. I turned to look at him and immediately regretted it. The sadness in his eyes was more than I could handle.  
 
    “I know you need me, Augie, but I can’t yet. I’m sorry.” I wanted so badly to hug my friend and be there for him.  
 
    I knew the loss of Cord was hurting him almost as bad as it was me, but I couldn’t help anyone else until I helped myself. 
 
    “Just make sure you don’t ignore it too long and wind up going rogue. I’m not chasing your ass all over this country to bring you back.” 
 
    I peeked at him, trying to find the will to smile, but it wasn’t coming. “I’ll be fine. I promise.” 
 
    Augie assessed me once more, seeming to decide my answer would suffice for now, then gestured for me to continue on my path. When we arrived back in my father’s office, he was staring out the window with his face drawn tight. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taya,” he whispered as he turned around and opened his arms to me. 
 
    I closed the distance and wrapped my arms around his sturdy frame, but quickly pulled back as tears began to build in my eyes. I didn’t want to cry yet. There were dickbags who needed to be dealt with. 
 
    “What happened, Dad? Was this random or did someone purposely set out to take Cord from us?” I asked. 
 
    He ran his hands through his already tousled hair, then turned back toward the window. “I very much doubt this was random.” His tone was clipped and full of anger. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t think now is the time to discuss this,” Augie interrupted. 
 
    “Discuss what? Do you know what’s going on?” I was about to majorly lose my shit if something had been going on and I’d been kept in the dark by those closest to me. 
 
    Augie and my dad shared a look I didn’t care for, but my dad finally relented. “Cord was helping me look into something Augie found. I hadn’t even told Davis. I forced Augie and Cord to keep quiet about it.” 
 
    Of course, he had used his alpha abilities. It wasn’t something I’d seen him often do, but I knew he could push anyone in our pack into submission if he needed to. 
 
    “You need to bring me in on this,” I demanded. “I won’t be kept in the dark and treated as if I’m incapable. I will help bring down anyone responsible for taking away my brother.” 
 
    Breathing deeply, he pinched the bridge of his nose. Once he regained his composure, he came closer to me. 
 
    “You are my daughter,” he whispered as he placed both hands on my shoulders, “in more ways than I’d like to admit. I have no doubt that you could help us, but understand where I’m coming from. I can’t lose both of my children, Taya. I wouldn’t survive that. What we’re dealing with is messy, complicated, and dangerous.” 
 
    I let out a sigh and wrapped my arms around him, pulling him closer. “Someone did this, Dad. I won’t stand by and do nothing. I may not have been as involved with the pack as Cord these last few years, but I’m more than capable.” 
 
    I pulled away, locking my gaze on my dad. “You have to let Augie fill me in or risk me going off on my own and making things much more difficult than they need to be.” 
 
    Completely broken, my dad sighed and nodded before he went back to his desk. I would have to be strong for the both of us for as long as it took. “Augie, you’re free to fill her in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dad,” I said softly. 
 
    Before he could change his mind, I grabbed Augie’s hand, pulling him along with me toward the door. He squeezed tightly, and I had to close my eyes briefly to keep my emotions at bay. It was going to be tough holding the tears in check if Augie kept looking at me as he was now, with so much concern in his eyes. 
 
    The pack house was the center hub of Raven Point. Behind it were the training fields and a large building for indoor training. New members lived in the pack house until they found their own place, though it usually didn’t take long for them to get assigned one of the many cabins we had built on our three thousand acres. 
 
    We had acquired more and more land as the years went on. When homeowners moved or died, we were the first to make an offer. Wolves needed the room to run, and knowing we owned a decent chunk of land made everyone in the pack feel more secure. 
 
    Our pack was the biggest in the United States and, from what I’d heard, had the best location. The Catskills pack in the East Coast territory was the second most popular choice. Shifters were able to choose where to put down their roots based on which climate they preferred. 
 
    I followed Augie into the training building, and he headed for one of the rooms on the north wall. He had helped my brother on more than one occasion with his training, so I wasn’t surprised he knew what was going on. Augie might be my best friend, but he and Cord were as close as brothers.  
 
    Augie punched a code into a digital lock on the door, and I raised a brow at him as he said, “Confidential stuff. It seems as though we were smart to keep it locked up.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth? Foul play was definitely at work. I just prayed I didn’t find out it had anything to do with one of our own pack members. That kind of betrayal was hard to move past within a pack. We were all family, whether we were blood or not. 
 
    I let out a low whistle as I took in all the information displayed on the walls before me. “You’ve been busy.” 
 
    Augie shrugged. “Keep your enemies close. Isn’t that what they say?” 
 
    He had a point. All of the walls had pictures tacked to them, along with dozens of other papers. The amount of information seemed daunting as I tried to take it all in. Each of the walls appeared to be dedicated to one of the other four main territories within the United States.  
 
    “Why are you researching the other territories?” I asked. “What the hell did you guys get yourselves into?” 
 
    “Most of the people are just up there so we can figure out who might be our allies and who might be our enemies. After today, I’m pretty sure we’ve narrowed down that information.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” I glared at him and smiled on the inside as sweat broke out on his face. My patience was thinning, and from the pinched look on his face, he knew it. 
 
    “Listen, Tay…” He shifted nervously. “You have to understand I was sworn to secrecy. I wasn’t allowed to tell another soul. You know how your dad’s alpha ability works, so you can’t blame me for this, okay?” 
 
    “What. Is. Going. On.” I ground out each word as the anger began to build within me again. 
 
    I followed Augie to the back wall. Declan Black. I recognized the name but couldn’t remember why. Next to his picture was a smaller one of a younger guy, definitely a relation there, probably his son. 
 
    “We had been working on some theories and came really close to getting concrete proof. The Blacks must have figured out we were getting too close and…” 
 
    “Augie, you’re trying my patience. Did these people kill my brother?” 
 
    His nod was so slight I almost missed it, but it was enough to make me see red. Dark, angry red. “We’re leaving tonight. I will kill them all. Slowly.” 
 
    “Taya, we can’t do that. You have no idea how fine a line we are walking here. What we think is happening… We need to have solid evidence before we make our move.” 
 
    “They killed Cord! What the hell do you think we should do? I’m not sitting here waiting on politics. Screw politics. They can kiss my ass.” 
 
    My voice was several octaves higher than what was probably necessary, but I couldn’t believe I was just hearing the information. I should have been involved in all of it sooner. I was the alpha’s daughter. A potential future leader of our pack. Just because I didn’t have anything swinging between my legs didn’t mean I wasn’t capable.  
 
    I may not have been training to be the next alpha like Cord was, but now I would be. Though, I didn’t have to take on the responsibility. If I didn’t, then shifters within our pack could battle for dominance, and a new family line would take over, but I did want it. I loved our pack and planned on doing everything I could to keep them safe, even if the path hadn’t been my first choice. 
 
    “And this is why we never brought you in. We knew you’d attack first and think later.” 
 
    My patience was so gone. “Brought me into what?” I screeched. “What do you have on these people other than the fact they killed my brother and have a death wish? Tell me everything, August James.” 
 
    He cringed at my use of his full name. Good. He deserved it for keeping secrets from me. 
 
    “Have a seat.” He gestured toward the table in the middle of the room as he took his own seat. “A few months ago, I found some irregularities with the Rocky Mountain’s shifter registry as I was researching info for Cord on the upcoming Decennial Gathering. Their population had grown faster than the births that had been recorded. Adults were joining their ranks with no history. A few of them were recorded as rogue wolves, which does happen occasionally, but when I counted, there were over fifty within a five-year period.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Our population wasn’t dying out by any means, but we didn’t grow very fast. Our slow-growing numbers were offset by the fact that wolves aged slower than humans and had more time to produce offspring.  
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked. 
 
    “At first, we didn’t know, but Cord went there last month under the pretense of making rounds to tour each of the territories as part of his alpha training. What he was really doing was searching for anything to tell us how their numbers were growing. We had no leads other than the records I found, so Cord didn’t have a clue of what he was looking for. The night he was supposed to leave the Rocky Mountain pack, he didn’t go far. Deciding Declan, their alpha, wasn’t stupid enough to try something while the council chief’s son was there, Cord snuck back in later that night.” 
 
    “By himself?” I interrupted, wanting to voice my opinion on the matter, but Augie cut me off. 
 
    “I get it. Your dad gets it. We blame ourselves for all this. The three of us were the only ones who knew about the issue. We should have brought others in. Sent Cord with backup. Done anything other than what we did. If we had, maybe things would be different. But we didn’t, and we have to live with that.” 
 
    My body went rigid. I wanted nothing more than to reach out and console my best friend, but I saw the pain in his eyes and felt it inside me. We couldn’t break yet. We had to fight back first. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Keep going.” I gestured with my hand. 
 
    Augie regained his composure and continued. “When Cord went back that night, he stayed on the outskirts of their pack house, watching for people coming in and out. Finally, someone new showed up. A woman he hadn’t seen during the day and a half he had been there. She went inside and quickly came back out with Declan. Cord followed them to a van. He couldn’t get close enough to see, but he could hear them, and it wasn’t good. The woman was a sorceress, Taya.” 
 
    What the actual fuckery? “Are you sure? How did he know? Sorceresses haven’t been around for centuries. I thought the witches had managed to eliminate them all when the sorcerers and sorceresses started abusing their power.” 
 
    “Cord was sure and, based on what he overheard, I have no reason not to believe him.” 
 
    “What did he hear?” I was on the edge of my seat, leaning into the metal table. I knew whatever Augie said next was going to change things for us, possibly for all shifters, if we didn’t stop whatever Cord had been trying to prevent. 
 
    “The sorceress is turning humans into shifters, and Declan seems to be growing his pack to do one of two things. Either he wants to make his pack more desirable for other shifters to join since he has or, well, had the lowest population, or he’s creating an army to overthrow your dad as chief of the council. Cord overheard them talking about disposing of the ones that were of no use to them. They’re dumping the humans who don’t survive in various places, never to be thought of again. No closure for the families they were taken from.” 
 
    The pain and anger I had felt when I realized Cord was gone had been immense. So great that I’d thought my heart would shatter. But this on top of losing my bother… Well, there were no words for the rage that surged within me. My body shook, and silver hairs sprouted on my arms while my nails turned to claws. Shifters were taught to respect and protect the humans as long as it didn’t put us at risk of exposure. Treating them like test subjects was not okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Augie let me breathe through my rage until I was able to calm my wolf. She was not happy with the information given to us, and she made sure I knew it. It was a lot to process on top of Cord’s death. It was in our innate nature to care for the humans. We had been created centuries ago as protectors for them, but when humans turned against us, our ancestors had hidden. Even after that, we still protected humans against other supernatural beings as much as we could without revealing ourselves, and we always would. 
 
    I felt my wolf pacing within me, begging to let the shift take over, so she could take charge of avenging Cord. She was just as eager as me, if not more. 
 
    “What were you working on before today?” I asked when I could finally form the words. 
 
    “We were trying to get our hands on one of the turned humans. We need proof of what they’re doing. Gerald knew that if he brought the rest of the council to Declan’s door, they wouldn’t find anything. The likelihood of the sorceress having the humans shielded somewhere is too high to risk tipping our hand and letting them get away.” 
 
    Wolf shifters were never turned; we were all born with the Lycan gene passed down from both parents. No wolf had ever been able to conceive a child with a human before. I had never heard of a hybrid until now, and it made my skin crawl. Our life was not an easy one and bringing a human into it was wrong for so many reasons. Especially when these people likely never signed up for what Declan did to them. My dad was right to get proof. If the stories I remembered about the Rocky Mountain alpha were accurate, he would be hard to best. 
 
    I nodded and stood up from the table, making my way back to the wall, so I could see the other photos. The first thing that caught my eye was a flier in the middle of everything for the Decennial Gathering. I hadn’t thought much about it since I hadn’t planned to go. It usually consisted of a bunch of hot-blooded males trying to prove they were better than each other. One giant pissing competition that didn’t pique my interest. But now, everything was different.  
 
    In reality, the gathering had been created centuries ago by our ancestors as a way to get the alphas together to work on building friendships between the packs. Deals and trades were often made during the event, but for the most part, it was more about just catching up with the other packs. 
 
    “I’m going to have to go to this, aren’t I?” I asked, pointing to the flier. 
 
    “Cord had planned to. He was hoping to meet with the other alphas and see who we could bring in to help us. Your dad was pretty certain that Elijah from the Catskills pack would help, but he wasn’t sure about the rest. We also planned on bringing Davis in soon and sending him to Declan’s pack during the gathering, so he could try to get close to some of the humans they’ve taken and changed. We’d like to figure out if they volunteered for this. If not, bring them back to our pack to protect until we figure everything out.” 
 
    I glanced back at the flier and noticed the date for the event was August first. That was only four days away. Cord had been at this for months. I had three days to attempt to get up to speed before we’d have to travel to Thunder Springs, Arizona. The meeting place changed every ten years, and this time, the Southwest territory picked the location. I was not looking forward to the dry heat or whatever else the gathering might entail. 
 
    I rubbed my hands over my face, trying to take away the stress of the day. “I don’t have enough time to catch up on everything I should before we need to leave, Augie.” 
 
    He walked over to me and placed his hand on my shoulder. “No, probably not everything, but you’re smart, Tay. Cord may have had his brute strength, but you excel with your mind and intuition. I know you can do this. You have time to learn just enough, and I’ll be by your side the whole time.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled my thanks. His ability to keep me grounded when I was ready to freak out was one of the many reasons he was my best friend. I moved on to another wall where my gaze stopped on a shifter I wasn’t familiar with. He was from the East Coast territory and hopefully as honest as their alpha was by reputation. I took a good gaze at his picture and then looked again. I let out a low whistle and glanced back at Augie. “He’s not bad on the eyes.” I grinned, wondering if the trip could be for both pleasure and business. I could certainly use the distraction after everything I’d learned. 
 
    “And he knows it. Cord told us was pretty arrogant, so we likely aren’t going to involve him unless your dad insists on it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Of course, the hot one would be an ass. I’d have to forget the pleasure part and focus on my need for allies. His name was Liam, twenty years old, and gorgeous. Crap, I needed to quit thinking that. He had short dirty blond hair, with striking seafoam green eyes. He had a broad build, but wasn’t overly muscular, just how I liked my men.  
 
    Damn it, Taya. Get it together. I was eighteen, old enough to handle my hormones around hot shifters. Hopefully. 
 
    I quickly moved on from the East Coast territory wall and went back to stand in front of Declan and Rafe’s pictures. They were the ones I needed to focus on for the time being. 
 
    “Tell me everything, Augie.” 
 
    I spent the rest of the late afternoon doing nothing but learning everything I could about the demon spawn who had a hand in my brother’s death. They were about to regret ever messing with my family. 
 
    *** 
 
    About an hour after it got dark outside, Augie and I finally made our way back to the pack house. I needed to find my dad and make sure he knew I planned on attending the Decennial Gathering. We couldn’t miss an opportunity to get closer to the Blacks and learn more. Plus, the vindictive side of me hoped I could challenge Rafe and kick his ass in one of the courses I knew would be set up. That would make me feel slightly better. 
 
    I found Davis in the living room first. “Hey, do you know where my dad is?” I asked. 
 
    He looked up, almost as if he was surprised to see me. “He’s in the kitchen.” 
 
    No shocker there. My dad was a stress-eater and cooker. Thankfully, he was also an excellent cook, so it was no hardship on the pack when he decided to take over making food for everyone. 
 
    “He’s making chili,” Augie sighed with happiness, “and cornbread.” 
 
    “Come on, piggy. Let’s get you fed.” 
 
    He pushed my shoulder, moving me out of his path, and plowed his way toward the kitchen. I followed at a slower pace, not quite ready to see my dad. As much as I wanted to argue with him, he was my alpha. If he genuinely didn’t want me to go to the gathering, then I wouldn’t be going. He didn’t often enforce his alpha power on me, but I knew it was there, and he’d use it if he felt it was necessary. 
 
    By the time I arrived in the kitchen, Augie was sitting on a bar stool at the granite counter, devouring a bowl of chili.  
 
    I laughed when I noticed cornbread crumbs all over his shirt. “Slow down before you choke. I might enjoy punching you in the back too much while trying to dislodge any food.”  
 
    Augie flipped me off and kept shoveling the food down anyway. 
 
    Our kitchen was massive. A nook was off to the left in the bay window. An island with seating around it was in the middle, which was where Augie was currently eating and making a mess. The cooking area was impressive. We had four ovens and cooktops, three microwaves, and a fridge and freezer set up to make any top chef envious. At least twenty massive shifters could fit in the kitchen comfortably at any given time. 
 
    My dad kept his back to me, so I strode over to him. When I reached him, I placed my hand on his back and whispered, “Hey, Dad.” 
 
    “Hi, Sweet Girl.” His tone was broken, so I decided not to push anything for the time being. 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    He turned toward me as a small smile played on his lips. “I’d love that.” 
 
    Tossing me an apron from the drawer next to him, he stepped aside so I could keep an eye on the current batch of chili while he started a new one. Our pack had well over a hundred members, and at least fifty of them stopped by for dinner at various times throughout the evening. I hadn’t kept up on the numbers recently. That was something I would need to rectify soon. 
 
    We moved about the large kitchen with ease, and I was surprised to find some of the anger and sadness gone for the time being. I knew without a doubt that this was the calm before the storm, but I’d take advantage of it while I could.  
 
    After we were done cooking and most of the pack had been fed, I followed my dad to his office. Augie joined us, and we took our seats. I had high hopes that our conversation would end better than the last one had. 
 
    “Gerald, I went over everything in the training office with Taya today, and I didn’t hold back anything. I know she has some catching up to do, but I have full faith in her ability to do so,” Augie said first. 
 
    My dad nodded. “I hate to agree with you, but I know you’re right.” My eyes widened, but he held his hand up before I could speak. “Taya, I know you’re more than capable of stepping in for Cord. I’ve thought of nothing other than the both of you today and what was best for not only our blood family but our pack family. Even though I have faith in you, I’m not happy about the situation. You’re my daughter. A daughter I thought I would never have. To put you at risk goes against everything I believe in.” 
 
    I softened my tone as much as I could, not wanting to make this any harder on him than necessary. “I may not have trained as much as Cord, but I know I can do this, Dad. We have three more days before we need to leave for Arizona. Send your best to come kick my ass up and down the training field in case I’m challenged. I’ll send them home crying every time. I’m smarter than most of the men in this pack, even though I may not be as strong physically. They’ll underestimate me, and I’ll have the advantage.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Augie said. “We talked about strategy today, and Taya has some good ideas depending on how things play out.” 
 
    “That’s what I am afraid of,” my dad groaned. “What if things don’t go as planned? I can’t stand the thought…” 
 
    He didn’t finish the sentence, but I knew his thoughts were dark. There were a lot of things we couldn’t plan for, but that was part of life. We just had to deal with it as best we could. 
 
    “We can’t let Declan get away with this,” I said. “I have to try to at least finish what Cord planned to do. He’d want this, too. Let me work with Augie and Davis. We can’t ignore what you guys have learned, especially now that they’ve taken Cord from us. I doubt they plan to stop with him, either. We have to be on the offensive.” 
 
    Dad nodded. “You’re right. We have to try for the sake of all the packs, and when this is over, we will bring Declan down for good. I won’t allow him to hurt another shifter or human again. He’s gone too far.” 
 
    I wanted to scream out in victory. The determination in his voice told me my dad had finally seen reason. He would remain political for the good of the pack and do things as they needed to be done, but he was done playing nice, and it was about damn time. 
 
    “Get some rest tonight, Taya. Nobody will be taking it easy on you tomorrow.” My dad grinned at me and, for the first time in my life, I felt like his equal instead of just his daughter. 
 
    Augie tugged on my arm, and I followed him out of the office after saying goodnight to my dad. He walked me to the stairs that led to my room. “Want me to stay with you tonight?” he asked. 
 
    My first instinct was to tell him no, but I knew the smart thing was to get my emotions under control sooner rather than later. I needed my best friend more than ever.  
 
    “That would probably be a good idea.” 
 
    When we got settled in bed, Augie opened his arms to me, and I slid into them. Once I was comfortable, he tightened his hold on me, and I felt the barrier I had established earlier crack. “Augie, what are we going to do without him?” 
 
    He gently stroked my hair in a comforting motion. “First, we’re going to stop Declan, then we’re going to live. Cord always wanted that for you. It was why he didn’t push Gerald to allow you to train with him all these years. Cord knew you could do it, but he didn’t want you to have to deal with everything he did.” 
 
    Cord may have only been born minutes before me, but he played the big brother role perfectly, as if he’d had years to prepare. He was always looking out for me, even when I didn’t know it.  
 
    “I think he knew something was going to happen. This morning before he left the house, he came to see me.” I paused, trying to keep the tears at bay, but failing epically.  
 
    Augie pushed me back and brought his face level with mine. His long fingers traced the line of tears falling from my eyes, and he pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I don’t want to, but I know I should. I’d rather break in front of you than someone else when I least expect it.” 
 
    The crooked grin I loved so much appeared on his face. “Can’t let the world know the badass Taya Rush has a heart, can we?” 
 
    I punched him in the gut, then hugged him, because he was right. He knew me so well. Others always assumed we would end up together, and some days I thought about how easy it would be, but Augie had always been like a second brother to me. The thought of taking our relationship to another level made my skin crawl. 
 
    “What did Cord say when he came to see you?” 
 
    Before I began remembering my last moments with Cord, I took a deep breath and calmed my racing heart. I hoped to get through the conversation without being overcome with pain, but it was a lost cause. Augie’s comforting embrace helped me to continue without completely losing my shit, but nothing would stop the agony.  
 
    “It was more so what he did than what he said. Just the way he stared at me as we talked. It was as if he was trying to memorize everything about me. Then, when we hugged as he was leaving, it was different. He held on tighter and longer than normal. There was no teasing or messing up my hair. I asked him if he was okay, but he just said he loved me and everything was fine.” 
 
    I shuddered as my thoughts turned ominous. “I should have pushed him to tell me more. If I had, then I would have been with him earlier. I wouldn’t have let him out of my sight. He’d probably still be alive if I had.” 
 
    Augie shushed me and shook his head. “You can’t think like that. Cord wouldn’t want that for you. It’s more plausible to think that if you had gone with him, your dad and I would be grieving both of you instead of only Cord. I don’t imagine Declan left anything to chance when he sent someone after Cord.” 
 
    Those words had my skin heating up all over again. I was going to respect my dad’s wishes for doing this the political way as long as I could. He just better hope Declan or one of his minions didn’t push me when our paths cross at the gathering or I’d make no promises for my reactions. 
 
    “Calm down, killer. I know what you’re thinking and how you’re feeling. Just focus on what we do know and learn all you can in the next couple days. That’s almost as important as making sure Declan pays for all he has done, not only to our family but to the humans.” 
 
    Ugh. I hated when he was right. I hated that I couldn’t storm the Rocky Mountain territory and make them all pay right then. I hated that I was going to have to come face to face with the people responsible for taking away my twin and do nothing about it. 
 
    “The only good thing about waiting is that the longer we pretend to know nothing, the longer I have to decide exactly how I plan to make them pay. The ideas are already coming in.” 
 
    Augie laughed. “I don’t want to know what your crazy mind has thought up already. It would probably give me nightmares.” His arms constricted around me once more, and he placed another soft kiss on my head. “Sleep, Taya. I’m going to make sure you get your ass kicked over and over again tomorrow until you’re begging for mercy. You’re going to love every minute of it.” 
 
    I heard the smile in the tone of his voice. I was glad to give him something to focus on right now, even if it caused me physical pain. Anything was better than the emotional hurt I knew we both were keeping on lockdown. 
 
    I had been talking a big game about stopping Declan and getting justice for Cord, but as I laid there unable to shut my mind down, I wondered what else I might lose in the process of trying to do so.  
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    I was going to kill Augie and cut that smirk right off his face. He was enjoying my discomfort far too much, and I didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    “Taya, you’re leaving your left side unprotected. Keep your arms up,” Augie said from across the room. 
 
    I was lying face down on the mats in the training gym. Davis and Augie were currently giving me a refresher on hand-to-hand combat, and they were fighting dirty. I had spent the day crawling through mud, in both human and wolf forms. I’d climbed rock walls and practiced shooting long distance with my rifle and a bow. My body was saying it had dealt with enough, but neither Davis nor Augie were listening. 
 
    “That’s enough for today,” my dad’s loud voice boomed from the doorway. 
 
    How long had he been there? I wondered. I’d never been so grateful to hear his voice before. 
 
    Davis nodded and made a quick retreat. He was probably just as tired as I was. He went through almost everything I had today except the mud obstacles. Augie strode over to me, smirk still in place, and reached his hand down to help me up. 
 
    I took his hand and as soon as I was up, hip-checked him and sent him crashing to the ground. “Quit smirking at me,” I growled. 
 
    Augie lost it laughing. He stayed on the ground and continued to chuckle, making me think he might have lost his mind. I glanced at my dad, but he only raised his hands, just as confused as me. 
 
    “Should we be worried?” I asked, but before my dad could respond, Augie got up and tossed his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “I wasn’t smirking at you. I’ve seen Davis train with almost every fighting wolf we have, and I’ve rarely seen him limp away like he did today. He was barely able to keep up with you, and I know that killed him. If your stamina had been better, it would have been him on the floor just now instead of you. Best. Day. Ever.” 
 
    Davis was constantly kicking everyone’s ass, including Augie’s. I could understand why he was getting so much enjoyment out of this. 
 
    “Augie, give me a report for the day,” my dad asked, back to business. 
 
    Augie jogged over to where he had been taking notes and grabbed his tablet off the table next to his chair. He flipped through a few screens before addressing my dad again. 
 
    “She went through the pit today just shy of three minutes in her human form first, and two minutes, sixteen seconds in her wolf form. After that, we went to the rock wall. She did that forty times and kept her time ranging from four minutes, twenty seconds to four minutes, thirty-two seconds. Vitals remained steady throughout the courses. She’s been practicing hand-to-hand combat with Davis for the last three hours and didn’t start to deteriorate until about twenty minutes ago. Took Davis down on several occasions and only went down eight times herself.” 
 
    My dad nodded, seeming satisfied with my results. “Very good. Thank you, Augie. I’ll be stealing Taya for dinner, so the two of you will have to catch up later.” 
 
    I peeked at my dad suspiciously, then at Augie, but he seemed just as surprised as I was about my new dinner plans. I had expected him to be deep in pack business with little time for me until we resolved things with Declan. 
 
    “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow then.” Augie waggled his eyebrows at me. “I have a few surprises planned for you.” 
 
    I let out a groan, but before I could respond, my dad tugged on my arm, pulling me toward the door. I looped my arm through his and leaned my head on his shoulder. “Any special reason for the dinner invitation?” I asked. 
 
    He gazed down at me and gave me a small smile. “Can’t a dad just want some quality time with his daughter?” 
 
    “Of course, he can. Mind if I take a quick shower and meet you at the table in ten minutes?” 
 
    “Let’s eat in my room. I’ll bring the food in there and wait for you.” 
 
    Once we went our separate ways in the house, I showered as quickly as possible, then threw on some lounge pants and my favorite baggy sweater. It might be the middle of summer, but nothing was more comforting to me than my old pullover. It was grey and soft, falling right above my knees. I brushed my long auburn hair and put it in a side braid. 
 
    I gave myself one last cursory glance in the mirror before heading to meet my dad. The dark circles under my lilac eyes stood out starkly on my tan skin. My inability to sleep last night, even though Augie stayed with me, was evident. Training my ass off today didn’t help either. I wasn’t going to worry about it, though. I’d get plenty of sleep after we stopped Declan. 
 
    I turned from the mirror and walked out of my room toward my dad. My stomach grumbled loudly as I got closer and smelled the food. My personal favorite. Tri-tip. My mouth began salivating and my pace increased. I walked into the room without knocking since he was expecting me. 
 
    My dad greeted me with a warm smile and a hug. “Dig in. You deserve it after today. Davis stopped in the kitchen to tell me how well you did, too.” 
 
    My mouth was already full of red potatoes while I was cutting into my steak, so all I could do was nod. Once I inhaled my first bite of meat, I let out a groan. “Please don’t ever tire of cooking. I wish you’d take it over full-time.” 
 
    He laughed as he began eating his own meal. Once we were both done and sated, he scooted his chair back and walked over to the bay window in his room that overlooked our property. His shoulders were tense and his body stiff. I stood up and went to him, placing my hand on his back. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Dad. We’re going to make Declan pay for what he’s done to our family.” 
 
    “I can’t help thinking about the risk we’re taking by involving you. What if I lose you, too? You won’t understand the fear until you’re a parent, but it’s crippling. Putting you in danger so soon after Cord… It doesn’t sit right with me.” 
 
    “I know, and I wish it didn’t have to be me. I don’t like putting you through this, but it has to be done. We have to do this for the pack and be strong for them.” 
 
    He smiled at me and put his arm around me. “You’re going to make a respectable alpha one day. I’m proud to call you my daughter.” 
 
    Tears leaked out of my eyes, and I squeezed him a little tighter. “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Sweet Girl. Want to watch a movie with your old man before you head to bed?” 
 
    “I would love nothing more.” 
 
    The happiness radiating from him at my answer warmed my heart. We both needed the closeness. It would also make me stronger to feel closer to my dad and alpha. Tight bonds made for the toughest packs. 
 
    I crawled into bed while he found a movie to put on and I got comfortable. I let out a yawn, already anticipating that I wouldn’t make it through the show and probably be asleep before the ending credits. 
 
    The last thing I remembered was my dad whispering goodnight to me as he snuck out of bed, jostling me half-awake, but I was too tired to move to my own room. 
 
    Unfortunately, morning came too soon, along with a rude awakening. 
 
    “What the hell, Taya?” Augie yelled as he stormed into my dad’s room just as the sun was rising. “I had this whole plan to wake you up in the most awful way, and you ruined it by not even sleeping in your room last night!” 
 
    I rolled over and flipped him off before bringing the covers over my head to block out the light. “Go away, Augie,” I groaned. 
 
    “Not a chance in hell,” he goaded as he ripped the covers off the bed. “Rise and shine, little wolf. You have a marathon to run this morning.” 
 
    I went to glare at him, but his goofy smile and disheveled hair had me grinning instead. “I need to find you a girlfriend, so you quit annoying me so much.” 
 
    I sat up and dragged my tired ass out of bed. I pushed Augie out of the way as I headed toward my own room. Of course, he followed, relentless as ever. 
 
    “You wouldn’t survive without me, and you know it.” 
 
    I did know it, especially with the aching in my chest from the loss of Cord. I’d be a hot mess without Augie in my life, but I wasn’t going to tell him that now and prove he was right. 
 
    “Whatever. Can I at least pee and shower in peace, then meet you downstairs?” I asked as we arrived at my door. 
 
    “If you’re not downstairs in ten minutes, I’m bringing a bucket of ice to help speed things along. If you do make it down in less than ten minutes, I may just have breakfast and coffee waiting for you instead.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and decided he deserved a door in the face for messing with me that early in the morning. I grinned at him as I stepped into my room and just as he was about to say something else, I slammed the door closed. I heard Augie’s exaggerated huff, but his footsteps quickly followed as he retreated. 
 
    I glanced at the clock on my nightstand on the way to the bathroom and groaned when I saw it was barely after five. It was going to be a long ass day. 
 
    I showered and got ready as quickly as I could. I had no doubt Augie would have followed through on his threat in some form if I hadn’t made it downstairs within ten minutes.  
 
    As promised, I smelled eggs, bacon, and toast, along with coffee. I gave him a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek as my thank you for having food ready for me before devouring the breakfast. 
 
    “Don’t overeat. I wasn’t kidding about that marathon. You’ll be going against Davis and three others from his normal crew. He didn’t say who, but I doubt they’ll be taking it easy on you.” 
 
    I stared longingly at the food before me. My jerk of a best friend was right, and he knew how torturous it would be to put all that yumminess in front of me only to tell me I couldn’t consume it all without suffering later. So not cool. 
 
    I took one last mouthful of bacon before pushing my plate aside with half my food left. “Let’s do this,” I mumbled, assuming he’d understand me through all the bacon. 
 
    I followed Augie outside and started jogging when I realized we were headed toward the base of the mountain on the west side of our property. But nothing could have prepared me for what I would face in training later that day.
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    When I arrived at the beginning of the course, Davis, Sam, Tommy, and Rick were standing there appearing bored while they waited on us. I glanced up at the sky to see ominous clouds looming up ahead, giving me pause for the trek ahead. I could hear a summer storm brewing off in the distance, and I hoped it would hold off long enough for me to complete the task at hand. Not that the rain would hinder me, but I didn’t need any of them wussing out on me and claiming the storm was to blame. 
 
    “Taya.” Davis nodded in greeting. “Are you going to be able to keep up with the big boys today or should we take it easy on you?” 
 
    I laughed so hard my sides ached. Davis must not have been keeping as close of an eye on me as I thought. I’d run this course plenty of times, and they’d soon be eating my dust. 
 
    “I’m sure I won’t have a problem with whatever you throw my way,” I said with a grin. 
 
    I stretched out my sore muscles as Augie gave the instructions for the course. I was glad he hadn’t let the others know we’d done this together several times before. Men always underestimated me, and I loved showing them how wrong they were in doing so. 
 
    “First part of the trail is a series of switchbacks straight up hill. Once you get to the top of the hill, there will be a short obstacle course. You must complete every obstacle without error to pass on to the next section. Following that, you’ll enter into a pitch-black cave where your sight and hearing will be cut off. You need to make it from one end of the cave to the next. You may do this in your wolf or human form.” 
 
    That was the part of the course I hated most. I didn’t like losing any of my senses. My wolf hated it even more, but she was more equipped to handle it than I was, so I’d definitely be shifting for that part. 
 
    “Lastly, you’ll be faced with three routes to get back down the mountain. Since some of you have done this course before, different trail options have been selected this time. Choose wisely. Whoever gets back first wins bragging rights.” 
 
    Damn, Augie couldn’t even give me a little advantage. Whatever. I didn’t need his help. I’d be winning regardless. The power of positivity went a long way if one truly believed they could accomplish something. 
 
    The five of us lined up at the base of the mountain and Augie counted down. When he got to one, we all pushed through to be the first on the trail. The path was only wide enough for two people and, unfortunately, Davis and Tommy made it first. Sam was next to me with Rick behind us. 
 
    Tommy looked back when we were coming up on our first switchback. “See you pups –,” Before he could finish the sentence, a branch that was sticking out on the path smacked him in the head, and he face-planted into the ground. 
 
    “What was that?” I laughed as I jumped over him. “Watch out for the trees? I’ll be sure to do that.” 
 
    I could hear his grumbles and curses even though I was now several yards ahead of him. All I needed to do now was figure out how to ditch Davis, and I would be feeling pretty good. 
 
    The longer I ran up the switchbacks, refusing to slow my pace, the more my calves burned. I tapped into my wolf strength sooner than I liked, but I couldn’t fall behind in the first part, or I’d never catch up. 
 
    After what seemed like hours, but was probably only thirty minutes or so, we finally made it to the obstacle course. I wanted to cry at all the hurdles before me. When I’d done this for fun before, it wasn’t so daunting, but I felt like so much more was on the line now. I needed my pack to have faith in me, especially since I was going to be the new alpha-in-training. If I failed the course, I risked losing that faith. 
 
    I charged toward the first part and didn’t stop as I reached for the rope I needed to carry me across the mud pit. If I fell in the mud, not only would I have to try again, but it would make the rest of the obstacles a hundred times harder. 
 
    Thankfully, my feet landed hard on the wooden deck, and I avoided the sludge. I climbed down the wooden ladder, skipping every other rung and jumping off about halfway through. Davis was still ahead of me and smiling as if he was enjoying himself. 
 
    I made it through the next two obstacles without falling behind, but my entire body was screaming at me now. The last hurdle was about balance. Usually this wouldn’t phase me, but my muscles were shaking, and I wasn’t as sure of my stability as usual. Davis went through it first, and I turned around to see Rick had caught up and wasn’t too far behind me. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths and jumped on the first beam. I wobbled some but kept moving forward. I had one more beam to get across and then I’d be in the clear. Rick was now hot on my heels, and I was breathing harder, trying to move as rapidly as possible. I leaped for the next beam but came down too hard and rolled my ankle. 
 
    Damn it! I fell to the ground and, as I looked up, I saw Rick finish without breaking a sweat. I got up as fast as I could, hoping my wolf healing would kick in quickly. I did a partial shift to expedite things and had to hold my girl back from completing the change. You can take over during the cave portion. Let me finish this one. I needed to do this for me. I might have been acting a little stubborn, but I didn’t think too long about it. 
 
    My wolf nodded her compliance, and I jumped back up on the beams. The partial shift gave me more energy than I thought it would and I made it through the obstacle the second time with no issues. 
 
    Once I landed on the ground, I quickly undressed and let my shift happen, slower than the previous time I had. I let out a sigh of relief as my bones shifted and changed with ease and my wolf came to the surface. She was me, and I was her. We both had strengths and weaknesses that complemented each other, making me unable to imagine living without her.  
 
    I shook out my silver fur and took a deep breath. I couldn’t smell Davis, so he had to be in the caves, but Rick didn’t make it too far ahead of us. Tommy and Sam were halfway through the previous course, but I wasn’t worried about them. 
 
    Without another thought, my wolf snatched up my pile of clothes from the ground with her mouth and raced on all fours toward the cave entrance. All the while, I mentally prepared my wolf for the loss of sight and hearing. She didn’t like it, but I needed her sense of smell to get through the cave as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Shit,” Rick mumbled as he saw me coming around the corner. He had been pacing in front of the cave, probably arguing with his wolf over who would go in. He made a split decision when he saw me, and it was the wrong one. Rick headed inside in his human form. 
 
    I hurried in after him and sucked in a breath as everything went dark. Our pack used to have a witch named Zarai who would help us. She put magical barriers around our property to deter the humans from trying to hunt on our land, and she also added useful things like the enchanted entrance to the cave that took some of our senses away. It made for excellent training, but it made for a long ass day if a pup went snooping around up here and got himself lost. It had happened on more than one occasion.  
 
    When one of Zarai’s coven members was almost killed many decades ago by some rogue wolves that launched an attack on our pack, she was forced to leave. Her coven said they would cast her out if she didn’t withdraw from our pack and its dangers. 
 
    An agreement was made that her protections would stay, powered by her coven, but we wouldn’t call on her again. As long as we kept our end of the deal, we would remain concealed. Since then, witches have separated from the wolves, and rarely reveal themselves to our kind anymore. 
 
    My wolf shook her head, trying to orient herself and focus on what smells might lead us out of here. I pulled my thoughts back and let her do her thing. Even though we were technically one, we each had our own ideas and, after years of training, I could keep mine separate from hers for the most part. 
 
    We worked like a well-oiled machine nowadays. It was the advantage I knew we’d have. Men were often too confident and had a problem letting someone else guide them, even if that someone was their own wolf. I trusted my wolf fully and had a feeling we’d have no problem catching up. 
 
    While I relaxed and let my wolf do her thing, my mind wandered to the shifters I had seen on the wall the other day, particularly Liam. Stupid guy. I couldn’t shove his arrogant smile out of my mind for some reason. Hopefully, I could avoid him during the gathering. I decided I didn’t need any distractions that might cause me drama.  
 
    Breaking my train of thought, my wolf howled and began barreling through the cave. I readied myself to take over for the last part of the course. She was getting us out of the cave much faster than I anticipated.  
 
    A bright light shone through the darkness we had been in as I shifted from wolf to human. I covered my eyes and waited for them to adjust to the sun again. When I could finally see without spots in my vision, I noticed I was the only one out here. My heart sank a little knowing Davis had likely already made it down the trail. My clothes had been dropped on the ground during my shift back to human, and I quickly picked them up, dressing again. 
 
    I let my wolf peek through as I went over the trail options on the sign before me, wanting her opinion as well. One appeared to be a straight line down, but I doubted that was the case, so I dismissed it quickly. The other two were pretty similar in length, but one had a stream running through it. I had no idea how vast the stream would be, but something told me it was the one to choose and my wolf agreed. 
 
    Without another thought, I took off down the trail, hoping I could catch up. I battled tree branches and rocks the entire way down. I had sweat dumping out of all my pores, and I probably looked like death. I heard the stream before I saw it and couldn’t wait to take a few seconds to sink my body into the cold water. When it finally came into view, I noticed there was a small waterfall and knew precisely where I was. I was only minutes away from the bottom of the mountain now.  
 
    The stream was shallow, so instead of trying to jump over it, I decided to wade through it and let the water cool my aching body. I spent an extra minute I shouldn’t have in the water, but it felt too good not to. 
 
    I heard noises from behind me and swiftly jumped out of the stream. My energy perked back up, and I pushed myself with everything I had to finish and at least make second place. 
 
    I made my way around the last corner, and Augie’s big grin was the first thing to greet me. He swooped me up in his arms and promptly put me down. 
 
    “You need to shower and put on dry clothes before I can give you a proper congratulations hug.” He grimaced. 
 
    “Huh? Where’s Davis?” I was so confused. 
 
    “I’m right here.” 
 
    I turned around to find Davis approaching, looking rather pissed, and I couldn’t stop the happiness bubbling up inside me. I had been so confident he beat me. 
 
    “How’d I get in front of you?” I asked, trying my best not to gloat too much. 
 
    “Stupid caves,” was all he mumbled before walking away. 
 
    Tommy and Rick appeared next, laughing and pushing each other. They each gave me the appropriate high five to congratulate me. 
 
    “You guys mind waiting for Sam?” Augie asked. “Taya’s training isn’t over yet.” 
 
    I groaned as they laughed and agreed. Augie tugged me along as I dragged my feet. “I don’t wanna.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, this part is easy. You get to sit while I quiz you on all things wolf history.” 
 
    Ugh. That was so much worse than I imagined, and he knew it. While I whined the entire way, Augie laughed, and then I punched him in the kidney. Our relationship was awesome like that. I just had to hope his training didn’t take up too much brain space and I didn’t become a nerd like him overnight.  
 
    I knew the essential parts of our wolf history, but I needed to know more about the individual packs before I met them. It would likely make or break how successful we were in gathering information at the Decennial meeting. I wasn’t going to leave anything to chance, not when there was so much on the line. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I groaned as Augie shook me awake. I didn’t want to get out of bed. The burial for Cord was this morning, and we were set to leave for Thunder Springs immediately after. My head hurt from all the studying last night, my heart ached from missing my brother, and my muscles screamed at me from all the training. I was officially a hot mess. 
 
    “Come on, Tay. I let you sleep as long as I could,” Augie groused. “Let’s get moving. You can sleep more in the truck on our long ass drive.” 
 
    I let out an exaggerated sigh. Why we couldn’t fly, made no sense to me. My wolf was going to be pissed being in the truck for twelve to fifteen hours. The time to get there really depended on who was driving. 
 
    I glanced over at the outfit I had picked out for the burial. Black hadn’t seemed appropriate. Cord wasn’t a dark person, but bright colors weren’t his thing, either. I chose a deep green top that I thought matched his eyes and some fancy grey pants. He’d have smacked me if I mourned him in all black.  
 
    My heart was pounding, and breathing was difficult. “Augie, don’t leave me today, okay?” 
 
    I wasn’t usually a vulnerable person. I hid any insecurities behind my ‘I don’t give a crap’ attitude, but this morning, I didn’t have the strength to keep up pretenses. I trusted Augie with anything and appreciated I could let my guard down with him. 
 
    He leaned down in front of me, grabbed my face with both hands, and kissed my forehead. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere other than by your side today.” 
 
    I was one lucky wolf. He was the best friend I could have ever hoped for. 
 
    I attempted to shake off the pressing darkness and got ready in the bathroom while Augie lounged on my bed waiting for me. 
 
    As soon as I was ready, we headed toward the burial grounds that were on the property. My grandparents were buried there, along with my mom, so it was definitely somewhere I was familiar with, but that didn’t make any part of the morning easier.  
 
    We quickly found my dad standing over the casket. His hand was placed on the mahogany wood, and his eyes were tightly closed. I gently laid my hand on his back as I walked up to him and put my other hand on his. Just as Augie was strong for me, I would be there for my dad. 
 
    It appeared as if most of the pack was already seated behind us and everything was in place. I was beginning to feel like a spoiled shit for not getting here earlier and helping. Hopefully, Davis took care of most of it, which reminded me that I hadn’t seen him yet. 
 
    “Let’s take our seats, Dad,” I whispered. 
 
    Augie stepped on the other side, and we both guided him to the chairs behind us. The burial was going to be even harder to get through than I anticipated. I knew it would be rough, but it was killing me to see my dad in so much pain. 
 
    “Where’s Davis?” Augie asked once we were settled in our seats. 
 
    “I sent him ahead to Thunder Springs to set up our site and make sure everything was good to go since we’re getting in late,” my dad answered, his tone soft and almost inaudible. 
 
    Burials in our wolf pack were short and to the point since there was usually a reception to follow that lasted most of the day, but since we had to leave right away, it was changed to more of an open house. Food would be set up, but the setting would be more informal. 
 
    I felt awful that Cord wasn’t getting the proper celebration he deserved, but I also knew he’d want us to move forward with their original plans. He’d come back just to kick our asses if we didn’t. 
 
    Edmund, one of our oldest pack members and most spiritual, would complete the burial ceremony. He stepped up to the small platform that had been erected next to the grave site and cleared his throat, waiting for the murmurs to stop. Once he had everyone’s attention, Edmund repeated the usual verses spoken at all burials, but when I thought he was all done, he gestured to my dad. “Our alpha has requested to say a few words since there will be no reception to follow. Gerald, will you please come up now?” 
 
    My dad’s hands were shaking, and his body trembled. I had an inkling that he was regretting that particular request. 
 
    I tugged on his arm and stood up first. “Come on. I’ll go with you,” I whispered in his ear as I bent over to grab his elbow and pull him up. 
 
    He nodded and finally stood. We walked to the platform and with each step, my resolve wavered even more. There was no way I would make it through my dad’s speech without crying in front of our pack. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming,” my dad began. “My son was a valued member of this pack. He did much for each of you, and I know he will be missed by all. He died protecting others, and I know he wouldn’t have had it any other way. Cord’s personality was one-of-a-kind, and his strength was beyond measure.” 
 
    My dad’s voice cracked as he paused to regain his composure. I squeezed his hand, and he glanced down at me with tears in his eyes. Seeing my strong alpha dad breaking down caused my own dam to burst finally. Tears streaked down my face as he continued. 
 
    “I know a lot of you are wondering what will happen next and we appreciate you being patient while we take time to grieve and figure things out. Taya will be filling in for all of Cord’s commitments and joining the few of us who are headed to the Decennial Gathering today. Once we are back, we will have a pack meeting to go over any questions you might have. Even though we’re not having an official celebration, the pack house is open to all, and Cord’s favorite foods will be served throughout the day. We encourage you to stop and visit with others who were touched by his kindness and strength in one way or another. Thank you again for being here.” 
 
    With those final words, my dad stepped down, and I followed him. Once we were back by our seats, Augie swept me into his arms, and the tears became heavier. 
 
    “Let’s get you settled in the truck,” Augie whispered, and I gladly let him guide me away. 
 
    I looked back at my dad, and he nodded his approval. I felt bad leaving him, but I was falling apart and wouldn’t be much help to him anyway. 
 
    *** 
 
    Many hours later, I was finally tired of tossing and turning in the back seat of my dad’s truck. As we drove to Thunder Springs, I had been trying to get some rest in the back while Augie and my dad were up front. After the initial few hours of sleep, my mind wouldn’t shut off and sleep evaded me. I was half-tempted to try counting sheep to get some solace from all the thoughts racing through my head. 
 
    So many things had happened in the last few days. My heart pained as though a permanent knife was lodged in it when I thought about Cord and the burial we had this morning, so I tried not to. Declan and his evil mini-me Rafe were on my mind a lot, as well. I hated that we couldn’t confront them head-on. I hated politics and having to do things properly. Why couldn’t we just smash their heads in and be done with it? It was a much better plan than being all adult about it. 
 
    I also worried about my dad. He had mostly been keeping his cool about everything, but we were both teetering on the edge and barely keeping it together. Augie was the rock we both needed. 
 
    I finally had enough of my flailing around the back seat and sat up. Sleep was a lost cause. “Where are we at?” 
 
    “More than halfway there. We just passed through Pioche, Nevada. Should be arriving in under six hours,” Augie answered. “Get enough sleep?” 
 
    I smirked at him. “I’ll be fine, no thanks to you. So much information was shoved into my brain last night, it was hard to shut off.” 
 
    That made him laugh, and I got comfortable. “Did Davis get there okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he made it about an hour ago. Our section is all set up, and he’s keeping an eye on things.” 
 
    “Does he know everything?” 
 
    “I told him last night,” my dad answered. “I should have done it sooner. He wasn’t too happy with me, and I couldn’t blame him.” 
 
    “I imagine he was about as happy as I was when I found out. Is there an agenda for the two days we’re supposed to be there?” 
 
    Augie tapped on his tablet and brought up a screen. “I was just looking at the email, but there’s not much there.” 
 
    I shoved his shoulder and snatched the tablet from his hands to see for myself. Unfortunately, Augie was right, and there really wasn’t a lot there, so I tossed it back to him and sat back in my seat. I took my phone out of my bag and decided to numb my mind with pointless games for as long as I could. 
 
    My dad must have had his lead shoes on, because in just under five hours instead of six, we arrived in Thunder Springs. It was already dark, but lights had been put out, so we could see. Over thirty large canvas tents were assembled in small clusters around the sparse land, each with a pack logo on it, so we knew where to go. 
 
    Dad parked in front of a sign reading West Coast Territory – Gerald Rush – Alpha and Chief Councilman. Well, isn’t he fancy getting his own designated parking space, I thought. There were four tents set up with our logo on them. I assumed one for each of us, but my dad pointed to the second one and said, “You and Augie are going to share that one. Davis is on your left, and I’m on the right. The last one will be our meeting room.” 
 
    I nodded, not minding that at all. I felt better having Augie closer to me anyway. 
 
    “Come on, Tay. Let’s get you all tucked in,” he snickered. 
 
    I slapped him upside the head. “You can sleep in Davis’s tent instead.” His lower lip immediately popped out as he pouted at me with his adorable face. “Don’t look at me like that.” I laughed. “Get in there and be nice or I will kick you out.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You wouldn’t. You love me too much.” 
 
    “Don’t push me.” I glared at him, but I couldn’t hold the look for long. He was right; I’d never kick him out. 
 
    We went inside and quickly got our stuff situated. It was just after eleven, and I wasn’t even close to tired. “You want to go explore a little?” I asked Augie. 
 
    “Better ask your dad. I have a feeling he’s going to be even more protective than usual while we’re here.” 
 
    Ugh. I hated when he was right. “Fine. He’d probably call in the cavalry if he came in here and we were gone.” 
 
    We walked next door, and I tapped on the metal rod holding the canvas up, so my dad would know we were there. 
 
    “Come in,” he called. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. Augie and I are going to stretch our legs. We’ll be back in a little bit, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Taya,” he warned. 
 
    “We’ll stay in the lighted area, and I’ll have Augie with me. Nobody is going to try anything. It’ll be fine, I promise.” 
 
    He glanced from Augie to me, and back again. “Don’t let her talk you into venturing too far or you’ll pay the price for it,” he threatened Augie.  
 
    Dad knew me well enough to know I probably would have done just that. I’d gotten Augie into more trouble than I could remember over the years. 
 
    Augie laughed, probably thinking the same thing as me. “You have my word.” 
 
    My dad nodded. “Be back within thirty minutes, or I’ll come find you, and it won’t be pleasant.” 
 
    I smiled at him, feeling twelve instead of eighteen. I’d appease him for the time being. In a way, Augie was lucky his parents transferred to the East Coast territory a couple years ago. He didn’t have to deal with his every move being watched. 
 
    His parents had wanted a change of scenery but didn’t force Augie to go with them, even though he had only been fifteen at the time. His parents had wanted to live with a smaller pack in Florida. 
 
    Most of the territories had a primary pack where the majority of shifters lived, but smaller packs could be found throughout each sector. My dad agreed to keep an eye on Augie, and he visited his parents twice a year. It seemed to have worked out well for everyone. 
 
    I grabbed Augie’s hand and headed back outside. The temperature was still in the eighties, the sky clear, with a full moon illuminating the mountains and trees. It was the perfect night to venture around. The ground was hard and cracked beneath our feet, but I was glad to see some greenery off in the distance under the moon. 
 
    We passed by the first section of tents that belonged to the Midwest Territory, and all was quiet. Neither of us spoke while we kept an eye on our surroundings. I may have told my dad everything would be fine, but I wasn’t naïve. I’d be keeping my guard up. 
 
    We came upon the next set of tents, and someone was leaning against the bed of a truck. I could only see the silhouette from where we were, but it was definitely a man. A tall, dark, and hopefully sexy man. I peeked at the sign in front of their tents and noticed it was the East Coast section, which caused me to mentally groan. Please don’t be Liam, please don’t be Liam, I chanted in my head. I hadn’t been able to get his cocky smile far from my mind since I’d seen his picture on the wall. 
 
    The figure pushed away from the truck and headed our way. When he made it to the area under the light, I grimaced. Of course, it was him, or maybe it was a relative who looked like him. A girl could hope. 
 
    He eyed us both carefully, but his gaze finally settled on me. “Can I help you two with something?” 
 
    “Nope,” I replied rudely, unable to help myself. I often copped an attitude when I was nervous or feeling unsure. 
 
    Augie reached his hand out to Liam in a friendly gesture. “I’m Augie, and this is Taya.” 
 
    “I’m Liam Anders. Did you guys just get in?” he asked, his voice smooth and profound in the quiet of the night. 
 
    Words were lost on me, so I let Augie do the talking while I continued my appraisal of Liam, hoping Cord had been wrong when he told Augie Liam was arrogant. 
 
    “Yeah, we drove, so it was a long day and we wanted to stretch our legs some before we called it a night.” 
 
    Liam’s seafoam-green eyes kept bouncing between Augie and me. He grinned at me when he realized I was still staring at him, and I really wanted to smack the self-satisfied look right off his face. His dark hair was tousled as if he had spent hours running his fingers through it. Damn him! 
 
    “Would you like to take a picture for later, doll face?” 
 
    Ugh, he didn’t really just say that. He couldn’t have. It looked like I was going to have the pleasure of taking him down a peg or two. “Excuse me, asshole? Don’t be so full of yourself. For one, you’re not my type, and two…” Oh no, I couldn’t think of another reason. Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    He lowered his face to mine and grinned. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    I shoved him away from me, letting my wolf come through, and growled at him like a petulant child. Grabbing Augie’s hand, I made a quick retreat. Liam might be hot as sin, but I really needed to avoid him for the next two days. I had to keep my head on straight, and he was not going to help with that. 
 
    “Care to explain what just happened?” Augie teased as we walked back. 
 
    “Shut it. I’m blaming it on the long day,” I said as I stormed into the tent. “See you in the morning.” I threw myself down on the cot like a two-year-old, not bothering to change. 
 
    “Goodnight, doll face,” Augie snickered. 
 
    I flipped him off and rolled over. He was never going to let me live that down. Cord had been right, unfortunately. Liam was nothing but egotistical eye candy, and I would not let him get under my skin again. He’d be out of my head by morning. Right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After my embarrassing confrontation with Liam last night, I was pleasantly surprised not to wake until sunlight was shining through the cracks of our tent. I was up before Augie, so I quickly dressed and went to my dad’s tent, but he wasn’t there. I ventured to the one he said we’d use for a meeting area, finding him and Davis leaning over a table going over paperwork. 
 
    “Morning,” I said as I entered. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re up early. We have the schedule for today,” my dad said as he handed me a piece of paper. 
 
    I glanced it over. Nothing too strenuous except for a supposed friendly game between the alphas-in-training. Good thing I had Augie whip my ass into shape over the last two days. For the most part, we were encouraged to socialize with the other packs and build relationships. This worked well for us and what we were trying to do. 
 
    “This doesn’t seem too bad.” I peeked up at my dad. “Why do you look so worried? I had the best trainers. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Damn right, you did,” Augie said, coming in behind me. “Thanks for waking me, doll face.” 
 
    I was going to murder him. 
 
    “Do I want to know where that nickname came from?” my dad asked with amusement dancing in his eyes. 
 
    “No,” I answered before Augie could. “Why do you look so worried already?” I asked once again. 
 
    “I don’t like that you’ll be going up against the others, even if it says ‘friendly’. This was supposed to be informational investigating, not hands-on.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “You knew that any of them could have challenged me anyway. I thought that was the reason for all the hell Augie and Davis put me through before we left. There’s still a chance for that to happen, even outside whatever is planned for us later.” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t mean I like it or won’t worry about it.” 
 
    Davis looked slightly amused, and I decided I was done having this conversation. “All right then. You two enjoy the rest of your meeting while Augie and I go walk around.” 
 
    “Don’t go too far this morning, Taya,” my dad warned. 
 
    I saluted him and turned for the exit, grabbing Augie as I did. “Let’s see what this place looks like during the day.” 
 
    Augie appeared as if he wanted to say something but thought better of it. I almost asked him what, then decided I probably didn’t want to know. We walked side by side through the tent area until we reached the open desert. The section of the grounds we were staying on was unimpressive. More dry and cracked ground, varying in reds and tans. Not much of anything to see. The sun was beating down on us, and I felt my skin already burning. Everything was warmer here. On the plus side, the horizon was a mixture of orange and purple as the sun rose higher in the sky. 
 
    “Let’s head toward the other side of camp,” I suggested. “I want to go check out the mountain over there.” 
 
    Augie nodded, and we made our way back. Thankfully, there was no activity outside of the tents from the East Coast territory. I really had no desire to see Liam anytime soon. We saw a few others but passed by with a simple nod. I wasn’t quite ready to socialize yet. Just as we were almost clear of the tents, someone grabbed my arm, jerking me back around. 
 
    I let out a loud snarl and yanked my arm from the firm grasp.  
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” Augie snapped at the shitbag who thought he could lay his hands on me. 
 
    The guy brought his hands up as a sly grin appeared on his face. I recognized the ugly mug immediately and had to quiet my wolf. 
 
    “Calm down now, I didn’t mean any harm. I didn’t expect you to be so jumpy. I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Rafe from the Rocky Mountain pack.” 
 
    He stretched his hand out, but I stared at him with disgust. I might not be able to rip his head off, but I wasn’t going to be courteous to him either. 
 
    “Touch me like that again, and I’ll introduce you to my wolf,” I growled. 
 
    He tsked at me before taking a step closer and lowering his voice. “Don’t be stupid like your brother, Taya. You see how well that worked out for him.” 
 
    I raised my hand to strike him. Screw politics. Screw this asshole.  
 
    Before I could connect my fist with Rafe’s smug face, Augie yanked me back. “He’s not worth it. Think about your dad.” 
 
    Damn it all to hell! I turned on my heels and stormed away as Rafe cackled behind us. “See you soon, Taya,” he taunted. 
 
    I clenched and unclenched my hands while concentrating on keeping my wolf at bay. Typically my control was impeccable, but with all that had happened, I was losing my tight grasp on it. It had been years since I came that close to shifting without conscious effort. 
 
    Augie carefully placed his hand on my shoulder. “Why don’t we stick to the tents until more people are out and about this morning?” 
 
    I grunted my reply and followed him back to our tent. If Rafe said one more snide comment to me while we were here, I couldn’t promise I would stop my wolf from tearing him to shreds and enjoy every second of it. 
 
    *** 
 
    I never realized how much I despised socializing until today. I had never been forced to interact with so many people in my entire life, and I was so ready to be done. Augie stayed by my side the whole morning. We watched my dad play his role perfectly as chief of the alphas and proud father while keeping his emotions in check as others offered their condolences for our loss. 
 
    Davis had left to check out the Rocky Mountain territory and was due back tomorrow morning. I wished I had been able to go with him. His job sounded like a lot more fun than ours. I had to smile and nod while meeting the other alphas and whomever they brought with them. The two we’d met so far seemed clueless about anything Declan had been up to. 
 
    Augie’s book training had been helpful as well. When expected of me, I was able to ask questions about their packs and not sound like a complete idiot. I’d have to thank him later. 
 
    “You ready for one more meeting, Taya?” my dad asked. 
 
    I groaned. “No, but I don’t think I have a choice.” 
 
    “My dear daughter, you’re the one who insisted on coming with us.” 
 
    He was enjoying my misery too much. Probably payback for all the grey hairs I’d given him over the years. 
 
    “Where to next?” Augie asked. 
 
    We had already visited with the Southwest and Midwest packs. That left two more, neither of which I cared to meet officially. The Rocky Mountain and East Coast territories. 
 
    “I’d rather not have Taya around Declan, so let’s go see what Elijah and his boys are up to,” my dad answered. 
 
    Ugh. I hoped Liam was occupied and wouldn’t be present. Even more so that his brothers were less annoying than him. The profile Augie had on him said he was the eldest of triplets. Maybe his brothers would be less arrogant. 
 
    Augie snickered at my unease, which made him deserve a friendly elbow to the gut. He snagged my arm and flipped me around before I made contact, catching me off guard. I ended up with both arms trapped behind my back and legs twisted up. Augie didn’t often catch me by surprise, but he was on his game today. I refused to admit it might be because I was off mine. 
 
    “Damn it, Augie,” I wailed. “Let me go!” 
 
    He laughed as he loosened his grip. “Quit taking your frustrations out on me.” 
 
    I wiggled free and walked ahead of him to stand closer to my dad. “Does Declan have other kids?” I asked, remembering there hadn’t been much about their family in the papers I had read.  
 
    “He did,” my dad said. “His wife and second son died during delivery. Not that it gives him an excuse for what he’s doing, but he changed after that. Focused on nothing but work for years until Rafe was old enough to be involved. Then, he brought Rafe into the fold, and they seem to feed off each other’s misery. Rafe will do anything to please his father.” 
 
    That was just great. Emotionally-damaged psychos. Just what I wanted to deal with. I turned to ask Augie a question but tripped on a stupid rock. I overcorrected in an attempt to keep from falling face first into the ground, and the side of my body slammed into something hard and much larger. Holy hell, that hurt! 
 
    “Whoa there, gorgeous.” Large hands came around my arms. “Are you okay?” 
 
    My head swung up, and my eyes met striking blue ones. It was Liam’s face, but with less haughtiness to it and different-colored eyes. I had a sliver of hope he was an Anders brother I might be able to get along with. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said as I got my footing back. “I’m Taya Rush.” 
 
    I reached my hand out in greeting, but he grabbed my other one, bringing me in for a hug and making me laugh at his friendliness. 
 
    “Handshakes are for men. When I meet a beautiful lady, she deserves a squeeze.” He grinned widely. “I’m Caleb, the more attractive one of my brothers.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the laughter that left my lips. “You’re triplets, so how do you figure?” 
 
    “Oh contraire, my beauty.” He tsked. “We may look alike, but I assure you, we are very different.” 
 
    Caleb had the same dirty-blond hair as Liam, as well as the strong facial lines and broad shoulders. The most significant difference was the blue color of his eyes. It felt lighter and more joyful than Liam’s green ones, which were filled with superiority.  
 
    “I won’t argue with you there.” I grinned. 
 
    My dad and Augie made themselves known and exchanged greetings with Caleb that were less eventful than mine. 
 
    “We were just headed to see your dad, so I could introduce Taya,” my dad said. “Is he around?” 
 
    Caleb grinned and nodded. “He sure is. Follow me, and I’ll introduce you to him and my brothers.” 
 
    Ugh. Not his brothers. I had hoped to avoid Liam until the “friendly competition” time. Then, I would have been too busy kicking asses and taking names to care if he was around or not. 
 
    Caleb eyed me suspiciously, and I wondered if he had already heard about my run-in with Liam last night. 
 
    We followed him for several minutes without incident. Once we arrived in their camp area, I made sure to stay close to Augie. I hoped he would prevent me from having any more interactions with Liam, but knowing him, he’d probably be the first one to throw me under the proverbial bus. 
 
    “Hey, Aiden!” Caleb called out as he got closer to one of the tents. “Come meet Taya.” 
 
    Caleb winked at me, and a few members of their pack turned our way. The way he said my name had my curiosity piqued. What did he think he knew about me and why had he singled me out? 
 
    Aiden finally strolled out of the tent. He appeared to be not too happy about coming out to meet us. His hair was shaved, and with the defined lines of his strong jaw, I was actually a little intimidated by him. He had piercing silver eyes, which narrowed first on me and then my dad. He was the same height and size of his brothers, but he was a whole lot rougher around the edges. 
 
    “Aiden, say hello,” Caleb joked as if he was talking to a child. 
 
    Aiden walked closer to us and accepted a handshake from my dad. “Nice to meet you, Aiden,” he said.  
 
    “You as well.” 
 
    Aiden didn’t offer Augie or me the same courtesy, but I wasn’t about to complain. I watched him as he made his way back to the tent and I brought my attention back to Caleb. Him, I liked. He put off such a happy vibe that I doubted anyone could dislike him. 
 
    “Our dad and Liam are around the back. I’m sure you want to meet them, too.” Caleb winked at me again, and I glared at him. Oh, yeah. He knew something, and I imagined it didn’t fare well for me. 
 
    “Thank you, Caleb,” my dad said. “We appreciate you introducing us.” 
 
    Ha! That made one of us.  
 
    Augie nudged me with his arm. “You doing okay?” 
 
    I smiled up at him and looped my arm through his. “I’m peachy.” 
 
    “Liar,” he whispered, and I shrugged my shoulders. Nothing I could do about the circumstances except avoid conversations with Liam, and that’s exactly what I planned to do. I was super grown up about the whole situation. Not. 
 
    “Alpha,” Caleb said with much less enthusiasm than he had just a moment ago. 
 
    “What?” the man snapped, his attention on some papers scattered on the table in front of him.  
 
    I was trying to remember his name, but I couldn’t for the life of me place it, even though my dad had said it moments before we ran into Caleb. Crap. I wasn’t supposed to have them all memorized, was I? If so, I was failing epically. 
 
    Caleb cleared his throat, and his dad finally looked up to see he had an audience. His entire demeanor changed within seconds. He went from rough and stern to calm and relaxed, just like that. 
 
    “Elijah, it’s been a while,” my dad said in a friendly greeting. 
 
    The alpha’s grin widened, and he took a few steps closer to my dad. My stance went rigid as I wasn’t sure what to expect. My dad might have been friends with him once, but unless he was keeping secrets, it had been a decade since they’d seen each other. 
 
    Surprising all of us, Elijah pulled my dad in for a hug. “That it has, my old friend. I was hoping I’d see you soon.” 
 
    Interesting. I wondered if he saved the broody exterior for his sons or if we just caught him in an off mood. Whatever. I didn’t plan on hanging around long enough to find out. 
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear about Cord,” Elijah said reverently. “If there is anything we can do, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    “We appreciate that, and I’ll likely take you up on that.” My dad nodded before gesturing to me. “This is my daughter Taya.” 
 
    I stepped forward and shook Elijah’s hand. His palms were calloused, and his grip was firm. I met his stormy grey eyes briefly and then lowered my gaze out of respect. He definitely wasn’t an alpha I wanted to challenge. 
 
    “Taya, it’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you over the years,” Elijah said with a sly grin. 
 
    I laughed at that. “Well, I’m sure it’s all true. I’ve been told I’m quite the handful. Being the anomaly I am, I figured I had to cause some trouble, right?” 
 
    Elijah’s boisterous laughter made the grin on my face grow until Liam came around the corner. His eyes met mine, and I held his gaze briefly, hoping to show I wasn’t going to let him under my skin again. 
 
    “Gerald, this is my other son Liam,” Elijah said proudly. “He’s my alpha-in-training. The four of us should get together and discuss some things.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the undertone of importance in Elijah’s statement, but even so, I would be avoiding that meeting like the plague. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Taya,” Liam said. 
 
    Before I could form a reply, I was saved by the bell. Literally.  
 
    A loud bell rang, and I turned to my dad, hoping he knew what it was. 
 
    “You two should head out,” my dad said, motioning to Liam and me. “Sounds like whatever competition they set up is about to start.” 
 
    I snagged Augie’s hand and strode away before turning my head slightly to say goodbye. “See you over there.” 
 
    My dad glared at me for my rude departure, but I didn’t care. I had more important things to worry about, like figuring out how badly I could kick Rafe’s ass in this friendly competition without other people realizing I genuinely wished him dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We arrived at the open grassy area to find the oddest competition ever. Nothing was as I thought it would be. Instead of rock walls, balancing tests, or strength tests as I assumed there would be, it looked like a human family reunion threw up all over the place. There was a ring toss, a table with a basket full of eggs, some sort of balloon dart board, and ladder ball. What in the actual hell? 
 
    “Augie…” 
 
    “I have no words.” 
 
    When they said “friendly” on the schedule, they weren’t kidding. I couldn’t believe it. Liam finally caught up with us, and the look on his face was enough to make me laugh. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do with this?” Liam seemed honest-to-god confused as well. It was priceless. Mr. Arrogant was entirely out of his element, and I loved it.  
 
    Thankfully for me, I had actually played some of these games when I was younger and had nothing better to do in the middle of nowhere Oregon. 
 
    A loud commotion brought our attention to the left side of the area. I couldn’t hear what was happening, but the red tint to Declan’s face made the grin on mine even wider. It was turning out to be a great day. 
 
    We walked closer, and the voices finally became audible.  
 
    “This is unacceptable,” Declan roared. “Who approved this?”  
 
    “Sir, the decennial committee planned it. We didn’t realize we needed approval. We thought it would be a good idea for the young to have fun together instead of fighting against each other,” the poor wolf said as he shrunk back from the raging lunatic in front of him. 
 
    “You will address me as alpha,” Declan spat out, “and you all thought wrong. Tell your committee they will be hearing from me. These alphas-in-training aren’t kids. They should have a chance to prove their strengths. Not entertain us like monkeys.” 
 
    Well, I guessed he’d been hoping for a more hands-on competition. Part of me had, too, but whatever. I’d make it as fun as I could. Tomorrow, I could challenge Rafe to something and let my aggressions out.  
 
    I was ready to get started now that I realized how easy it would be. The sooner we got the event over with, the sooner I could get back to our primary purpose. I didn’t like the lack of chatter regarding Cord’s death. I felt like people knew more than they were letting on but were too afraid to speak up. That was not going to fly with me for very long. 
 
    “That guy is such a dick,” said, breaking the silence. 
 
    “That he is,” Augie agreed, and I nodded. 
 
    I didn’t want to stick around and get chummy with Liam, so without saying a word, I headed toward the bright yellow banner that said ‘start’ on it. Kason and Colt, alphas-in-training I had met earlier, were already there, mocking the oddness the course provided. I butted right into their conversation, because I didn’t want to leave myself open for anyone else to come and strike one up with me. 
 
    “You guys ever played any of these games before?” I asked. 
 
    They eyed me curiously, but Kason shrugged first. “A few, but not since I was a kid. You?” 
 
    “Same here. Good thing it’s all in fun, right?” They shared another look that told me otherwise. “What? You know something I don’t?” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “Kason, stay out of it.” 
 
    “She just lost her brother. She deserves to be warned,” he said. 
 
    “Whatever, dude. I’ll be sure to say ‘I told you so’ when it bites you in the ass.” Colt walked away, and now I really needed to know. 
 
    “Sorry about him,” Kason said. “Things have been tense for everyone lately.” 
 
    I nodded. I understood that, but it didn’t give anyone the right to be an asshole. 
 
    He moved closer to me and lowered his voice to barely above a whisper. “Just let Rafe win, okay? We were a lot younger last time we were all here, but I remember. There were similar games, but a whole lot rougher, which is probably why they changed it this year. It got pretty bad.” He did another cursory glance to make sure nobody was listening before continuing. 
 
    “Rafe was losing to Cord when the halfway mark rolled around last time. When we came back, Rafe was a completely different person. He got aggressive and as nasty as his old man. Cord and I had decided to let Rafe win. They were just games. Why not let the hotheads think they’re better while we’re all forced together? Anyway, I saw Rafe grab you earlier, so be careful, okay? I’d hate to see anyone get hurt over stupid games.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if that made me want to kick Rafe’s ass even more or play it cool. Hopefully, my dad would hurry up and get here, so I could ask him about it before things started. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up. I really appreciate it.” I smiled sincerely at him. 
 
    “Not a problem. Just don’t repeat it, and good luck out there.” 
 
    Kason walked away, probably in search of his friend. I glanced back to where I had left Augie and Liam, thankful to see Augie was now by himself. I swiftly made my way back to him and relayed what I had just learned. 
 
    “So, what do I do? Poke the bull or play it cool?” I asked him since my dad still wasn’t around. 
 
    He laughed. “Well, I know what you want to do, but I think you just need to see how it plays out.” He turned toward the games. “Obviously, nobody expected this. See how it goes and most importantly, be safe like Kason said. If Rafe is getting too agitated, back off. We will get him, but it’s not going to be here with an audience.” 
 
    Damn, Augie was right again. I put my hand in his and gave him a squeeze. “That’s why I keep you around. For all your wise words and shit like that.” 
 
    He pulled his hand back. “I love the sweet things you say to me. Warms my heart.” 
 
    Another bell sounded, and a woman got on a loudspeaker. “Alphas-in-training, please gather around the starting line for further instructions.” 
 
    “Watch my back, Augie,” I whispered before pulling away from him. I wouldn’t be letting my guard down, even for supposedly ‘friendly’ games. 
 
    I went back to the starting line. Kason and Colt were back as well and avoiding my stare. Liam still looked confused, and Rafe was just as flustered as his dad had appeared to be when we first got here. 
 
    “Here are the rules,” the woman began. “You must complete each task in the order they are set up on the field. Your pack may not help you. Each game has specific instructions at the start. Read each set of instructions carefully. The first wolf to finish all four games and ring the bell at the end wins this trophy.” She gestured to the golden cup on the table next to her. “Most importantly, have fun!” 
 
    The woman seemed so excited; I felt bad that, by the end of the day, she was going to feel Declan’s wrath over the committee’s choice in games. Screw letting Rafe win. He and his dad needed to be knocked down a few pegs, and if this was the only way I could do it today, then I was going to, whether it was smart or not. 
 
    “You ready for this, doll face?” Liam asked as he strode up to me. 
 
    I schooled my features, smiling sweetly at him. “If you call me ‘doll face’ one more time, I’m going to kick you in the balls.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “There’s the famous spunk I’ve heard about. I was starting to think it had all been lies.” 
 
    He was goading me, and I refused to fall for it. I looked away and put my focus on the games ahead of us. There were five rows set up, so we’d each have our own set of games to work with, which made me feel better. I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone sabotaging me. A ring toss was first. Hand-eye coordination was a must with the task, and I wasn’t worried about it at all. 
 
    “Going for the silent thing?” Liam asked. “I get it. Not everyone can handle being in my presence. I’ve been told it’s rather intimidating.” 
 
    Was this guy for real? He couldn’t be. I glanced back at him, and the smirk on his face told me he was kidding, but only slightly. Egotistical bastard. 
 
    “You’re hot on the outside, I’ll give you that. And had you kept your mouth shut, I might have considered giving you a second look. Unfortunately, the words coming out of your mouth are such a turn-off that I’d rather kiss a toad.” 
 
    His jaw dropped marginally before he recovered from the insult, but not before I could see the impact of my words. One point for me. 
 
    “I see,” he said slyly. “I’ll try and work on that.” He winked at me and walked the few feet to his starting line. He was becoming increasingly annoying to me, which was good. The more he irritated me, the less I would act like an idiot around him. 
 
    “Alright, wolves!” the announcer called out. “On your mark, get ready, go!” 
 
    She rang another bell, and we each approached our tables. I read the instructions as directed. There were three levels we had to hook our rings on. Each one was a foot further back than the previous. Didn’t matter which order, but the rings and poles were color-coded, and we had to match them up. I took aim and nailed the first ring. Liam took notice and muttered something under his breath. I missed the next one but hooked it on the second try. The third ring took me four tries, but I kept my cool and moved on. 
 
    I glanced down the tables and saw Rafe had already loaded his egg on the wooden spoon and was trying to walk at the same time. He was moving too fast and dropped his first one. I watched as it splattered on his boots, leaving yolk all over. I grinned and refocused on my own table. The others weren’t too far behind. 
 
    I read the instructions once again and laughed out loud. Rafe must have assumed what needed to be done. At the bottom of the paper, it stated we could use any means necessary to keep the egg on the spoon as long as it wasn’t with one of our body parts. I immediately ripped a piece of fabric from my shirt and tied it around the egg and spoon. It paid to actually follow directions. 
 
    I immediately took off at full speed and made it to the next table within seconds. 
 
    “She’s cheating!” Rafe shouted. 
 
    The announcer ignored his outburst and simply reminded everyone to read the instructions in full. I laughed some more as I read the next directions. The game was called ladder ball. I hadn’t played it before, but it looked easy enough. Instructions said I had to throw the rope with weights on the end, and if I did it correctly, the weights would wrap the cord around the ladder-like structure before me. The catch was that I had to make the rope only go on every other rung in the ladder. 
 
    I reread the instructions again just to be sure I understood and glanced back at my competitors. Liam was just now arriving at his ladder rope. Poor Colt was still stuck on the ring toss. Kason had just secured his egg and was right behind us, and Rafe somehow already had two of his ropes on the ladder. I needed to pick up the pace if I had any hope of winning.  
 
    I threw the odd rope and completely missed the ladder. I tried several more times without success. Rafe was done, and Liam was pretty close. I was getting frustrated, which made my aim even worse. I took a minute to relax, then called on my wolf. Come on, girl. Help me win. Our minds melded as we both concentrated on the task before us. I finally swung another rope and squealed a little when it wrapped around the ladder. 
 
    Before I could try again, I had heat at my back, causing me to stiffen. I took a deep breath before turning around and smelled the most tantalizing combination of scents. Pine and cinnamon with a hint of something I didn’t recognize. It was sweet on my senses, making me curious. As I began to turn around, the low tenor of Liam’s voice sounded in my ears. 
 
    “Care for an assist? The rules said our own pack couldn’t help us. It said nothing about the other packs helping each other.” 
 
    “Why would you want to help me?” I asked, surprising myself with how steady my voice remained. I finished turning to face him, waiting for his reply. 
 
    “As much as I’d like to kick Rafe’s ass myself, I think him getting beat by a female would be so much more enjoyable.” 
 
    I nodded and grinned. He had a point. Rafe seemed like the type of guy to think of women as the lesser species. I’d love to show him otherwise. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I agreed. 
 
    Without needing to be told, Liam picked up a few ropes for the ladder game and made quick work of finishing the task. We then made our way to the last task, and when Rafe saw Liam had joined me at my table, he lost it. 
 
    “What the hell do you two think you’re doing?” he screamed. 
 
    “Calm down, bro,” Liam said casually. “It’s all in good fun, right?” 
 
    Oh, he was pushing Rafe’s buttons, and it was hot. I couldn’t manage to wipe the grin from my face. If he hadn’t been such an ass earlier, I’d be tempted to show him my gratitude without an audience. 
 
    “Whatever,” Rafe said snidely, “you’re just trying to get laid. I get it.” 
 
    Oh, hell no. He didn’t just say that. Before I could open my mouth, Liam placed his hand on it. “You want to beat him?” I nodded. “Then, focus and ignore him.” 
 
    Damn it, he was right. I rolled my eyes but complied. I turned back toward the table, and Liam’s hand fell away. We both read the instructions. Throw the darts in the basket at the balloons on the board. Find the metal mallet and ring the bell. Sounded easy enough, especially when we had two people working together. 
 
    I glanced back at Kason and Colt. They caught on to what Liam had done and decided to team up as well, but they were still on the ladder ball, and I doubted they’d catch up in time. Rafe had already begun popping his balloons, and I noticed stuff was dropping on the ground. 
 
    “Look.” I pointed. “I bet the mallet is inside one of the balloons.” 
 
    Liam seemed to consider it but shook his head. “The mallet would be too heavy.” 
 
    He was right, but it gave me a thought. I peered around the board but didn’t see anything. I glanced at the stand the bell was on, and there was a box with a lock underneath it. “A key. We need to find a key and open that box,” I whispered. 
 
    Liam grinned, and I ignored the flutter in my chest it caused. 
 
    “I hope you have good aim,” he taunted. 
 
    We began throwing the darts as quickly as we could. I swear, I wasn’t keeping score, but I was totally beating him. Once almost all our balloons were popped, I could hear Rafe cussing up a storm about how there was no mallet. Idiot. His dad was standing on the side, just as angry, but thankfully, there was no way they could cheat with so many eyes around. 
 
    Once our balloons were popped, Liam and I scoured the ground in search of the key. From where we stood when we threw the darts, there hadn’t been any way to know where the key might have landed or what balloon it came from. 
 
    “Got it,” I said animatedly a minute later. 
 
    “Go ring that bell.” Liam grinned, genuinely pleased for me, and I melted a little more. His sudden change in personality was going to be the death of me. 
 
    I wasted no time and ran for the box. Declan shouted at Rafe and his stupidity for not figuring it out. Before I could hear Rafe’s response, I swung the mallet at the bell in pure satisfaction. 
 
    “We have a winner!” the announcer shouted. “Great job, Taya Rush!” 
 
    “Taya, watch out!” Liam yelled. Before I could turn around, I was knocked to the ground face-first, though my arms and knees took the brunt of the impact. 
 
    “You cheating little bitch,” Rafe growled at me. “You’re going to die just like –” 
 
    He never got to finish that sentence. Before Rafe could even blink, Liam was inches from him and threw a punch, knocking Rafe out. He fell flat on the ground a few feet away from me, and a hush fell over the crowd. 
 
    Holy fuckery, things just got crazy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam reached down to help me up, body rigid with anger. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. He only pushed me. It wouldn’t have made me fall if the coward had done it when I was facing him instead of catching me by surprise.” 
 
    When Liam tugged me upward, my chest collided with his, causing me to suck in a breath. I avoided eye contact and quickly backed away. I couldn’t decide my feelings for him. One minute I wanted to throttle him, the next I wanted to wrap my legs around him and find out just how cocky he really was. If only he could remain an asshole, things would be much less complicated. 
 
    Catching me by surprise, my wolf whispered a word that sounded a hell of a lot like ‘mate’. There was no way I was going to acknowledge anything close to that, so I promptly pushed her thoughts away and ignored it pretending she had said hate instead. That made more sense to my overwhelmed mind. 
 
    Augie and my dad rushed over to us while Declan and one of his cronies dragged Rafe away. The crowd had finally reacted, and they were not happy. Shouts sounded from the sides where shifters sat, and the committee members were rapidly overwhelmed by the commotion. 
 
    “Everyone, please go back to your pack sites. We will take care of this matter in private,” one of the hosts said on a loudspeaker. 
 
    My dad grabbed my shoulders with both hands, inspecting me. “I knew bringing you here was a bad idea. We’re leaving today.” 
 
    “Dad, don’t be so dramatic. Rafe didn’t hurt me. Let’s finish what we came here to do.” 
 
    By then, Elijah and Liam’s brothers had joined our little group. “How about we go chat about some things back in your area?” Elijah asked my dad. 
 
    “Probably time we did that.” 
 
    Augie pulled me into him and hugged me. “Couldn’t play it cool, could you?” 
 
    Laughter bubbled out from my lips. “It’s not my style.” 
 
    The group of us walked the rest of the way in silence. Anger bubbled just beneath the surface, but I was holding it in surprisingly well. Augie kept me anchored to him as he held on tightly to my hand. No doubt he felt the tremors rolling off of me, and I appreciated his silent support. I wished Liam hadn’t punched Rafe. I would have gladly done it myself, but I wouldn’t have stopped with one punch. I would have pounded his face in until it was no longer recognizable. Maybe it was better Liam had stepped in. 
 
    “You’re cutting off circulation, Tay,” Augie whispered in my ear. 
 
    I loosened my grip and gave him a half-smile. He slowed down, and we fell behind the group. “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Davis called during the games,” Augie said in a low voice. “He was able to get two females out of Declan’s pack undetected. He found them on the outskirts of their property. Pure luck on his part. Neither of them is talking yet, but they were happy to leave with Davis.” 
 
    “Where is he taking them?” I asked. 
 
    “Back to Oregon. He was going to meet us here, but your dad said to take them home. He didn’t want them anywhere near Declan and chance something happening.” 
 
    My dad had made the right call. Obviously, Declan and Rafe both had tempers. We needed to keep as many innocent people as we could out of the crossfire. 
 
    I began walking faster, now agreeing my dad had the right idea to leave. “We need to get out of here and talk with those girls.” 
 
    Augie nodded. “That’s the plan. Your dad wants to talk with Elijah, and then we’re leaving.” 
 
    As much as I had wanted my chance at challenging Rafe tomorrow, I was pretty much over this place. Other than potentially having an ally in Elijah, we didn’t learn anything new that would be helpful in avenging Cord. 
 
    We arrived back at the tents and went right into the one Davis had set up for the meeting. Once we were all inside, I felt a little claustrophobic. None of the men standing before me were small by any means. Liam, Caleb, and Aiden all wore blank expressions and stood shoulder-to-shoulder on the far wall. My dad stood at the table in the center and Elijah was across from him. Augie stayed by my side, but I moved over a little bit to get some breathing room. 
 
    “I think it’s time we started working together,” Elijah began. “With the hostility Rafe has shown Taya, I am assuming they realize you’re on to whatever they’ve been doing in the Rocky Mountains?” 
 
    My dad nodded. “That’s what we believe. I stupidly let Cord convince me it was a good idea to go for a visit to their pack under the pretense that it was part of his alpha training. They must have realized he was also snooping around and retaliated.” 
 
    I walked over to my dad and placed my hand on his arm. “Cord would have done it regardless. You can’t take on that guilt.” 
 
    His eyes softened, but he ignored my comment. “Do you know what they’re doing?” he asked Elijah. 
 
    “We’ve surmised they’re growing their numbers somehow but haven’t figured out how. None of the other packs are reporting transfers or missing members.” 
 
    My dad cleared his throat. “That’s because there are no missing wolves. There are missing humans.” 
 
    Liam stepped forward. “What do you mean, ‘humans’?” 
 
    “Declan has convinced a sorceress to help him turn humans into shifters. I don’t know how she is doing it, but we’ve seen the proof. It’s happening, and we’re close to proving it. When we get back home, we should have enough evidence to gather the council and bring Declan to trial.” 
 
    Elijah seemed uncertain, and it pissed me off. Liam’s face was tense, and his body was shaking. His brothers both laid a hand on each of his shoulders, which seemed to calm him some.  
 
    “What kind of evidence do you have?” Elijah asked. “You’ll only get one chance at this, and if it’s as bad as it sounds, I hope you’re certain you can nail the bastard.” 
 
    My dad hesitated, and I was glad. I knew he had known Elijah for many years, but people changed. I wasn’t sure how much we should trust them and hoped my dad continued to proceed with caution. 
 
    “We won’t move forward until we’re confident we have him, or we would have done so already. I haven’t seen the newest evidence myself. Otherwise, I’d share it with you. When we get back and know more, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Elijah nodded, seeming okay with the response. “What can we do to help in the meantime?” 
 
    “Just keep your ears open and let me know if you hear anything. The more nails we can put in Declan’s coffin, the better,” Dad said. 
 
    I peeked up at Liam, and he was staring at me. He winked and smirked, but I rolled my eyes and turned for the door. Augie followed me out, but before we could get too far, Declan showed up. 
 
    “Hello, Taya.” He reached a hand in greeting, but I ignored it. “Is your father here?” 
 
    I turned back around and walked into the tent again. “Dad, Declan is here.” 
 
    Everyone froze, but finally, my dad followed me out, and everyone else trailed behind to watch the show. 
 
    “What do you want, Declan?” Dad snapped. 
 
    He held his hands up in mock surrender. “I was just coming to apologize. My son shouldn’t have laid hands on your daughter. It was uncalled for and I wanted to make sure you knew he would be punished.” 
 
    What the what? He was up to something. His tone was too even and calm. All of my senses were on full alert. 
 
    “Apology noted, but if I catch your son near my family again, then his next punishment will be coming from me.” 
 
    Declan lips twisted into what I assumed was supposed to be a smile, but it creeped me out. His dark eyes narrowed on my dad. “As long as your family stays away from my territory, then we shouldn’t have a problem.” 
 
    Declan’s words were low, and the threat was clear. My hands balled up into fists, and it took everything I had not to go crazy on the psycho. He was lucky Davis had already gotten what we hopefully needed, and I didn’t want to make things worse. 
 
    Declan once again extended his hand. “Let’s not make things harder than they need to be, Gerald.” 
 
    My dad stepped forward and grasped Declan’s hand tightly. “You’re right. We’ll see you around.”  
 
    The dislike in my dad’s voice was evident, and he abruptly dropped Declan’s hand and turned his back on him. Declan huffed and mumbled something under his breath that I didn’t catch, but finally walked away without incident. I followed my dad back into the tent, but as soon as I walked in, he crashed into the table. 
 
    “Dad, what’s wrong?” I ran to his side, and he stared at me, eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Can’t feel –”  
 
    His eyes closed, and he collapsed to the ground. “DAD!” I screamed, and Augie rushed in. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He crashed into the table, said he couldn’t feel, and then he passed out.” 
 
    Augie helped me straighten my dad’s body out, and as we finished, Elijah walked in, taking stock of the situation. “Declan must have done something to him. No way was that a coincidence. We need to get him to a healer. He could have poisoned him somehow when they shook hands.” 
 
    I did a partial shift to my wolf, letting her smell the area. We didn’t detect anything off, so I wasn’t sure it was poison, but there was no other reasonable explanation. Scents could be masked, so maybe Declan had done just that, though there was no way to know until my dad’s blood was tested. 
 
    I hovered over my dad. “We won’t be doing anything. Augie and I can take it from here.” 
 
    I didn’t know these people, and I certainly didn’t trust anyone anymore. First my brother and now my father. I wouldn’t lose him, too. I crouched protectively over him and let out a low growl as Elijah came closer. 
 
    Elijah backed up a little, and his sons came in behind him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Aiden asked, sounding more in charge than I expected, considering Liam was the alpha-in-training. 
 
    “Nothing you need to concern yourself with. Augie and I will care for my father. When we have any news, we’ll send word.” 
 
    “Oh, Taya,” Caleb rebuked as if we were old friends. “I understand you don’t know us, yet, but we’re not going anywhere. Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be. We’re on your side. Your dad needs a healer, now let us take you to one.” 
 
    Caleb’s words, while demanding, were spoken softly and genuinely. I glanced at Augie and he nodded, urging me to accept their help. They could help me get my dad in the truck, but I was taking him to our pack doctor. Nobody else would touch him. 
 
    “We have a doctor at our pack. You can help us get him in the truck, and we will get my dad there.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. “That will take too long. He needs someone sooner than that. If he’s been poisoned, he needs medicine before whatever it might be causes permanent damage. Don’t let your stubbornness get in the way, sweetheart.” 
 
    The way the endearment rolled off his lips so naturally made me want to cave. His voice was naturally calming, and if I wasn’t careful, he might just have a chance at breaking through my rough exterior. His eyes showed a genuine concern, and I didn’t know what to do. I turned to Augie again, silently asking him for his opinion with one look. 
 
    “Just let them help, Taya. I don’t see any other options if you want to get him back to Oregon quickly.” 
 
    I let out a huff and sighed. “Fine, we’ll accept your help.” 
 
    Caleb laughed as he leaned down and brought his face level with mine. “Sooner or later, you’re going to realize we’re the good guys. It will be a lot easier if you don’t fight it.” 
 
    Liam yanked on Caleb’s arm. “Lay off the charm, brother. She has enough to deal with.” 
 
    Caleb’s deep chortle caught me off guard. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t trying to hit on your girl.” 
 
    Liam’s face turned ten different shades of red as he shoved Caleb outside. Elijah and Aiden stepped closer. 
 
    “Let’s get him to your truck, and we’ll take you to our plane,” Elijah said. 
 
    Of course, they have a plane, I thought sarcastically as I nodded.  
 
    I stepped out of the way while Augie, Liam, and Caleb gently lifted my father from the ground. I cringed at the lack of life in his massive body. The repercussions on our pack if my dad didn’t wake were ones I knew we weren’t prepared for. I was, however, ready to stop playing by the rules. Screw politics. No matter the consequences. I’d been pushed past the point of giving any fucks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hated not knowing what was wrong with my dad. I hated not knowing if I could trust the people who seemed so eager to help us. As I stewed over the shitstorm that kept growing in my life, we arrived at the place without incident. It was only minutes from where the gathering took place, but time seemed to slow with every passing minute. 
 
    My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I considered ignoring it, but something told me it wasn’t a good idea. Davis’s name was displayed on the screen and I groaned, not wanting to tell him over the phone about my dad. 
 
    “Hey, Davis,” I said as I clicked the answer button. 
 
    “What happened?” he snapped. 
 
    I forgot he would have known immediately when my dad became incapacitated. Alphas were linked to their pack to feel emotions and be able to sense if people were alive. If the alpha was unable to do so, then this power was passed down to the beta during the interim. Davis must have felt the shift in energy and knew. 
 
    “We don’t know. Elijah thinks he was poisoned. We’re headed back to Oregon now.” 
 
    I heard the heaviness of his sigh through the phone. We both knew this was the last thing we needed right then. 
 
    “Who’s we?” 
 
    “Augie and I were going to drive him, but Elijah insisted on lending us their plane. I’m not sure who’s included in the we yet. I haven’t gotten that far, but I just arrived at the landing area. I’ll update you again as soon as I know our ETA.” 
 
    “Elijah is good people, Taya. Just look after your dad and let them get you home. Don’t be difficult.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the small laugh that left my lips. Davis knew me so well. 
 
    “I’m being a darling, don’t you worry. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I clicked the end button before he could reply and tucked my phone back in my pocket. It eased some of my nerves that Davis also thought the Anders family was good people. I trusted Davis as much as I did my dad. 
 
    Elijah and his sons were on the plane doing whatever needed to be done to get us going. I stayed by the truck with Augie to watch over my dad until they had a place ready for him. I leaned my head on Augie and closed my eyes for a moment. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me. “It’s going to be okay, Tay. We’ll figure this out. Your dad is the strongest man I know. He’ll hold on until we fix him.” 
 
    My body began to shake as I thought about everything that had happened. Augie held me tightly as I let my emotions take over for the briefest of moments. I needed to release some of my despair before I exploded. Each tear that fell was a small weight lifted off my chest. 
 
    A few minutes passed before I regained my composure. “What’s taking so long?” I complained. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll go find out, though.” 
 
    I nodded as Augie headed toward the plane. Before he could make it up the stairs, the others were coming out one by one. Hopefully, that meant they weren’t coming with us. 
 
    “We’ve got the bed in the back of the plane made up for Gerald,” Elijah said. “We’ll get him settled, then you guys can head out.” 
 
    I looked around and still didn’t see a pilot. “Who’s flying the plane?” 
 
    Caleb grinned, and I groaned. He couldn’t be. There was no way. I liked him, but I was ready to leave these people behind and get home. 
 
    He smacked Aiden on the back. “Aiden is an excellent pilot. You’ll be in safe hands with us.” 
 
    “Us?” I asked hesitantly. 
 
    Elijah stepped forward, placing his hand on my arm. “I’ve asked my sons to escort you home. Your father has been a dear friend of mine for many decades, Taya. We may have lost touch over the years, but I still care about his well-being and making sure you’re safe. Please, let me have some peace of mind by knowing they are with you to help.” 
 
    Ugh, I wanted to be a bitch and say no, that I would handle this myself, but the dark grey depths of his eyes held an agony that rivaled my own. I couldn't say no, not to him. Especially when Davis had also vouched for him. 
 
    “Okay, but what about you?” 
 
    “I have to go tell the alphas what has happened. I won’t mention we think Declan is involved, but I’ll let them know Gerald has fallen ill and you’ve taken him home. I’ll get some men and pack things up. One of my men will drive your truck home with your stuff, then fly the plane back to our pack. I’ll go home as soon as everything here has been cleaned up.” 
 
    Maybe having help wasn’t so bad after all. I had already forgotten about our stuff in my worry for my dad and was glad I wouldn’t have to deal with it later. 
 
    Aiden and Liam moved to the truck and took my dad from the back seat. The good news was that he didn’t look any worse, but he wasn’t any better, either. Caleb came on the other side of me and swung his arm around my shoulder. 
 
    “Wanna sit next to me on the plane? I make great conversation.” 
 
    The wink he gave me had me shaking my head at his carefree attitude. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Augie pulled me a little closer to him and Caleb’s arm fell away. I glanced over at him, surprised of the protectiveness. Caleb grinned but left it alone and walked away. 
 
    “What was that about?” I asked as soon as we were alone again. 
 
    “You already have a best friend. Three’s a crowd.” 
 
    I patted his chest. “August James, are you jealous?” 
 
    “Of course not. Just remember I’m your best friend and we’ll have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “You’ll always be my number one guy.” 
 
    He laughed and nodded his head toward Liam. “That one can’t keep his eyes off you.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to laugh. “He’s only curious because I shut him down earlier. Don’t worry, they’ll fly back to their territory after we get home. We’ll be yesterday’s news to them before we know it.” 
 
    “If you say so. Let’s get on the plane and get out of here.” 
 
    We headed toward the aircraft and once we stepped inside, I was thoroughly impressed. The plane was around twenty-five feet in length. Up front was a small cockpit area with two seats and a sliding door to block the area off. The back was split into two sections. Four plush leather seats were first, followed by a curved couch meant for two or three people. To the right of the sofa was another sliding door. Aiden and Elijah walked out of the room, so I assumed that was where my dad was. 
 
    “Gerald is in bed. The sides curve up, so he won’t get jostled during the flight,” Elijah said. He turned and shook each of his sons’ hands. “You boys behave. Don’t piss off Taya. And keep them safe.” He gestured toward Augie and me. 
 
    I wanted to be irritated about Elijah assuming they would be keeping me safe, but I appreciated his comment about them not pissing me off so much that I ignored it. 
 
    Each of them gave their dad a ‘yes, sir’ before Elijah walked down the stairs, shutting the door behind him. I glanced at each of the men before me. Aiden held no emotion on his stoic face. Caleb was far too happy with the situation, and Liam… just looking at his face annoyed me. He was a conundrum with his mood swings. I knew they all shared the same face, but there was something about Liam I couldn’t put my finger on yet. My wolf was curious, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like him. She was going to have to deal with not figuring it out. 
 
    *** 
 
    That was the longest couple hours of my life. Ever. Aiden silently flew the plane with no updates except to buckle up when we were taking off and landing. Caleb attempted to extract information from me on every facet of my life, which drove Augie absolutely insane. Liam would go from cocky to pissed every few moments. I was irritated, tired, and stressed. Augie was feeling the same way, and I was sure one of us was going to snap soon. 
 
    Once Aiden had said we were landing, I used the satellite phone on the plane to call Davis, so he could be waiting for us with a vehicle to take my dad home. There was a section of land on our property big enough for the small plane to land on and take off. It wasn’t going to be a smooth landing, but it would do the job. Hopefully, the brothers didn’t plan to stick around. I had enough to deal with without worrying about having guests in the pack house. 
 
    The plane came to a stop after a bumpy landing on the rough ground. Augie unbuckled almost as quickly as me, but I beat him to the door. Once it was opened, I sucked in the fresh air as shivers of contentment ran down my body. Home. There was nothing like it. 
 
    “I’ll put the ladder down,” Liam said gruffly from behind me. 
 
    I attempted to move out of his way, but he hadn’t waited for me to do so and I ended up pressed flat against his back in the small space for a moment too long. My wolf hummed at the contact, but I shut her down. It had apparently been too long since my last male encounter if she was reacting so strongly to a man who drove me batshit crazy, and not in a good way. I needed to fix that and tame my wolf, but it certainly wasn’t going to be with Liam. 
 
    Davis was waiting for us right outside the plane with Sam and Tommy. Liam moved aside, this time without making contact, which I appreciated, and allowed me to exit the aircraft first, with Augie right behind me. Davis wrapped me up in a tight hug that I gladly accepted. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Taya. We’ll figure this out,” he whispered before letting go. 
 
    I nodded but didn’t reply. I was tired of people telling me we would figure things out. I wanted more action and less reaction. I needed to see results, but things had only gotten worse so far. 
 
    Liam, Caleb, and Aiden exited the plane and shook hands with Davis. 
 
    “Thank you for getting them here so quickly. We appreciate your help. We have a pack doctor waiting at the house to treat him,” Davis said. 
 
    “Would you mind if we stick around for the night?” Aiden asked. “We need to wait for one of our pack members to drive up with your truck before we fly back to the Catskills.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that, and they were probably tired. It was dusk already and we’d all been up early to accommodate the Decennial Gathering schedule. I would have to deal with their presence for the night. 
 
    Davis nodded. “Not a problem. We have several rooms in the pack house to lodge guests. Grab your stuff and hop in the back of the truck. We’ll get Gerald into the back seat.” 
 
    I could handle them in the house as long as they stayed out of our way while we figured out what was wrong with my dad. I was surrounded by enough alpha males, I didn’t need any more. 
 
    I headed straight for the truck and let the men do their thing. Augie helped Davis and the others get my dad, and I was glad to have a moment to myself. I leaned my head against the back of the seat once I was settled. My body was tense and sore. As soon as everyone was situated and I spoke with the doctor, I was going on a long run with my wolf. I needed a release, and a race was the best way to get it, at least for now. 
 
    I opened the back door, and I helped lift my dad’s shoulders, settling his head on my lap as Davis got the rest of him in the back seat. I ran my fingers through his greying hair and prayed that he’d be okay. I wasn’t ready to lose him so soon after losing Cord. My heart wouldn’t survive that. That would be a hurt neither Augie nor my wolf would be able to heal. 
 
    Several thumps landed in the back of the truck, but I didn’t pull my eyes away from my dad. Davis started the vehicle while Augie and Sam squeezed into the front. 
 
    “Alex is waiting at the house for us. Hopefully, he can figure out what’s going on,” Davis said to no one in particular. 
 
    Alex had been our pack doctor since before I was born. I hadn’t met any other better than him, and I hoped we could count on him to save yet another life. The most vital being in our pack. There was no other outcome I could picture if I intended to stay sane. 
 
    When we made it back to the house, Alex met us outside. He opened the back door, taking stock of my dad’s crumpled form. “Get him inside.” 
 
    Davis and Augie were already out of the truck and ready to do just that. I glanced out the window and noticed over a dozen pack members standing in the yard, their faces all sullen as they watched our strong alpha be carried into the house like a child. I knew exactly how they felt. 
 
    I followed the others as they carried my dad into a room downstairs that had been converted into a medical area while we had been gone. Where there was once a small bed and desk, there was now a king-size medical bed with rails. Alongside it was an IV stand and other medical supplies I couldn’t recognize. 
 
    Alex looked down at me after his initial examination of my dad. His eyes said everything I didn’t want to hear. 
 
    “I’ll do my best. But, Taya… this is bad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard as I took in his words but didn’t respond. I was afraid if I did, I might accidentally take my frustrations out on Alex, and he didn’t deserve that. 
 
    “I’m going to have the others help me undress your dad and give him a more thorough exam. Why don’t you show our guests around?” Alex suggested. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave my dad for even a moment, but I also had no desire to watch him go through an examination. The indecision must have been written on my face, because Augie grasped my elbow and said, “Don’t worry. I won’t leave him, and I’ll call for you if there’s any news.” 
 
    “I’ll kick your ass if you don’t.” 
 
    He cracked a small smile, and I left the room. I went back to the living room near the front door and found Liam, Caleb, and Aiden standing around, seeming unsure of what to do. I was probably enjoying seeing them out of their element more than I should, but it was the little things that would get me through all the craziness in my life. 
 
    “Hey, Stooges. Do you want a tour, or do you just want to see where you’re staying?” 
 
    Caleb laughed and gave me a high five. “I was starting to think your sense of humor was broken. Which one am I?” 
 
    He was completely serious right then. I was afraid his heart might break if I gave him the wrong name. I thought about the comedy my dad enjoyed watching late at night when he thought everyone else was asleep and decided exactly who Caleb was most like. 
 
    “I think I’ll call you Larry.” 
 
    His eyes crinkled in amusement. “You are an intriguing little firecracker.” 
 
    “How about that tour?” Liam asked.  
 
    Going with the theme, I decided to give Caleb another reason to smile. “Whatever you say, Moe.” 
 
    Even Aiden grinned at that one, but Liam wasn’t enjoying it. It was a win-win for everyone. 
 
    I showed them the downstairs first, and then we went outside to use one of the ATVs, so I could show them the property before it became completely dark out. We had several of them for the pack members to borrow for various chores around the land. Once we were piled into the biggest one, which accommodated all four of us, I sped down the trails. First, I showed them the training facility since it was closest. Then, we headed west toward the shooting range. 
 
    After that, we visited the farm area. Our property had several acres dedicated to growing a lot of the produce we needed to survive. Everything was split amongst the pack families, and everyone pitched in to help in some way or another. Each of the brothers seemed impressed with how organized everything was, and I was once again reminded of how proud I was of my pack. 
 
    We circled back around, and I took the scenic route to show them the lake on our property. The sun was almost set and it was a tranquil sight. There was nothing better than laying out on the dock, watching the sky change colors as another day passed. It took my breath away every time. 
 
    We had stopped the ATV at the top of the hill above the lake and I kicked my feet up. Caleb and Aiden got out to explore a little and Liam stayed behind, surprising me. 
 
    “Quite the place you have here,” Liam said. “I can see why people favor it.” 
 
    I was taken aback by the compliment, having not expected it from him. “Thank you. This is one of my favorite spots to be.” 
 
    “What are the others?” 
 
    I turned to glance at him, confused by his sudden interest, and tried to figure out his game. For now, I’d play along. I didn’t have the energy to do anything different. Keep your friends close and enemies closer, right? I didn’t think Liam, or his family were enemies, but it was still in my best interest to be nice for the time being. 
 
    “The shooting range is also a favorite. Not a lot of shifters around here like guns. They prefer a more hands-on approach, but it was the one thing my dad didn’t worry about me doing growing up. He never liked me in the training hall with the others, always afraid of something happening. I got my time in there eventually, but I learned to take my aggressions out by blowing shit up on the range.” 
 
    Liam nodded but didn’t say anything. He seemed lost in thought, so I focused on the view ahead. 
 
    He broke the silence a few minutes later. “Sorry I was rude before.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I choked a little. No way had I gotten that right. 
 
    “You heard me, and I won’t repeat it.” There was the attitude I was used to. “I underestimated you and I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have, but that’s always been my advantage. People take one look at me and dismiss me as the sheltered alpha daughter. I don’t mind, though. I enjoy proving people wrong.” 
 
    Liam laughed, and the sound warmed my heart more than it should have. I didn’t have time to find out if he was more than the arrogant ass he portrayed himself as. I continued to ignore the feeling and the now-constant whining of my wolf. Get it through your head, girl. We won’t be sampling his goods.  
 
    “You guys have any food around here?” Caleb asked as he plopped back into the back seat, effectively ending our conversation. He and Aiden had snuck up behind us. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you ate the majority of the food on the plane,” Liam teased. “How are you still hungry?” 
 
    Caleb patted his belly. “I’m a growing boy. What can I say?” 
 
    “We have plenty of food. I need to check on my dad, and it’s almost dark, so let’s head back.” 
 
    We’d been gone for less than an hour, but I was still worried that no news was bad news in this case. If Alex couldn’t figure out what was wrong with my dad, I had no idea what we would do next. 
 
    I drove the ATV back and quickly showed the guys back to the kitchen, handing them off to Courtney, one of the usual kitchen helpers, with instructions to take them to their rooms upstairs when they were done eating. 
 
    I went back down the hall to the room I left my dad in and cracked open the door. “Safe for me to come in?” I called out. 
 
    Augie pulled the door the rest of the way open. His face was drawn tight, and his hair was disheveled from the stress we’d been through. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    Alex stepped back from the bed and removed his stethoscope from his ears. “Your dad is as healthy as he’s ever been. His vitals are low, but it’s as if he’s sleeping. His blood work is fine as well. We could take him to the hospital for a CT scan, but I doubt it’s necessary.” 
 
    “Then why isn’t he waking up?” I snapped. I didn’t like this. If we didn’t know what was wrong, how were we supposed to fix him? At least if he said he found a deadly poison in his blood, we could search for a cure. Finding nothing gave us nothing to go off of and that was bad. Really bad. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taya. I wish I knew, but whatever happened to him is either beyond my medical knowledge or it’s magical.” 
 
    Oh no. Not fucking possible. Declan wouldn’t have. Of course, he would. He was a psychopath. 
 
    “The sorceress. Declan got her to give him something to harm my dad. That has to be it.” 
 
    Alex and Davis both nodded as they thought over the possibility. 
 
    “We’d need a witch to be certain,” Davis said. “There’s no other way to source out the magic.” 
 
    Why couldn’t our old pack witch have told her coven to screw off when they made her choose? We needed her now more than ever. “Can we find Zarai?” I asked, even though I knew the answer already. 
 
    “It’s too risky. Her coven gives the whole pack protection. If we go back on our deal to leave them be, then we could lose that security for our pack. Your dad would kill me for making that choice,” Davis said. 
 
    “If we don’t, we might be killing him, so I don’t care. There are other ways to keep the humans off our land. It’s not like the protections do anything to keep other beings out anyway. We learned that with Cord. I’m done doing nothing, Davis. I will be finding that coven.” 
 
    Hands on my hips, I stared Davis down until he caved. There was no way I was letting him stop me. I wouldn’t let another member of my family be taken from me, no matter the cost. If history had been recorded right, then I doubted it would be a problem anyway. I imagined Zarai’s coven would be all too happy to get their hands on the sorceress and restore the natural order. They were all Zen and earthy like that from my understanding, so a sorceress messing with the humans should piss them off as much as it did us. 
 
    “You can’t go alone,” Davis said. 
 
    “We’ll go with her,” Liam’s deep voice sounded from behind me. 
 
    “This isn’t your business,” I retorted. “We have plenty of capable wolves here to come with me.” 
 
    He leveled his light green eyes on me. Heat emanated from him as he stared at me. My wolf was telling me to stand down. In her words, he was a potential mate, and we needed to have respect. Screw that! She had never been more wrong in my life. 
 
    There was no way to tell for sure if he was my mate. There wasn’t a moment of awe that happened when wolves met their other half. We had a choice in the matter, but our alter-egos definitely had a say as well. If they didn’t accept the one we chose, then things could get uncomfortable. At the same time, if I didn’t select who my wolf wanted, there was still a chance I’d find my mate one day. 
 
    I refocused my attention back on our little staring contest. I didn’t care if Liam was the more dominant one. I would fight the urge to look away as long as I could. No way would I ever let him push me around. I clenched my jaw and held out. Sweat beaded on my neck and my muscles ached with the effort.  
 
    “That’s enough,” Aiden growled, breaking us apart. “Taya, please allow us to escort you in the search for these witches. It’s important to us to set things right, and we’d rather not leave things as they are. We promise to follow your lead if you allow us to join you.” 
 
    “It would be helpful not to lose any wolves here. We don’t know if Declan will try something again. Especially, when he realizes two of his females are missing. We need to have as many shifters on patrol as possible,” Davis said. 
 
    Traitor. 
 
    I turned toward Aiden. “Fine, but the moment any of you try to push me around, I’ll kick your asses and ditch you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Firecracker. We’ll be on our best behavior.” Caleb winked as he popped his head into the room. They were like bugs appearing out of nowhere. His statement did make me laugh, though. I didn’t think he really understood the meaning of ‘best behavior’. 
 
    “I’m going with you, too,” Augie finally piped in. 
 
    “No, I need you here, researching other witch covens in case Zarai’s won’t help us,” I said. “You’re better at that stuff than anyone in the pack. Please, do this for me.” 
 
    Augie glared at the three men who had quickly forced their way into our lives. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but it’s the only plan we have, and I need you here coming up with another one in case it fails.” 
 
    Augie stepped around me and gave the brothers his full attention. “If any harm comes to her while she is under your watch, I will personally see to it that each of you pay. Bring her back in one piece.” 
 
    Hot damn! Augie was a total badass. His brotherly love was making me all warm and fuzzy on the inside. He may be a book nerd most of the time, but when someone made him angry, I cleared out of the way. 
 
    They merely nodded their understanding and didn’t reply. Maybe they were smarter than I had given them credit for. 
 
    “We’ll leave tomorrow,” I said. “You three go get some sleep and meet me in the living room before dawn.” 
 
    “You got it, Firecracker.” Caleb saluted me. 
 
    “What’s with the Firecracker nickname?” I asked, probably not wanting to know, but curiosity got the best of me. 
 
    “Your hair.” He reached out his fingers and brought it toward him. “There’s red woven in the brown. Plus, the name fits your attitude.” 
 
    Acceptable answer that was actually much better than I thought it was going to be. “Fair enough. Just know that the attitude will likely only get worse, so I hope you’re prepared to deal with it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we can handle whatever you want to throw at us.” He grinned, turning back to his brothers.  
 
    Liam, Caleb, and Aiden left the room without complaint. I stayed and asked Alex more questions about my dad’s exam, but he’d been thorough and there was nothing else to report, unfortunately. Davis left to handle pack business. He was now officially in charge and had a lot to deal with. I felt bad leaving him to do it on his own, but someone had to find the witches and that person was going to be me. 
 
    I was glad Davis had a handle on things and alpha duties fell to him. I wouldn’t become alpha unless my dad actually died, which was most definitely not happening.  
 
    Alex finally left as well, leaving just me and Augie. He hadn’t said much since my announcement to leave him here, but I knew it was only a matter of time. I had hurt his feelings, and we needed to talk about it. 
 
    “Augie…,” I said, but didn’t finish, hoping he would tell me how he was feeling. 
 
    “It’s okay, Tay. I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not and that’s okay. We’ve had our world turned upside down this week and it only keeps getting worse. I don’t want to leave here tomorrow without you being able to talk to me about it.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face with both hands. “We didn’t even have time to grieve Cord before something happened to your dad. Now we’re being separated. I don’t like it. Everything about it feels wrong. We don’t know these brothers. I get your dad was friends with theirs and Davis trusts them, but that doesn’t mean shit to me. I don’t know them. Liam looks at you funny. Caleb wants to be your new best friend. Aiden, he’s just odd. Too brooding for me.” 
 
    “Tell me how you really feel.” I laughed a little. “I get it. I really do. But I don’t know that we really have a choice given the hand we’ve been dealt.” 
 
    “I know we don’t, which is why I didn’t put up a bigger fight about it. Doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to like it, but I need to know I have your support. It means the world to me and if you truly didn’t want me to go and we could figure out another solution, then I’d stay. You’re my family, Augie, and we have to stick together on these things. Now more than ever.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “Thank you. I needed to hear that. You have my support. Just don’t let those guys take over. The three of them together would likely pummel me, but I meant it when I said I’d make them pay if any harm came to you.” 
 
    “I know you did and I appreciate it. I’ll be fine as long as you stay safe here. I wouldn’t survive if something happened to you, too.” 
 
    Augie scooted closer to me in his chair. “I’m not going anywhere, and neither is your dad. We’re going to find a way to save him. I know it.” 
 
    “What if we don’t?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My voice was thick with emotion. I had no idea what I would do if I didn’t find a witch to help us. To never feel my dad’s strong arms around me. To never hear his angry voice when I disobeyed him. To never see his warm smile as he cooked his favorite meals. That wasn’t a future I could live in so soon. I knew one day I would have to, but not for many more decades. 
 
    “We will. We can’t think of any other outcome. Plus, you now have the world’s best guardian angel looking after you. I imagine Cord is watching out for all of us and cheering us on every step of the way.” 
 
    I wiped the tears from my eyes, but it was pointless. Now that they had started, there was no stopping them. Augie wrapped me in a tight embrace, and I soaked up all the love he was willing to offer me. He was right. I could and would do this. I would save my dad, and I would help stop Declan. He wouldn’t get away with any of it and neither would the sorceress. I would hunt them for as long as it took. I barely slept that night. I tossed and turned, unable to turn my mind off and keep the craziness that had become my life away. My heart hurt, beyond anything I had thought was possible, but rage bubbled beneath the surface, helping me to move forward. 
 
    I gave up on sleep around four a.m. and after getting ready for our trip, I went to sit with my dad again. I didn’t like leaving him. It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I didn’t trust anyone other than Augie and Davis to do what needed to be done. Unfortunately, they were more useful here, which left searching for the witch coven up to me. Well, me and the Anders brothers. 
 
    If I really thought about it, I did appreciate their help. They seemed knowledgeable and just as eager to make Declan pay as we were. Plus, it meant that many more wolves could stay here and keep an eye on our property and pack. I was trying to look at the bright side instead of fighting it. My dad would be proud. 
 
    “Good morning, Taya,” Davis said as he creaked open the door to the room. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    I gestured to the seat next to mine. “Be my guest.” 
 
    “How are you holding up, kid?” 
 
    “I’m not a kid anymore.” I rolled my eyes, contradicting my statement, but not caring. 
 
    “I know, or I wouldn’t allow for you to go off searching for the witches.” He grinned like a Cheshire cat. “You know I could stop you if I wanted to now.” 
 
    Damn alpha powers. 
 
    “But you won’t, because you know it’s our best option.” 
 
    “Correct.” He nodded. “Don’t worry about your dad. I would die before letting anything happen to him. You just keep yourself safe, okay? When he wakes, if you’re not in one piece, I’m a dead man.” 
 
    I laughed at that, knowing it was true. “Thank you for being here and stepping up. I know you’re his beta and it’s your job, and you care about the pack just as much as he does. It shows, and I want you to know how much it means to everyone. Even if we don’t say it enough, you’re a valued leader in this pack and family to me.” 
 
    I leaned in and placed my head on his shoulder. I was quickly learning that one never knew how much time they had with someone. It was best to tell loved ones exactly how you felt instead of assuming they knew. I might not ever have the chance to tell my father how much I loved him again and decided not to hold back anymore. 
 
    “You’re going to make an amazing alpha one day, Taya.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother you that you wouldn’t stay alpha if this became permanent?” 
 
    His low chuckle surprised me. “Not one bit. I love what I do and have never had any desire to challenge your father or family for more. Our pack has a good thing going here. There is no point in disrupting that.” 
 
    “Again, I’ll say, you’re a good man, Davis. If we have to deal with the worst-case scenario around here, I hope you plan on sticking around and being my beta.” 
 
    “I would be honored.” 
 
    I glanced at my phone to check the time. The guys were supposed to meet me in the living room right before sunrise, which was any moment now. 
 
    “Thanks for the talk, and thank you for everything else,” I said. “It’s time to go. I’ll check in with you. Please, call me if anything changes.” 
 
    Davis stood and helped me up before wrapping his strong arms around me. “Be safe and come home soon.” 
 
    I nodded, withdrawing from his embrace. I didn’t need my emotions getting that far out of check again. Last night’s tear-fest would have to be enough for the time being. 
 
    I made a quick retreat out the door and down the hallway. It was time to get moving and make some progress. I wanted to make my brother proud and figure everything out just as he had planned to. I would find a way to wake my dad and make Declan pay for all the hurt he’d caused. I needed to do this. 
 
    I came around the corner and entered the living room but came to a sudden halt. Liam, Caleb, and Aiden were standing in the middle of the room in quiet conversation. They hadn’t noticed my entrance yet, so I took a moment to appraise them. They really were easy on the eyes. 
 
    While their facial features were identical, it was easy to tell them apart. Their hair color was all the same shade of dirty blond, but where Liam kept his brushed and styled, Caleb’s looked as though he just let it fall where it wanted when he rolled out of bed. Aiden’s was shaved short all the way around.  
 
    Each of them also had different eye colors; Liam’s were a striking seafoam-green color that, as long as he didn’t open his mouth, were really intriguing to stare at. Caleb’s were a remarkable blue, but I felt there was something more behind his twinkling eyes. They hid something, and I wondered idly if I’d ever figure it out. Aiden’s were more of a steel grey like their dad’s. They matched his broody personality perfectly. 
 
    My eyes lingered on Liam longer than they should have, and Caleb finally noticed me. “Good morning, Firecracker. Nice of you to join us.” 
 
    “Good morning, Larry.” I grinned. 
 
    Caleb laughed. “Oh, good. You have a sense of humor in the mornings, too.” 
 
    “You boys ready to go?” I asked, ignoring the jibe. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” Liam asked skeptically. 
 
    “I do. Thanks for the vote of confidence. Augie and I mapped out the route we needed to go last night. The witch who used to help our pack belonged to a coven over in Idaho. They lived in an old farmhouse out in the middle of nowhere. We’re headed straight there. Should take about six hours in the truck.” 
 
    I leaned over to grab my bag I’d packed last night and took the keys from the front pocket. I headed for the door, assuming the three of them would follow. I was wrong. 
 
    I turned back, raising an eyebrow. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    Aiden stepped forward. “I drive.” He snagged the keys out of my hand and brushed past me. 
 
    “What the hell?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “He’s the weird one. Just roll with it and everything will be easier. I’m pretty sure I’ve already told you this.” Caleb smirked. “He actually is the best driver. He’d give that fast and furious guy a run for his money.” 
 
    I just shook my head and kept walking. Whatever got us there quicker worked for me. 
 
    “Shotgun!” Caleb called out like a child. 
 
    Great, that put me in the back with Liam. He seemed relatively quiet so far. Hopefully, he’d stay that way. 
 
    The truck we were using had a cover on the bed, so we threw our bags and supplies in the back before climbing in. I sat behind Caleb and got my phone out to give Aiden the address for the GPS. He quickly punched it in, and we were on our way. Caleb had been right. Considering Aiden didn’t know our roads at all, he maneuvered them quite well in the dark. 
 
    It was too quiet in the truck and my mind began to wander to a sinister place. I needed noise. “Hey, Caleb. Want to play DJ?” 
 
    “You got it.” He fumbled with the controls and found the satellite radio options. I was a little worried when he stopped on an eighties station but didn’t comment. It would do the job of drowning out my thoughts. 
 
    Halfway through the song, he changed the station and continued to do so every minute or two. 
 
    Liam snickered next to me. “When he’s in the car, it’s either no music or this.” 
 
    Great. It appeared as though Caleb was going to take us through all the musical eras and genres. Maybe it wasn’t better than silence and my disturbed thoughts. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Are you asking like a normal concerned person would or do I have to worry about Mr. Arrogant making an appearance?” 
 
    His face pinched, and I felt a little sorry for offending him, but what did he expect? He’d been so hot and cold with me. Not to mention, he had made me look like a fool the first time we met. Okay, maybe I had been drooling over him, but didn’t he know it wasn’t polite to call a girl out on that? 
 
    “I’m not sure what your version of normal is, but you’ve made your point clear. No more snarky comments. Scout’s honor. I really just wanted to know how you were doing. It’s been one shitstorm after another for you.” 
 
    His words sounded sincere, and if his family was willing to drop everything and help us, I might as well give them the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    “I’m surviving.” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s a good way to put it. You’re obviously not okay, but surviving is good.” 
 
    “It’s the only thing I can do. If I don’t, then who’s left to pick up the pieces? Since the day I was born, it’s been me, my brother, and my dad. Then Augie entered our family as the best friend, and it feels like one by one, I’m losing them all. It was a big reason I asked Augie to stay back with the pack. I didn’t want to worry about him out here.” 
 
    Ugh. That was a little more than I intended on telling him. I turned to look out the window, embarrassed for spilling my guts to the guy. He was probably just trying to make conversation and got more than he bargained for.  
 
    Liam was silent for a while. Caleb was still deep in thought and obsessed with continually changing the station. Aiden was speeding down the freeway trying to kill us. Being stuck in a truck with three strangers for six hours was going to be so much fun. Not. 
 
    “I can only imagine the stress you’re under. I’ve never lost anyone close in my family. I couldn’t picture not having one of my brothers around. They might drive me crazy, but I wouldn’t want to live without them or my parents,” Liam said a while after I dumped my emotions on him. 
 
    “Being a twin or even a triplet makes the bond with your siblings that much stronger. There’s nothing like it.” I sighed, recalling the agony in my chest the day Cord was killed. The pain still lingered, and I used it as a reminder to keep pushing forward, to get the retribution he deserved and then some. 
 
    “I know I was an ass before, but I really am sorry for all you’re dealing with. I hope we can help your family get justice. I had been a prick to Cord when he visited our pack, thinking I had something to prove. I regret it completely now.” 
 
    I really had no words. Liam was all of a sudden being incredibly kind to me, and it was doing funny things to my girly parts. I didn’t like it. I wasn’t supposed to like him. I had assumed he was an arrogant jerk, but maybe it had been a front to push people away, and I was just now seeing the real Liam.  
 
    I hated the uncertainty of it all. Most importantly, I wasn’t fond of the emotions it invoked in me. My wolf, on the other hand, was prancing around, proud of the sudden change in my feelings. Easy, girl. Nothing’s changed. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate that.” I went back to looking out the window and began to enjoy the constant changing of music until Caleb landed on the heavy metal station. I could handle almost any type of music but listening to grown men scream at the top of their lungs was not my thing. 
 
    “Really?” I yelled over the music. 
 
    Caleb glanced back with a smirk in place. “What?” 
 
    I just shook my head and pulled out my phone to send a text to Augie. He probably wasn’t even up yet, but I wanted to make sure he checked on my dad and let me know how he was first thing. Once I was done with the text, I opened my reading app and decided to lose myself in another world until we got to Idaho. I didn’t often read, but Augie was always sending me books, and I figured it was as good of a time as any to check them out. 
 
    *** 
 
    “We’re about fifteen minutes out,” Aiden said, making me jump. 
 
    Damn book. I had been so into the story that his voice caught me off guard. The book was about a female detective taking down the scum of the city. She was a total badass, and I was a little irritated at having been interrupted but also excited we were close. I’d never met Zarai, but I had heard stories about how kind she was. I just hoped that still held true. 
 
    Augie had managed to find an old picture of her in the pack archives, so we would at least know what she looked like. Back then, she had thick, curly, ebony hair, a kind smile, honey skin, and deep russet eyes. She was tiny in size but supposedly strong in power.  
 
    Aiden slowed the truck down and turned left onto a dirt road. There were fields of tall reed everywhere, blocking out most of the view. We came around a bend, and an old house came into view. Fuckery. It appeared abandoned. Shutters hung off the windows, broken glass scattered on the ground, and chipped grey paint covered the house. It was not good. 
 
    “Either they live an interesting lifestyle, or they’re long gone,” Caleb commented. 
 
    Aiden parked the truck, and we all got out. We stepped carefully, unsure of what to expect. The porch had broken steps, but I grabbed on to the railing and swung over them. The deck creaked under my weight but held. 
 
    Liam went to do the same, but I stopped him. “Let me get to the door. I’m not sure how much weight this dilapidated thing can hold.” 
 
    He eyed the wood for a quick second. “Good thinking.” 
 
    I moved to the door and pushed it open with little effort. I peeked inside while I waited for Liam, but it was dark even under the early afternoon sun. 
 
    “We’ll head around back and meet you guys inside,” Caleb said as he and Aiden walked further away. 
 
    I proceeded slowly into the house with Liam right behind me. I tried a light switch, but the power was out. Liam strode over to a window and pulled the curtains back, so we could see better. The furniture all had a thick layer of dust on it. The shelves had been emptied. No pictures or décor adorned the walls. The witches had been gone for some time, and they’d taken everything except the heavy furniture with them. 
 
    “Let’s check all the rooms just in case they forgot something that could tell us where they went,” I suggested. 
 
    Liam nodded and walked toward a den while I went left down a hallway. The doors were all open and more light shone through in the back of the house. I sneezed several times from the dust and hoped it was going to be a quick trip, before my nose really decided to have a fit. My wolf hated dust. It messed with our senses. 
 
    The first room only had a bed which had been stripped bare. A few hangers were left in the closet, but nothing had even been left under the bed except dust bunnies. In the next room, I discovered more of the same thing except there was a dresser with some old photos and papers. I quickly scanned them, but nothing stood out to me. At the last minute, I decided to take them anyway. Maybe they’d be valuable to someone else if we could catch up to their coven. 
 
    The final room down the hall was an office of sorts. The only thing it contained was a large oak desk that was pushed against the wall. The floor in the room creaked as I strode across it making me nervous. Someone had ripped up the carpet in this room and laid down rich mahogany flooring. It was by far the nicest room in the house and likely where the coven leader spent most of her time. 
 
    “Find anything?” Liam asked from the doorway. 
 
    I turned to face him, and my stomach erupted in all the feels, causing me to stare at him like a deer in the headlights. He leaned casually against the frame of the door with one hand in his pocket. His hair was disheveled but somehow sexy, and his eyes… Hot damn, I was in trouble if he kept looking at me with his smoldering gaze. 
 
    “What?” I asked, knowing he had said something when he walked in, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember what it was. 
 
    His lips turned up slightly and his eyes crinkled at the edges, but he didn’t call me out like he had before, and for that I was thankful. Maybe he really was going to lose the arrogant act like he’d said.  
 
    “I didn’t find anything useful. Did you?” he repeated. 
 
    “Oh. I don’t think so,” I said, then turned back toward the desk I’d yet to explore. “I found these papers and photos. They probably won’t help, but I figured it was worth a shot.” 
 
    I stood behind the desk now, checking the drawers. Once again, everything was empty. I took a step to the left and the floorboard moved beneath my foot. I glanced up at Liam, raising an eyebrow. “Found something.” 
 
    I bent down and tried to move the plank, but the desk was covering part of it. Liam pushed the desk back out of the way as I lifted the board free and found a three-foot-long space. Small glass bottles were arranged in one corner and in the other was a book. I picked it up and dusted off the cover. There was a coven seal on the black leather cover, but nothing else. 
 
    “Should we open it?” I asked, feeling uneasy about messing with witch business. 
 
    I’d never been around witches. I didn’t know the extent of their power, and I didn’t feel like getting knocked on my ass for screwing with something I probably shouldn’t. 
 
    Liam snatched the book from my hand, and I glared at him. “Asshole,” I mumbled under my breath. I was actually grateful for his ability to piss me off, because it made it easier not to make a pass at him. Staring was safe. I had a feeling touching would lead to consequences I wasn’t ready for and I would do my best to stay far away from that scenario. 
 
    “You were looking a little green around the edges at the thought of trying to open the book. Excuse me for trying to be nice and taking the task off your hands.” His voice held an edge of attitude to it. Good, he could stay irritated with me, too. 
 
    His hands explored the outer edges of the book first before he attempted to lift the cover. The back had wording on it, but it was in another language I couldn’t read or understand. Finally, his fingers pulled against the cover, but nothing happened. 
 
    He laughed and tossed the book on the desk. “Have a try. It’s hard as a rock. Nothing is going to open that book until the witch who spelled it decides they can.” 
 
    I picked it back up but froze as I heard footsteps pounding down the hall. I glanced at Liam, but he didn’t seem alarmed. Finally, Caleb came barreling around the corner. 
 
    “Damn, I lost five bucks,” he said sullenly. 
 
    “What?” I asked. He was making no sense. 
 
    Before Caleb could respond, Liam cut him off. “Did you find anything around the back?” 
 
    “Nothing but a big burn pile. It looks like they threw everything they didn’t need out the back door and lit it on fire. Nothing salvageable that we could tell.” He pointed to the book in my hands. “What’s that?” 
 
    I held it up, so he could see. “Not sure. It won’t open.” 
 
    “Well, it’s something. If we manage to catch up to the coven somehow, it might be a bargaining chip,” he said optimistically. 
 
    Caleb was right. I set the book on the desk and cleaned out the rest of the hidden area. No other papers, just bottles of what I assumed to be potions. Too bad they weren’t labeled. One of them might be able to heal my dad, but no way would I test that theory without being absolutely sure. 
 
    “Let’s head back outside,” Caleb said. “This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    Liam attempted to slide the bottles into his pockets, but they weren’t fitting, so he cradled his shirt out and used it to hold the bottles. By the time he was done, his abs were on full display. I’m so screwed. 
 
    I licked my lips, and Caleb snickered. I recovered quickly, grabbing the rest of the items, and brushed past both of them toward the front door. 
 
    I needed space. Lots and lots of space. If not, these men were going to be the death of me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we were all outside and the items were safely packed away in the truck, we tried to come up with a plan B, but the witches could have gone anywhere. We didn’t have time to scour the states. It would be impossible to find them without a connection. 
 
    “I’m going to call Dad,” Aiden said. “Fill him in on what we found and see what he thinks.” 
 
    “Good idea, bro.” Caleb turned toward Liam and me. “You two want to go for a run? I don’t know about you, but my wolf is itching to stretch his legs before we’re stuck in the truck again for six hours.” 
 
    I nodded eagerly. We hadn’t seen any homes for miles when we drove through, so as long as we didn’t go too far, I hadn’t seen any reason why we couldn’t. It had been too long since I connected with my wolf. I had wanted to last night, but I was too mentally exhausted to make it happen. I preferred to go on runs daily at home, but with everything that had been going on, it just hadn’t been doable. 
 
    Caleb started stripping down, and I froze. I’d never been shy about shifting in front of others. I was proud of my lean, muscular body. I had curves in all the right places, and I was damn happy with myself, but this hot and cold thing I had going on with Liam made me hesitate. I hated that. 
 
    At least in wolf form, I wouldn’t have to communicate with him. Wolves could only feel the emotions of those within their own pack, and the alpha could sense a deeper connection to each of the wolves. If a wolf within the pack was hurting, then the whole pack ached with them if we were in wolf form. On the plus side, when they were overly happy, the pack felt that as well. It kept the balance and made for tighter bonds within our ranks. 
 
    I peeked at Caleb and Liam as I began to pull up my shirt. If I acted like I wasn’t affected by any of it, then maybe I could survive the moment without internally combusting. 
 
    Caleb was down to his socks and briefs. He was just as sexy as his brother, but for some reason, I didn’t feel any attraction toward him. His warm, brotherly personality probably had a lot to do with it. 
 
    Liam seemed to be going just as slowly as me, and I stiffened when I caught his heated gaze on my body. I turned around and faced the opposite direction, going with the theory that if I couldn’t see them, then they couldn’t see me. Super adult-like, I know. 
 
    “See you two later!” Caleb called out as he shifted. I turned my head slightly right before I began my own shift, so I could check out his wolf before he took off. Caleb was charcoal grey with streaks of white weaving in an intricate contrast against the longer dark fur. 
 
    Finally deciding my ass had been on display long enough, I let my own shift start. My wolf was several inches shorter than Caleb and Liam’s wolves, but she was fast. I relished the sensation of the wind slapping against her coat whenever we ran. 
 
    Once my shift was complete, Caleb was nowhere to be found, but Liam was still there, waiting for me. His wolf was the same charcoal color as Caleb’s, but instead of white, he had silver intertwined through his thick coat. Both of their wolves were almost fluffy, and I wondered if that was because their climate was more severe than the one I was used to. 
 
    His piercing green eyes stared back at my lilac ones, making my wolf yip excitedly. I attempted to calm her down before she made an even bigger fool of us than I already had, but Liam’s wolf seemed to be just as eager to run with us, so I went with it for the time being. 
 
    “Don’t make me regret this,” I chastised my wolf. She was running on animal instincts, and I knew I wouldn’t get many words back from her, but her feelings were clear. She wanted the wolf, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. 
 
    Liam’s wolf nipped at my sides, then took off. We took the bait and chased after him. Our wolves raced after one another for a good thirty minutes before I was able to reign mine in. I couldn’t deny it had been fun, but I needed to stay on track. I had a father to save and a brother to avenge. I didn’t need the distraction of a man stopping me from accomplishing either of those things. 
 
    Caleb was already back and deep in conversation with Aiden when we arrived back. I shifted next to my pile of clothes and dressed, so I could find out if Aiden had learned anything from their father. Liam finished dressing at the same time, and we walked over to the other two together without a word. I wondered how he felt about our wolves getting along so well and if it caused him distress as it did for me. 
 
    “What did Dad say?” Liam asked his brother. 
 
    “He recommended Davis call an emergency alpha meeting. It’s time fill everyone in and get more help.” 
 
    I did a double-take. That made no sense. If a meeting like that was called, then Declan would be invited. He wouldn’t miss a chance to be welcomed into our pack. No way in hell would I let that happen. 
 
    I opened my mouth to interject, but Aiden held up his hand for me to wait. 
 
    “He was already considering doing it himself, but he wanted to wait until he heard from us. He sent scouts to Declan’s pack. They’ve cleaned house. The women and children are still there along with about half of their men, but Declan and his closest wolves are all gone. He won’t be present at the meeting.” 
 
    “What does that mean for us?” I asked. 
 
    Alphas couldn’t go off-grid like that without informing the rest of the council. Declan had basically just admitted he was guilty without us having to do anything.  
 
    “My dad thinks that when Declan got back and realized two of his girls were missing, he freaked out and left. He probably wanted time to regroup, and now he’ll be trying to form a backup plan if he didn’t already have one. Cocky bastard probably didn’t, which is good for us. We’re assuming his first plan had been to make his pack appear the strongest, challenge your dad, then take over the council.” Aiden paused, glancing at each of us.  
 
    “I think when you beat Rafe in the games, it made Declan change his plans. He wanted someone to pay for his son looking like a loser. Now, he’s reckless, and he still has the sorceress. We need to be careful.” 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. I didn’t like this. If Declan was MIA, then he could be going after my family again. We needed to get back and call the alpha meeting. Now. 
 
    I called Davis to explain everything we’d just learned, but he’d just gotten off the phone with Elijah and was already informed. The meeting had been called, and if I wanted to be part of it, then we needed to head back sooner rather than later. 
 
    We loaded back up in the truck without pause, and I didn’t mind one bit when Aiden drove recklessly. As long as he got me back to my pack in the fastest way possible, I didn’t care. 
 
    *** 
 
    The drive back only took four-and-a-half hours. I was slightly carsick, but it was worth it. Elijah was due to fly in within two hours on a commercial flight since his plane was still here. The other alphas would arrive within an hour. When I walked into the pack house, it was a flurry of activity as the pack came together to get the house ready for our guests. 
 
    Even though things were insane right then, I couldn’t help the smile that formed on my face as I watched everyone working together like a well-oiled machine. I loved my pack, and I was damn proud of them. Having our alpha out of commission could have caused mass chaos, but instead, I saw how everyone banded together and kept moving forward, just how my dad would have wanted. I knew when he woke up, he was going to be just as proud as I was. 
 
    “Taya!” Augie’s strong arms wound tightly around my waist as he lifted me into the air. 
 
    “I’ve been gone one day. I know I’m awesome, but lighten up a little,” I teased. 
 
    He set me down but didn’t let go. “Deal with it for just a moment.” 
 
    I squeezed him just as tightly back. He had a point. We’d been through a lot lately, and I should have taken into account what being separated would do to him even if he had said he was okay with it. I had the distraction of hoping to find the witches, but he was left behind not knowing if I’d return. That was kind of an asshole move on my part, and I’d have to remember to communicate better with him while I was gone if we were separated again in the future. 
 
    “Love you, Augie,” I whispered. 
 
    “Love you, too.” He leaned back and smiled at me. “Now, go make yourself presentable as the alpha-in-training. You smell.” 
 
    After hours in the truck and a run with my wolf, I couldn’t take offense to the comment. He was absolutely right. I wanted the other alphas to take me seriously and know I could do whatever needed to be done to stop Declan. I didn’t need to look like a kid who had been out playing around all day. 
 
    Augie kissed me on the forehead, and I heard a growl from behind me. Augie tightened his grip on me and pulled me closer. I had forgotten Liam, Caleb, and Aiden followed me into the house. 
 
    I couldn’t tell who made the noise, but I had decided to ignore it. It was safer that way. “You guys can eat first or get ready. I’ll be back out here within the half-hour.” 
 
    I left the four of them standing there without another word. Men were odd. I didn’t have time to figure out what just happened. Whatever it was, it was weird and just another thing I could add to the growing list of things I didn’t like. 
 
    I went to my room to shower and change. When I came out of the bathroom, Augie was sitting on my bed waiting for me. I was still in my towel and, while it was just Augie, I preferred to be dressed for whatever he wanted to chat about. 
 
    “Be right back,” I said. He nodded, so I went to my walk-in closet and shut the door behind me.  
 
    I picked dark jeans and my favorite green blouse. It was simple enough that I still felt comfortable in it, but it was also made from silk and the nicest shirt I owned. I hurriedly got dressed and went to talk to my best friend. 
 
     “What’s going on?” I asked as I sat next to him brushing my hair. “Is everything okay with my dad? I was headed there next.” 
 
    “Your dad is the same. No changes that we can tell.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “Really?” He eyed me suspiciously as if I should already know. “What happened when you guys were gone?” 
 
    “Nothing. The coven was gone. We found a few small things, but I don’t know that they’ll be helpful unless we can track down the witches.” 
 
    “So, Liam growled for no reason when I kissed your forehead earlier? Nothing happened between you guys?” 
 
    I got up from the bed and headed back toward my bathroom. If he thought we were having that conversation right then, he was out of his mind. I focused on brushing my hair out and continued working out the knots while facing the mirror. 
 
    Augie followed me and sat on the counter. “I’m going to take your silence as a confirmation that something did happen. Deny it all you want, but I know you and something has changed.” 
 
    I finished brushing my wet hair, then pulled my blow dryer out. I wouldn’t have to answer him if I couldn’t hear him. Childish, I know, but I wasn’t ready to talk about Liam. Not now and not ever. 
 
    Augie’s shoulders shook with laughter. He knew exactly what I was doing, and he was enjoying it. 
 
    Once I was done, I turned for my bedroom door, but Augie grabbed my arm to stop me first. “I know this is weird for you. You don’t let people in. I’ve enjoyed being the only outsider allowed in all these years, but if you finally feel something for someone, don’t fight it. Just see what happens. If he turns out to be the arrogant asshole we assumed him to be, then I know a good place to bury the body.” 
 
    “I love you so hard, August James.” I hugged him tightly. “I’m the luckiest girl in the world to have you as my best friend.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. I’m quite the catch if I do say so myself.” He winked, and then his face went back to serious. “When you’re ready to talk about it, I’m here for you, okay?” 
 
    “You’re the first person I’ll find when there is something to tell, I promise. Now, let’s go see my dad and get ready for the other alphas.” 
 
    Augie nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer. Maybe sometime soon I’d dissect what my wolf and heart were telling me, but for now, they were going to have to be patient a while longer. I had more important things to worry about, like my father’s impending death if we couldn’t find the witches and how to convince a room full of alphas that finding said witches was a good idea. Not a death sentence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting had become a complete disaster. Men were a pain in my ass and didn’t listen for shit. I was about to lose my cool if they didn’t all calm the hell down. I grimaced as they continued to argue with each other over crap that didn’t even matter. Poor, proud alphas were upset that they hadn’t been brought in sooner. Well, boo-fucking-hoo. Get over it! 
 
    “ENOUGH!” I finally yelled and slammed my fists on the table. “This is not some pissing competition. What’s done is done. I don’t want another man grumbling about how he could have stopped this if he had known sooner. We cannot change the past, but we can do something about the future. Pull your head out of your ass and let’s work together!” 
 
    Silence descended upon the room. I had everyone’s undivided attention. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or not, but it had to be better than what I’d been listening to for the last hour. Davis grinned at Augie and patted my leg from under the table. I was pretty sure they had been waiting for me to explode. Jerks. 
 
    “My father is the chief councilman. He was appointed to that position because he is the best for the job. He is strong and smart. Declan is also smart. If he hadn’t disappeared and we didn’t have two girls downstairs right now proving everything Davis told you, then you never would have believed my father. Our family could have risked losing a lot more than just Cord. Don’t lie to me and tell me it wouldn’t have worked out that way. I may be new to all this,” I gestured in front of me regarding the meeting, “but I’ve been an alpha’s daughter my whole life. I know enough about how the politics work around here.” 
 
    Davis stood next to me, tall and proud. “She’s right, and we’re wasting time. We need to start working together. Do any of your packs still have contact with any covens?” 
 
    Noah, alpha from the Southwest territory spoke up first. “We haven’t seen any witches in decades. There are rumors, but we never wanted to poke the bear. Ya’ll sure it’s necessary to bring them in?” 
 
    “If we have any hope of waking Gerald, it most certainly is,” Elijah said. “The witches will understand once they learn there is a sorceress involved.” 
 
    “What if they don’t?” Samuel, alpha from the Midwest territory asked. “Are we supposed to risk our packs facing witch retaliation to save just one?” 
 
    Blood. Boiling. I growled low and leveled my gaze at him. “We are not just saving one shifter. We are saving humans and potentially our whole race. Do you think for one second that Declan is creating more shifters for anything other than the purpose of growing his army? If we don’t stop him now, then he’ll come for each of our packs. Feel free to walk away now and keep your pack out of it, but when blood spills on your land, it will be on you.” 
 
    I pushed back from the table we sat around and stormed out of the room. I was done with these people. I needed air. I needed to run and let the chilly night calm me down. I slammed the door behind me as I headed back downstairs. I heard the entrance to the meeting room open and close again and assumed it was Augie. I trusted him to know exactly where I was going. 
 
    I was halfway across the training field when I began flinging my clothes off and preparing to shift. I didn’t care. It was dark, and even if it wasn’t, after the day I’d had, I probably still wouldn’t care. I’d come back for everything later. My shirt was off, and I’d just unbuttoned my pants when I heard my name called.  
 
    I froze. Shit. It was not Augie’s voice. 
 
    I didn’t turn around to watch him approach, but I did start looking for my shirt, which was nowhere to be found. Perfect. Just perfect. 
 
    “Taya,” Liam’s low voice called out once more, and much closer than before. Too close. “I’m sorry. They were out of line back there. Are you okay?” 
 
    I turned around to face him, squared my shoulders, and pretended I wasn’t half-naked in front of a sexy man I was attempting to keep out of my head and heart. At least I had been able to button up my pants, and I hadn’t thrown my bra off yet. “I’m fine. I just wanted to go for a run and cool down. If I stayed in there any longer, I was going to explode and tear someone’s head off. Literally.” 
 
    Liam did this half-smile thing, making my insides turn to putty. “You handled it better than most seasoned alphas would and earned a lot of respect back there. They will help. It just takes us stubborn men a while to get our heads on straight sometimes. Try not to worry about it.” 
 
    He stepped closer to me, and I felt heat roll off his body, causing my own to shiver in response. If he touched me, I was going to be in deep shit. I watched as several emotions danced across his face: concern, amusement, stress, attraction. It was about the time he usually said something to make me remember how much he irritated me. I held my breath, waiting for the moment to come, but it never did. 
 
    Instead, he raised his hand to my face, gently cradling it in his rough hand. His touch was like fire against my skin, heating me up. I wanted more, even though I knew it had the power to ruin me. My wolf urged me forward, but I wouldn’t budge. Liam made the decision for me, closing the distance, and pressed his lips to my forehead in the kindest, yet most romantic way. “Do you want to be left alone?” he whispered. 
 
    My head shook ‘no’ in response, but a soft ‘yes’ left my lips. I needed to get better control of myself around him. 
 
    He grinned at me. “Which is it, Taya?” 
 
    I took too long to answer, and before I knew it, his lips were pressed against mine, and his tongue was demanding entry into my mouth. His hands blazed a trail of heat down my back as he pulled me closer to him. I gave up. There was no more fighting it. My lips opened for him and my hands tangled in his hair. Low growls could be heard between us, but I couldn’t tell if they were from me, him, or both of us. 
 
    After what felt like an infinite amount of time, we finally pulled apart. My breathing was ragged, and my heart raced. I’d never been kissed so thoroughly in my life, and I needed more. Immediately. 
 
    “You should probably put a shirt on before I lose the last bit of my self-control,” Liam whispered as he placed small kisses along my neck and shoulder. 
 
    I nodded but didn’t move a muscle. I was extremely curious about what would happen if he lost control. I wondered how far I could push him before he did. I trailed my fingertips down his chest, circling around each of his defined muscles. His skin twitched beneath mine, and I marveled at the effect I had on him. 
 
    When my nails traced the dip of his hip, he grasped my hands and held them tightly behind me. “How about we go for that run you were wanting?” His voice was strained, and I enjoyed the torture I was causing him a little more than I probably should have. 
 
    I pushed away from him and finished undressing so I could shift. Unlike earlier, I was completely comfortable with it, because I knew there was no point in denying our attraction for one another. Liam’s scorching stare stayed on me the entire time, making it feel more like a strip-tease. When I was done, I smiled sweetly at him. “Are you joining me or not?” 
 
    I turned away and began my shift. I heard him muttering something about a crazy woman and being the death of him. Mission complete. Once my change was finished, I turned back and waited for him, enjoying the view. 
 
    When he was ready, we let our wolves take charge, and I let my worries slip away for the time being. For the next hour, we ran and got to know each other a little more as our other halves. I had a feeling we needed to enjoy it while we could. Something big was coming. I could feel it deep inside me, and if I was honest with myself, it scared the shit out of me. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning was peculiar. The visiting alphas left first thing. They all promised to begin their own searches for any coven they could come across. Finding our old witch’s coven would be preferable since she knew my dad, but I wasn’t going to be picky. If any witch was willing to help us, I would take it. For now, we’d keep searching and hope that my dad was able to hang in there long enough. 
 
    Even after my nighttime run with Liam, I had assumed he, Caleb, and Aiden would leave with their dad, but they were still here, and things were a bit awkward after the night before. It wasn’t like Liam was suddenly something more to me just because I’d had the best kiss of my life with him.  
 
    After we had kissed and decided to go for a run, we didn’t really talk again. Once our run was over, we dressed, kissed a little more, and then went our separate ways when we heard someone approaching. Since nothing was really talked about, I wasn’t sure how to act around him, so I attempted to ignore him as I had done before last night. 
 
    After saying goodbye to the alphas, I ventured into the kitchen for food. I found Caleb and Augie in there already eating and talking, but as soon as they noticed me, their conversation ceased. 
 
    “Oh, look, it’s Taya.” Augie grinned. 
 
    “Hey, Firecracker.” Caleb winked. “How was your evening?” 
 
    I glanced at the two of them, very curious about why they were suddenly so chummy. “It was fine, thanks for asking.” 
 
    I went for the cinnamon rolls on the counter and began making myself a plate until I heard Caleb humming a tune which sounded a lot like a playground song kids would sing. I ignored him, hoping I was wrong, until he became more vocal and Augie joined in. 
 
    “Taya and Liam, sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G. First comes love –”  
 
    “Really?” I glared at them both. “Are the two of you five?” 
 
    Augie shrugged. “This is what happens when you tell your best friend nothing is going on and this guy over here says he caught the two of you making out last night.” 
 
    I guess we didn’t have to wonder who we had heard approaching. It figured that Caleb would be the one to catch us. 
 
    “You two are ridiculous. It was just a kiss. I’d been upset, and Liam calmed me down. Nothing to it.” Right? I asked myself. 
 
    Liam was training to be alpha of a territory that couldn’t be any further from me unless he left the country. Nothing else could happen. We each had our own responsibilities, and the pack needed me now more than ever. I couldn’t lose sight of that because of a guy. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Firecracker.” 
 
    “We need to go see the two females Davis brought back from Declan’s pack,” I said, effectively changing the subject. “Do you know where they’re staying?” 
 
    “They’re in one of the guest cabins,” Augie answered. “Figured giving them some space was better than having them in the pack house where they might be overwhelmed.” 
 
    “What if we can’t trust them? Are you sure it’s good to have them somewhere unsupervised?” I felt like an asshole questioning him after I said that, but I couldn’t help it. The girls had likely been through hell already, but maybe they’d signed up for it. Humans could be unpredictable. There were some interesting ones out there who believed in the paranormal, though they mostly believed in the stuff they read in books or saw in movies. Some of it was close, but most of it was ridiculous. 
 
    I’d yet to speak with either of them myself, but Davis had and that had been good enough for the time being. 
 
    “I’ve got Tommy and Rick keeping watch,” Augie said. “They’ll let me know immediately if they try to leave. So far, they haven’t wanted to stray from the cabin even when they’ve been invited to.” 
 
    Hmm, that was interesting. Hopefully, they’d be willing to talk to me, and we could learn something from them. 
 
    Liam and Aiden joined us in the kitchen. Even though our kitchen was big enough to fit twenty people, I suddenly felt claustrophobic. Liam walked closer to me, leaning across me to reach the cinnamon rolls. His chest pressed against my side and I held my breath, waiting for him to back away. 
 
    Augie broke the spell as he began humming the stupid song from earlier, and I pushed away from the counter, needing space. “I’ll be back shortly.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Liam asked. His expression was unreadable, which was driving me a little crazy. 
 
    “I’m going to talk to the humans from Declan’s pack.” 
 
    “Want some help?” he asked casually. 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably better if they didn’t have daunting men staring at them while I ask questions.” 
 
    Caleb laughed. “Everyone loves me. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I ignored his statement and headed for the door. They could enjoy some guy time while I handled it. I was glad to see Augie was taking the time to get to know them, as it didn’t seem like they planned on leaving anytime soon. After last night, I wasn’t sure I was going to complain about it. When Augie had been annoyed with them at the beginning, I was a little worried. It certainly made things more comfortable when everyone was getting along. 
 
    I made my way to the guest cabins and, just like Augie had said, Rick was stationed outside the cabin. “How’s it going, Taya?” 
 
    “Good. Just came to check on them.” I nodded toward the cabin. 
 
    “They’re awake, and Courtney already brought them breakfast, so you should be good to go in.” 
 
    I nodded and knocked on the door. Rustling and whispering could be heard inside, but finally, a petite brunette opened the door. She hid halfway behind it with fear in her hazel eyes. I assumed she was Tricia from what I had heard already. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Taya. Can I come in?” I asked softly. 
 
    She nodded and opened the door further, letting me in. The other girl was blonde, tall, and curvier. If I remembered correctly, her name was Jamie. She seemed to have a bit of an attitude about her. It was good she had a backbone. She needed it to get through whatever happened next. I made a mental note to also ask the witches when we found them if there was a way to change the turned ones back to human. It wasn’t fair to force them into our world if they didn’t want to be here. It wasn’t the natural order of things. 
 
    “Hi.” I waved to the blonde. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    “Do we really have a choice?” she asked with little emotion. 
 
    I sat next to her at the table before answering. “You do here. I was told that had been explained to you. I know it’s a lot to take in, but not all shifters are like Declan. You’re safe here, I promise.” 
 
    “When can we go home?” Tricia asked. 
 
    “How old are you, Tricia?” I asked before answering her. 
 
    “Seventeen.” 
 
    Oh, what had Declan done? She was technically only a year younger than me, but it seemed as though we were worlds apart mentally. She appeared as more of a scared preteen to me. 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened to you. I don’t know when you can go home, but I promise we are doing everything we can to make this right.” That was as honest of an answer as I could give her for the time being. “I was hoping you two could tell me a little about where you come from and how you came to be in Declan’s possession. The more information we have, the quicker we can help you.” 
 
    “Why should we trust you?” Jamie asked. Good girl. I liked that she was questioning me. She should. I was nobody to her, and she’d never survive being on her own if she didn’t ask anything or think for herself. 
 
    “You shouldn’t.” My answer shocked them, and I enjoyed their jaw-dropping looks. “You shouldn’t trust anyone until they’ve proven themselves to you. If you can do that, it will go a long way in making sure you survive the foreseeable future.” 
 
    Tricia seemed even more frightened, but Jamie smiled. Whatever I had said must have been the right thing. “I was the first one,” she said. “They took me when I was walking home from work one evening. I was drugged, so I don’t remember how they got me back, but I was caged when I woke up and already changed.” 
 
    Interesting. I guess it made sense for them to keep people unconscious for the most part. It didn’t help us any, though. Jamie nudged Tricia, urging her to go next. I felt awful for making them relive what was probably the worst experience of their life, but there was no other way to get the information.  
 
    Tricia straightened her shoulders and cleared her throat before beginning. “I had snuck out one night to go to a party. I was on my way to meet my friends when two guys drove by me and asked if I needed a ride. I said ‘no’ and started walking faster. 
 
    “Their eyes were dark, and they wore black sweatshirts with the hoods up. I just knew they were trouble. I heard the car park and doors open, so I ran as fast as I could, but they were faster. I was drugged when they took me, too. I don’t remember being changed, but when I was finally completely coherent, I felt something stirring inside me. I was scared and alone. The more my anxiety increased, the more the thing inside me grew. Days later, the agony grew to be too much, and I changed. My body contorted on the ground and I passed out from the shift. When I woke again, I was a wolf.” 
 
    Holy fuckery. I couldn’t believe this. My heart ached for her, and my wolf howled in pain for what they went through. 
 
    “A guy appeared when I was still a wolf. He was pleased but left quickly. When he came back, a woman was with him. He tossed food and clothes at me before leaving again. She watched me and demanded I shift back to human. I didn’t know how, and she wasn’t telling me how. The voice inside me told me to calm down, but I was so afraid. Hours later, I finally shifted back to human, and I haven’t been a wolf since. I think that was almost a month ago.” 
 
    I placed my hand on top of hers on the table. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. No one, wolf or human, should have to experience what you two have. My friends and I will stop at nothing to save the rest of you.” 
 
    Tears ran down Tricia’s face, while Jamie’s smile lit up the room. We needed to find Declan soon. 
 
    “Do you know how many others there are?” I asked. 
 
    Jamie nodded. “Once they knew we could shift, we were kept in a large basement. When we left, there were thirty-four of us. Only eight women and the rest males.” 
 
    Okay, we could deal with that. We’d get a team ready to help as soon as we found them. “Did you ever hear anyone talk about other locations? Unfortunately, we’ve sent some others to Declan’s, and it’s been cleaned out. We couldn’t find anyone there except shifters who have lived there for their whole lives.” 
 
    Tricia and Jamie’s faces fell in devastation. Jamie seemed to be nervous about something suddenly. She opened her mouth to say something but quickly decided against it. 
 
    “We mostly only saw guards, and they never spoke unless they were yelling at us,” Tricia said when Jamie didn’t speak up. 
 
    “That’s okay. We’ll figure it out.” I smiled at them, hoping to make them feel better. “How about you ladies come get some fresh air? I’d love to show you around. We really do want you to feel comfortable here. This could be your new home if you wanted.” 
 
    “We’re not sure where we want to stay yet, but a tour would be nice.” Jamie smiled warmly. All nervousness seemed to be gone again.  
 
    “You got it. Why don’t you two get ready and meet me outside?” 
 
     They both nodded and got up from the table. I stood as well and headed outside. I hoped we could offer these two girls the safety and security they deserved.  
 
    I’d be speaking with Davis about making sure another team was one hundred percent focused on searching for Declan’s newest location while I searched for the witches with Liam, Caleb, and Aiden. I didn’t want any time wasted. 
 
    My blood boiled as I thought of what the others were going through, wherever they might be. The longer it took us to find Declan, the more torture the others would surely endure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I gave the usual tour to Tricia and Jamie, but the more time I spent with them, the more unsure I was feeling. Tricia was more skittish than I anticipated her to be. I realized her life had been completely turned upside down, but she was continually stuttering and looking to Jamie for answers. 
 
    Jamie seemed acutely aware of her surroundings and confident, but at the same time, she often stopped herself and reworded sentences. She was way too at ease with everything, and I was starting to get suspicious. When the tour was over, I left them in the kitchen with Courtney to get them some lunch and went to go get Augie. 
 
    “How was it with the girls?” he asked when I found him with my dad. 
 
    “It was interesting,” I replied. “When we were talking at the cabin, everything seemed mostly normal, considering the circumstances, but now I’m not sure what’s up with them. I want you to come sit with them for a bit and see if you could figure out what I’m missing.” 
 
    Augie nodded. “Not a problem. Let’s go.” 
 
    I leaned over my dad, giving him a kiss and hug. “Love you, Dad,” I whispered in his ear. 
 
    I missed his bear hugs and overbearingness. I missed doing all the things that drove him crazy. I missed my dad, and I missed my brother. Losing Cord so suddenly and watching my dad lay lifeless in front of me so soon after was excruciating. I was trying to be strong, but each time I visited my dad, the armor I was holding up around my emotions weakened. 
 
    Augie walked closer to me and took my hand in his. “We’ll get him back, Tay. He’s strong enough to hold on while we figure it out. Try not to worry.” 
 
    A few stray tears leaked out as I offered him a smile and wiped my face clean. “I know he will. He’s not ready to be done driving me crazy. We’ve got unfinished father-daughter business.” 
 
    I leaned over him once more for another kiss, then left the room with Augie. I would get through this, and so would my dad. I had to think positive, or we’d lose before we even really tried. 
 
    When we came around the corner to the kitchen, Tricia and Jamie were right where I left them. “Ladies, this is my best friend Augie. Augie, this is Tricia, and that’s Jamie.” 
 
    “Nice to meet both of you. I heard you got a tour of the place. What did you think?” 
 
    Jamie smiled sweetly at him. “We like it. We were just talking about what comes next and hope we can stay here when this is all over.” 
 
    Augie and I were surprised at that. Tricia had seemed so eager to leave, and if it was me, I’d want to go back to my old life as well. I couldn’t imagine they’d both been alone in the world before being taken. 
 
    “There are no family or friends who are missing you?” Augie asked. 
 
    A sniffle came from Tricia, but Jamie cut a sharp look at her. “We know we can’t go home like this. No reason to make things difficult.” Jamie was now fidgeting and seeming more nervous. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Augie said casually. “When was the last time either of you shifted?” 
 
    Tricia’s eyes widened in fear. “Not since the first time. I was supposed to go with a group the following day, but Jam –” Her eyes went downcast at the slip up. “Davis got us out of there.” 
 
    I pretended not to notice the mistake and gave Jamie my full attention. “What about you, Jamie?” 
 
    Her eyes stayed right at my chin, something I hadn’t noticed her doing before, making me wonder if she wasn’t really a turned human. 
 
    Tricia had made eye contact with us when she wasn’t looking to Jamie for guidance. Humans did that, not knowing it challenged our wolf or was disrespectful. Typically, they weren’t dominant enough for it to bother a shifter, which was why I hadn’t paid any attention to it before then. 
 
    “It’s been a while, but I’d like to try it again.” 
 
    “Jamie, my next question is a crucial one, and we need you to answer it truthfully. If you’re honest with us, I promise you’re safe here, but if you lie to us, I can’t guarantee anything.” 
 
    Before I could utter another word, Tricia burst into tears. “Just tell them!” 
 
    Well, that was an unexpected turn of events. I hadn’t expected Tricia to break, but I couldn’t say I was surprised, either. 
 
    Jamie glared at her for a moment as she collected her thoughts. She straightened her shoulders and sat up in the chair. “I wasn’t one of the humans taken. I was born in the Rocky Mountain pack.” 
 
    I knew something was up, but I hadn’t expected her to say she was a full wolf either. I just didn’t understand why she would lie about it to begin with. 
 
    I nodded at Augie to question her further. I was slightly pissed and wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, but I wasn’t sure I could do that without offending her. Augie would have a softer touch than me, hopefully making her more comfortable to open up even more. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell Davis when he found you?” Augie asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know where he was from at first, and by the time I found out he was taking us here, I was afraid he would leave me and only keep Tricia. I promised her I would take care of her, and I knew wherever he could possibly take us had to be better than with Declan’s pack, so we went with him.” She paused, glancing at both Augie and me. I smiled, hopefully encouraging her to continue. I wasn’t as upset as I thought I would have been at the lie. I could now see why she did what she did. 
 
    “I was one of Declan’s guards. My parents were killed when I was young. Declan took me in and trained me to be one of his staff. I had been with him for almost ten years. Once I found out what they were doing with the humans, I tried to figure out a way to get them out, or at least the ones that wanted out.” 
 
    “There are humans with him who wanted to be turned?” I asked, astonished. Even though I had the same thought earlier, it was still hard to believe humans could be so naïve. 
 
    “Yeah, there are.” Jamie rolled her eyes. “They watch these movies and read books about how badass the paranormal can be, but they have no idea.” 
 
    I grunted in agreement. She said almost the same thing I had earlier. I felt for her. Losing her parents at such a young age, then being taken in by a psycho, wasn’t something I’d wish on anyone. 
 
    “Tricia wasn’t cooperating. She couldn’t shift on demand like the others could. I overheard Declan saying that if the sorceress couldn’t make her shift by the time he was back, then they were going to dispose of her. I couldn’t let that happen, so on my rounds that night, I snuck her out. I had no idea what I’d do with her, but I had to give her a chance even if she was on her own.” 
 
    Okay, my anger at her not telling us was officially gone. She was one tough wolf. She risked a lot for someone she didn’t even know just because it was the right thing to do. I could understand that, and it gave me a new appreciation for her. 
 
    “It was pure luck we ran into Davis. I thought we were caught and both going to die, but then he held his hands up and smiled at us. Once he told us what he was doing, I quickly made up the story that we had both escaped, so he wouldn’t leave me behind. I hadn’t ever tried to leave before, because I was afraid all the other packs were like Declan’s. I didn’t see the point in leaving one tyrant for another.” 
 
    Caleb and Liam walked in, causing our conversation to be cut short. Caleb walked around the counter and pressed firmly to Jamie. “Hey there, gorgeous.” 
 
    Jamie blushed and glanced at me for some sort of approval.  
 
    “Caleb, leave her alone,” I said. “These are the girls Davis brought back.”  
 
    He backed up slightly, but the grin remained. He was such a playboy. 
 
    Liam stood next to me at the counter, his closeness causing shivers to run down my body. My wolf perked up as well, urging me to touch him and leave my scent on his body. I promptly shut her down, though. It was not the time nor the place for marking territories. 
 
    “Jamie is actually one of Declan’s pack members,” I said, seeing no point in keeping it from them if they planned to continue helping us. “She was just telling us how she was trying to escape with Tricia the night Davis found them. Jamie, these guys are helping us. You can trust them.” 
 
    I surprised myself with that last statement. I don’t know when I started to trust them, but I knew I could now. It felt good to have more people we could count on for help when we needed it most. 
 
    “What can you tell us about Declan that we don’t already know?” Augie asked. 
 
    “He’s grown powerful from the sorceress over the last couple months. He’s using her power.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘using her power’?” Liam growled. 
 
    I didn’t understand it either. I’d never heard of such a thing, but then again, witches and shifters hadn’t associated in my lifetime. I had no reason to ever ask about our history with them. 
 
    “I don’t know, but he had powers like her sometimes. If he got irate, his eyes would get a silver ring around the middle and sparks would shoot out of his fingertips.” 
 
    Our situation just seemed to keep going downhill. It was so much worse than any of us thought it could be. If we couldn’t get the witches to help us defeat the sorceress, I wasn’t feeling near as confident about stopping whatever Declan’s plans were. 
 
    “How long has the sorceress been with the pack? Do you know her name?” I asked. 
 
    “Her name is Jaye. I think she started coming around about a year ago. She stays with Declan permanently now unless he has alpha business, then she takes off, so nobody sees her. I don’t know where she goes during those times.” 
 
    “And by ‘stays with Declan’, do you mean she stays in the house as a guest, or something more?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “I can’t be certain, but she is very hands-on with him. Even in front of others. He doesn’t dismiss her affections, either. He seems to quite enjoy her company.” 
 
    I then wondered whether this whole debacle was Declan’s idea or if he had been seduced by the sorceress and she had an ulterior motive. Either way, it wasn’t good that they were working so closely together. Though, if the feelings Jamie thought they had for each were real, maybe we could use those feelings against them. 
 
    “Is there anything else you can think of that would help us?” Augie asked. 
 
    Her hands twisted together, and she dropped her gaze. Tricia placed her hand on Jamie’s back, offering her silent support. Finally, Jamie spoke, her voice much stronger than I anticipated. “There are people helping Declan who had no other choice. Their families were threatened. Not all of them are bad. Yes, some of them are, especially those closest to Declan, but you can’t just storm in there with the intention of eliminating them all.” 
 
    “We understand that, Jamie. I promise you that is not our intention. We hope with your help, we can save as many shifters and humans as possible,” I said. 
 
    “He has two more homes. One is unknown to me and the second is deep in the mountains. I’m not sure where it’s at exactly, but I’ve heard it’s about two hours from the pack.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Liam said as he pulled out his phone and walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    I hadn’t seen Aiden yet, so I hoped Liam was going to relay all this info to him. He seemed to be the research guy of the three. He had been spending a lot of time on a laptop he’d brought. I wasn’t going to question it as long as it got us closer to finding the witches and Declan. At this point, I would take either of them. The witches to make my dad better or Declan to avenge my family while letting out some pent-up emotions. 
 
     I brought my attention back to the others and noticed Jamie’s interest in Caleb, as well as his in her. I’d have to make sure I mentioned to him to be careful. I didn’t want his playboy personality leading her on and causing drama in my pack, not when we had so many other things to worry about. 
 
    “Thank you, Jamie,” I said. “You didn’t have to trust us, and we really appreciate you being honest. Nothing changes for the two of you. You’re still welcome in our pack. I’ll have Augie put in for an official transfer if you decide to stay permanently, but I’m sure you’d be welcome anywhere, so it’s up to you where you’d like to start over at. The same goes for you, Tricia. You have our full support.” 
 
    Caleb brushed her shoulder. “Make sure you check out the Catskills pack, too. We have plenty to offer there, as well.” 
 
    I grunted at his emphasis on plenty but didn’t comment. “I trust you girls can find your way back to the cabin after your tour this morning?” They both nodded. “Alright, then.” I turned to Augie. “We’ve got plans to make and people to call. Let’s go.” 
 
    I was halfway out the kitchen door when I decided to turn around. I pointed at Caleb. “You come with us.” 
 
    “What do you need me for?” 
 
    “Don’t be difficult.” I glared at him while he grinned back. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Firecracker.” He slid off the stool and followed us out. When we were out of earshot, he began laughing. “So, want to explain what that was about?” 
 
    I glanced over at him and rolled my eyes. “That girl has been through a lot. I don’t need you flirting with her and messing with her likely already-fragile emotions. I’ve been subject to your smooth words. Thankfully, I was immune to them, but I know not every warm-blooded female is. I don’t feel like having a heartbroken shifter to deal with when you guys decide to leave.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m ready for something serious. Did you ever think about that?” Caleb asked, tone very somber. 
 
    I stopped in the hallway and gave him my full attention. “If you're sincere and this wolf calls to you, I won’t be the one to stop you, but only if nobody gets hurt in the process. The moment I sense anything insincere, I will step in and put a stop to it. Do you understand?” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “I sure do, you little firecracker. I’ll be on my best behavior.” 
 
    We turned the corner and almost ran into Liam. He stopped and growled at the contact between Caleb and me, but quickly recovered. His wolf was getting very territorial. 
 
    “Aiden wants us to meet him in the front room. It has the most space for us to spread out and do research, and there’s an extra computer in there.” His hand shot out and grabbed mine, tugging me toward him. “He’s already in there setting up, so let’s go.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head as laughter left his lips. “You two are perfect together. Bossy as shit, the both of you.” 
 
    Augie lifted his hand and high-fived him. “I was just thinking the same thing.” 
 
    That was what I got for hoping they’d all get along. I should’ve guessed they’d team up on me. Another thing to deal with for a different day. I pushed all other thoughts from my mind and readied myself to spend however many hours it took researching the sorceress Jaye.  
 
    No matter how dangerous the mission was, we were coming for them. Wherever she and Declan may be hiding, we would risk our own capture to find them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My back hurt. My eyes stung. My head was pounding, and I was starving. The research was slow going, and continuously staring at the bright screen in front of my face was driving me nuts. 
 
    “I need food. Anyone want anything?” I asked as I stood up from the computer chair, stretching my back. 
 
    A combination of nods and yeses came from each of the guys. Liam glanced up at me from the map he was going over. “Want some help?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said casually. Though, on the inside, I was anything but. 
 
    We hadn’t been alone since we had kissed. The afternoon and evening had been a little awkward and tension was building. I just couldn’t figure out if it was building toward something remarkable or catastrophic. Knowing my luck lately, it was the latter. 
 
    Caleb began humming the stupid kissing song again, and as I walked by him, I accidentally kicked him hard in the shin. “Oh, sorry, Caleb. I didn’t see your leg there.” 
 
    “Right,” he drawled. “Just like I didn’t see Liam’s tongue down your throat and haven’t enjoyed you two pretending it didn’t happen. Just like that.” 
 
    “Don’t be a dick, Caleb,” Liam said in a monotone voice as he disappeared down the hallway toward the kitchen. 
 
    Caleb snickered, and I retreated, knowing if I responded in any way, it was only going to give him more ammunition. I wasn’t going to play along until I knew exactly how things were going to go with Liam and me. Maybe I’d get some sort of idea in the kitchen. 
 
    I rounded the corner and entered the kitchen. The lights were off, and I could hardly see since it was well past midnight. I went to flick the light on, wondering where Liam had ventured off to, thinking maybe Caleb’s comment made him run and hide. Before my fingers found the switch, someone grasped my hand and pulled me flush against a hard, chiseled body. 
 
    Hard lips came down on mine, and a dominant tongue demanded entry. I slid my hands up his back and into thick hair. It was definitely Liam. The smell of pine and cinnamon assailed my senses as we quickly became a mess of tangled limbs and heavy breaths. He made my body heat up faster than any shifter before him. 
 
    I finally pulled back, resting my hands on his chest. “Well, hello to you, too.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to attack you like that,” he whispered as he left several more kisses along my neck. 
 
    “Never apologize for that. Ever.” 
 
    “We should probably talk, but I’d rather do this.” He continued his assault on my neck. 
 
    I couldn’t find the words or want to stop him for several moments until my stomach decided to make itself known. “Okay, we really should talk and get food before my stomach starts screaming at me.” 
 
    He nodded and reluctantly pulled away to flick on the light. I turned and grasped the counter for a moment, trying to get my bearings back. He’d successfully scrambled my thoughts with several well-placed kisses. 
 
    “What should we talk about?” he asked with a smirk in place. “The weather has been unusually warm for this time of year. Might make for an interesting topic. Oh, there was the guy who jumped off a hundred-foot cliff and broke every bone in his body, yet somehow survived.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him before heading toward the fridge. Food first, then conversation. Apparently, he still had the ability to annoy me. I pulled out everything I needed for sandwiches and put it on the counter. 
 
    Liam came up behind me, catching me off guard again. “Or we could talk about us,” he whispered, his breath warm against my face. 
 
    I pointed to the other side of the center island in the kitchen. “You stand over there. You’re not allowed to mess with me while I’m trying to have a serious conversation.” 
 
    He let out a quiet laugh but obliged. “Is this better?” 
 
    “Quite.” I finished the first sandwich and managed to ignore his fingers tapping the counter while he watched me in blatant amusement. 
 
    I took a few bites before deciding I was ready to talk. “If we’re going to have an actual adult conversation, I need to know if I’m speaking with the real Liam. Not the arrogant ass I met the first time.” 
 
    He held up his hand like a boy scout. “I solemnly promise you won’t see the arrogant ass during this conversation.” 
 
    The grin on his face told me that was debatable, but I’d go with it for the time being. “Why did you help me beat Rafe in the games when you could have easily won the whole thing yourself?” 
 
    “Because I had a feeling you needed it more than me, and I was right.” 
 
    That was an acceptable answer and showed me he paid attention. I took another bite of my sandwich, unsure of what I wanted to say next. 
 
    “You’re procrastinating, so it’s my turn,” he said. “Why did you let me and my brothers help you look for the witches?” 
 
    I finished chewing and began on another sandwich for the others. “Honestly? Because I didn’t want to risk any of my own people getting hurt. It was easier to work with you guys and let you take the risk than be worried about Augie or Davis the entire time.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He laughed. 
 
    “Why did you follow me out of the meeting last night?” 
 
    “Because I was worried about you. The other alphas were being assholes considering all you had been through.” 
 
    “And the kiss?” I countered. “Was that because you were worried about me, too?” 
 
    His gaze narrowed on me. “If you didn’t see that coming, then you’re not as smart as I gave you credit for.” 
 
    Touché.  
 
    “So, are we just having some fun until this is all over and you go back to the Catskills? Or are you expecting something more from me? I’m not a needy girl. You don’t need to sugarcoat things for me.” 
 
    Instead of answering, he captured me in his gaze like a predator to its prey. He slowly made his way back over to me. Shit. I was starting to think I was slightly out of my element with him. 
 
    “You’re different than other girls. As the alpha-in-training, I’ve been around enough.” I quirked my brow at him. “Not like that. Well, not all of them.” At least he was honest. “I’d be good with whatever you’re willing to give. I’d rather not walk away when we’re all done here and not see you again, but if that’s all you want, I will respect that.” 
 
    The cat was already out of the bag. Caleb wasn’t going to let us continue to avoid the fact that Liam and I were attracted to each other. Though, I wasn’t ready to decide if I wanted to tackle the tangled web of whatever more might mean between us. We were both alphas-in-training. The idea that anything could work for the long haul seemed asinine. 
 
    “How about we stop pretending nothing is happening and see where it goes naturally?” I suggested as he pressed up against me. “We both have a lot going on, and I’m in no position to make any decision about the future yet.” 
 
    His roguish grin spoke volumes, and the microscopic amount of space between us told me that it was a good enough answer for him. “Should we continue where we left off?” 
 
    “As much as I would love to say yes, we still have work to do and hungry boys in the other room that will likely storm this kitchen any minute if we don’t bring them sustenance.” 
 
    He let out a heavy sigh, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the agony he was expressing. “Later, then.” His voice was deep and husky. I wasn’t sure if I should be afraid or excited for ‘later’. 
 
    He helped me quickly finish a sandwich for each of the guys and I grabbed a couple bags of chips on our way out of the kitchen. Caleb was grinning like a five-year-old when we got back in the room. I decided if Liam and I were going to continue whatever was going on between us for however long that may be, then there was no point in hiding it. 
 
    I set the food on the table and turned to Liam. I grabbed his shirt, bringing his face close to mine, and planted a kiss on him in front of the others. When I pulled away, I faced Caleb. “You can’t give me shit for something I’m not hiding.” 
 
    His mouth flopped open a couple times before he recovered and decided on the words he was trying to say. He glanced up at Liam. “Good luck, bro.” 
 
    I smiled, satisfied my point had been made, then went back to the computer. “Did anyone find anything useful yet?” I asked as I glanced at the clock. It was almost one in the morning. 
 
    “A few things, but nothing concrete,” Augie said. 
 
    I nodded and yawned before going back to looking through our old pack registries, seeing if there were any other addresses for the witch covens listed. It was a long shot, but we had to try. 
 
    Someone was shaking my shoulder, and the ache in my back had intensified. It took me a minute to realize I had fallen asleep hunched over on the desk. 
 
    “Come on, sleeping beauty,” Liam whispered.  
 
    I started to stand, but before I could, he scooped me up in his arms. I was too tired to question it and happily let him carry me to my room. I glanced back at the living room we were in and Augie simply waved while smiling at me. Some best friend he was, letting a stranger carry me off to do god knows what with me. 
 
    I must have fallen back to sleep, because the next thing I knew, I was being tucked into bed. Liam placed a soft kiss on my forehead before backing away. 
 
    I snaked my arm out to grab his hand. “Stay.” 
 
    “Taya,” he warned. 
 
    “You have to sleep at some point. Just keep your man parts to yourself.” 
 
    He chuckled softly but didn’t argue. He began unbuttoning his pants, and my eyes widened. He winked at me. “Just the pants, I promise.” 
 
    “I wasn’t complaining.” I went to wiggle out of my shorts and was surprised to find they were already off. “I’m missing my shorts,” I stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “I didn’t peek.” He grinned before tossing his shirt. His grey boxer briefs were all that was left, and I was regretting telling him to keep his man parts to himself. 
 
    He slid into my bed and wrapped his arms around me. “Is this allowed?” 
 
    All I could do was nod. My body was exhausted, but now my mind was reeling. Thankfully, once his warm body encased mine, I was eased back into sleep. The last thing I remembered was my wolf whispering ‘mate’ once again. She was off her rockers if she thought Liam would be our mate. There was no way it could work, but that was a problem for another day. 
 
    Early the next morning, I was jostled awake by the sexiest sight I’d ever had the pleasure of laying eyes on so early in the morning. Liam was standing at the edge of my bed, hair in disarray, pants pulled up but unbuttoned, and heated eyes watching my appraisal of him. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said casually. “Enjoying the view?” 
 
    Unlike the first time we met, I was no longer embarrassed. “I am.” 
 
    “Always so honest. I like it.” 
 
    “Where are you off to?” 
 
    He put his shirt on, and I pouted. “I figured you weren’t quite ready for people to be talking about us in bed together, so I should head back to my room before the others wake up.” 
 
    Probably not a bad idea on his part. “I’m awake now. Let’s go see if any of them are up yet. Maybe they found something after we left last night.” 
 
    I hopped out of bed and went to my bathroom. Teeth and hair needed to be brushed before I scared Liam off. I took care of business and dressed. Mornings in Oregon were cold, so I threw on pants, a tank top, and a sweatshirt for the time being. I had no doubt with our ever-changing weather that I’d be shedding layers later. 
 
    Liam had waited for me and, as we left my room, he surprised me by taking my hand in his. It felt weird. I couldn’t remember the last time I actually held hands with a guy. Sure, Augie and I would do it from time to time, but this felt different. More intimate. I was reminded of my wolf’s internal thoughts. I glanced up at Liam and wondered again if it was possible to be mates with another proposed alpha.  
 
    Before I could dive too far into those thoughts, we came upon Aiden still in the living room. His eyes were bloodshot, and he was surrounded by soda cans and coffee cups. 
 
    “Did you sleep at all, brother?” Liam asked. 
 
    “What?” Aiden jumped at the sound of Liam’s voice. 
 
    I laughed a little, because I was pretty sure he’d been sleeping with his eyes open. Poor guy. 
 
    “Go to bed,” Liam ordered. 
 
    “No, I found him. We have work to do.” 
 
    “What?” Now it was my turn to be surprised. “Where?” 
 
    Aiden turned the screen on the computer toward us. “If the shots I got off the NASA feed are correct, he should be right here.” 
 
    “NASA feed? Should I even ask?” Who was this guy? I knew he was quiet, but he had more secrets than Fort Knox. 
 
    “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” Aiden’s face was stone as he said the words in a monotone voice. 
 
    I froze, uncertain how to take that statement. 
 
    Finally, he cracked a smile. “I’m kidding, Taya.” 
 
    “You’re a horrible jokester. Don’t do it again.” 
 
    “Anyway, there’s a road that will get us within a mile of the building I found. We can bring a few vans and have people waiting there to take the turned humans back. We will need several people assigned to get them out. You, me, Caleb, Augie, and Davis will worry about Declan and the sorceress.” 
 
    Liam placed his hand tightly on his brother’s shoulder. “Good work, but you’re not worth a damn to us unless you get some sleep. Taya and I will work on assembling the teams and getting transportation ready. We’ll wake you in a few hours.” 
 
    Aiden nodded. “I mapped it out. We’re better off getting there at night. If we leave by eleven this morning, we should arrive around ten tonight, depending on how the roads are in the mountains. I can’t tell how well they’ve been maintained, but if Declan makes it up there, I’m sure we won’t have a problem with it.” 
 
    I glanced at the screen on the computer again. It was a little after five. We needed to leave in less than six hours. I had hoped to find a witch coven before we went after Declan. I wanted my dad to be with us when we faced him, but I wasn’t going to miss the opportunity. My dad wouldn’t want us to, either.  
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Liam said. “You go sleep, and we’ll wake the others to help.” 
 
    Aiden slowly stood up and made his way out of the study. He was exhausted, but he’d done well. I knew who I would call first in the future when I needed any recon done. 
 
    “I’ll get Augie. He’s probably in his room upstairs. It’s technically a guest room for new pack members, but when he stays, which is often, he always uses the same one.” 
 
    Liam raised a brow at me. “So, have you and Augie…” 
 
    My face twisted in disgust. “Oh, god no! Augie is my brother in every way except blood.” 
 
    “Makes things a little less awkward.” 
 
    Men. Odd creatures. “You go get Caleb up while I get Augie. They can sleep more on the way if they didn’t get enough. We need their help now instead.” 
 
    Liam’s chest let out a rumble. “You’re very bossy. My wolf isn’t sure what to do when you challenge us.” 
 
    I laughed. “Tell your wolf to either deal with it or walk away. I won’t be tamed.” 
 
    Liam’s heated gaze leveled on me. He took a step closer to me and brought his lips to mine, kissing me senseless. “We’ll work it out, don’t you worry,” he mumbled as he backed away. 
 
    Damn it. I wondered if he knew all he had to do was kiss me like that to make me putty in his hands. I really needed to get a handle on that. 
 
    I watched him walk away, enjoying it more than I probably should, before I went the opposite way toward Augie. When I walked into his room, the poor guy was sprawled out on the bed face down, fully clothed, and on top of the blankets. 
 
    I poked at his side, but he didn’t budge. I called out his name, but still nothing. Finally, I jumped on his back and whisper-yelled in his ear, “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey!” 
 
    “Food? You brought food?” he asked groggily. 
 
    “No, but I’ll make you food if you get up and come to talk with me in the kitchen. Aiden found Declan.” I climbed off his back and sat on the side of the bed as he turned over. 
 
    “That’s great.” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Let me take a shower and get dressed. I’ll meet you downstairs.” He got up and walked toward the bathroom. 
 
    “You’re not going home?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “I keep clothes here, so I don’t have to go home.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “You just need to talk to Dad about moving in when things settle down.” I laughed. “That way, you don’t get all whiny when he lets someone use your room.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not a bad idea. I could take your room. I doubt you’ll be needing it for much longer. It has a better view anyway.” 
 
    “Excuse me? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Taya, I’ve known you since we were five years old. You’ve never let a guy stay the night with you. Ever. I didn’t happen to see Liam come back last night.” He paused and put his hand on my shoulder. “I can see your wheels turning. I know you see all the ways this couldn’t work, but I also see deeper than that. Don’t think about it. Just let it happen, and I have a feeling everything will work out.” 
 
    I lowered my head, hating to have the conversation. I was not the type of girl to ever gossip about a guy or be uncertain of anything. It was all kinds of weird for me, but Augie was the only person I trusted with my vulnerabilities, so I might as well get it out now. “My wolf called him ‘mate’.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and his smile grew more prominent. “As long as I’m still the best friend, I approve of Liam as the mate. You’re going to be okay. I know you’re freaking out on the inside but stop. I’ll kill him myself if he treats you wrong. You’ve got nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Right… just my heart being broken and putting my feelings out there for the first time ever. Nothing at all to worry about. Oh, and saving humans from a tyrant and his evil wench of a sorceress. Then, making sure we find a nice witch willing to wake my dad up from whatever Declan did. I’ll just kick back and relax for now.” 
 
    “Taya, you’re the strongest person I know. You got this. Now go make me the food you promised.” He turned me toward the door and swatted my ass. 
 
    I laughed and left him be. I didn’t know what I’d do without him. I was half-tempted to have Davis order Augie to stay behind, but I couldn’t hurt him like that. I couldn’t keep him in a bubble forever, even if it seemed like my loved ones were being taken one by one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Plans had been finalized. Vehicles were packed and ready to go. We had three teams prepared for everything we could possibly think of. Team one was me, Augie, Liam, Caleb, Aiden, and Davis. We would be the front lines. Team two was Tommy, Rick, Sam, and Joe. They would be responsible for getting the turned humans out of the building they were in and bringing them back to the vans we would be leaving about a mile away. Four more members of our pack made up team three, and they would guard the vehicles until group two got the humans out, then immediately leave with the humans while team two came back to assist us if necessary. 
 
    I was leaning against the porch railing, watching the last of the necessary gear get loaded into the van. It was only 10:30am, and we were ahead of schedule. Aiden got up before we planned to wake him, insisting he was okay. Everyone knew their roles, and we just had to hope everyone made it back. 
 
    “Are you doing okay?” Liam asked as he joined me on the porch. 
 
    “I’ll be better tomorrow when we’re back here. I don’t like leading all of these people to a crazed alpha who can use magic and has a sorceress girlfriend at his beck and call. I wish there was another way to get the humans out.” 
 
    “Everyone here knows the risks. You’re not responsible for them.” 
 
    “I will be. One day. Hopefully many years from now, but one day I’ll be their alpha and each life will be entrusted to me. They’ll look to me for guidance.” 
 
    “Are you okay with that?” 
 
    I took a moment to think about my answer before I gave it. “I didn’t use to be, but losing Cord awoke something in me. I feel a deeper connection to the pack. Not like an alpha, but protective of them regardless. I couldn’t imagine letting anyone else be their leader.” 
 
    “That’s good. It must feel nice to be so sure.” His tone was devoid of emotion, making me question the odd statement. 
 
    “You don’t feel anything like that for your pack?” 
 
    His shoulders sagged, and he sighed. “I don’t know. Aiden has always been better at the political stuff than me, and I can see how much he cares. He’s a lot like our father, even though he’d be the last to admit it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you pass on it and let him take over?” I asked, having no idea since it had never been an issue between Cord and me. 
 
    “I’ve never mentioned it to anyone before. I figured it wouldn’t make a difference and I haven’t had a good enough reason to fight for something different. Maybe that will change soon.” 
 
    My lips moved up and down, but no words came out. I wasn’t sure if he was referencing whatever we had going on or something else. Regardless, I had trouble replying to his statement. 
 
    Caleb saved me by walking up. He squeezed in between Liam and me, giving each of us a grin. “You two lovebirds ready to go?” 
 
    “Yup. I’ll meet you in the truck.” 
 
    I made a quick escape. Yes, I knew I was being a chicken, but I wasn’t ready to take Augie’s advice and see how things went. I was okay with avoiding it for as long as I could. I just wasn’t sure how long my wolf, or even Liam, would let me do so. 
 
    *** 
 
    A little after ten, Liam shook me awake. This was it. We were finally in Colorado and so close to Declan. I sat up and peered out the window, but it was pitch black outside. Nothing to see but the moon and stars. My wolf stirred. She was anxious to get out of the truck and ready for the fight. 
 
    The truck stopped, and Aiden turned back to us. “Let’s get out and go over the plan once more with everyone. We’ll be heading out on foot from here.” 
 
    Liam, Augie, and I got out of the back seat, while Aiden and Caleb exited the front. Davis had driven team two in another truck, while two others followed in the vans we’d rented. 
 
    Once everyone was gathered around, Davis took the lead with Aiden, adding details when necessary. Aiden had been able to hack into a satellite, which gave him an infrared view of the area. There looked to be an additional building that we hadn’t seen before due to the tree coverage. It held at least twenty-six body signatures, and they hadn’t moved much during the last eight hours Aiden had been monitoring it. 
 
    The main building we’d seen before had eight signatures moving around. It seemed as though two would occasionally leave to check on the humans, but that was it. Nothing else stood out to us. Our main group was outnumbered, but if we could hold our own until team two came to back us up, then we should be okay. We just had to hope they’d be quick and the humans would cooperate. 
 
    “Anyone have any questions?” Davis asked when they were done explaining everything. When no one responded, we separated into our groups and headed out. The moon was full tonight and provided enough light for us to see the dirt service road we needed to travel. Anything beyond that or under the canopy of trees was blind to us. 
 
    Aiden kept his GPS device out and led the way. We stayed silent on the walk and kept our focus on our surroundings. Liam went back to holding my hand, and it once again gave me the warm and fuzzy feelings I wasn’t used to. I ignored them as much as I could, but it wasn’t without effort. 
 
    Davis held up his hand and we all halted. He made a hand signal and team two separated from us. It was show time. Liam’s grip tightened on mine, but I shook it loose and whispered, “I can’t defend myself if I’m stuck to you.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He shrugged, and I brought my attention back to Davis and Aiden. 
 
    “I have a radio connection with Rick.” Davis pointed to his ear. “He’s going to let me know when they reach the area we couldn’t get a visual on. Once he determines he has a clear view and can move in, we’ll proceed toward the other building where we believe Declan is.” 
 
     We were approaching in our human forms, but we’d brought extra clothes, so when we needed to shift, we could shred whatever we were currently wearing. A quick shift would be painful, but necessary. The hope was to hear Declan out and keep him distracted until the humans were all safe. Then, we’d shift and take him down. 
 
    Augie scooted closer to me, and I felt sandwiched between him and Liam. I quickly realized I now had three very overprotective men in my life and I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. I was curious what my dad would think about Liam. Augie may have accepted it quickly, but my dad would be a different story. I had no idea what to expect when he woke up, and he would wake, because I refused to think of any other outcome. Positive thinking for the win. 
 
    “Are you two going to let me do anything useful?” I asked both of them. 
 
    “Not if we can help it,” Augie answered. “We already talked about it.” 
 
    I started to laugh, but then realized they weren’t joking. They had actually talked about my safety behind my back. I wasn’t sure whether to be pissed or all sappy on the inside because they cared. 
 
    “Good luck with that. I bet I’ll take out more of them than either of you.” 
 
    “Is she always this insufferable?” Liam asked Augie. 
 
    “She is. You get used to it after a while.” 
 
    Caleb butted in, snagging my arm so he could pull me toward him. “Will you two leave her alone? My money is on the Firecracker.” He peeked down at me. “You can stay with me. I’m the hotter brother anyway.” 
 
    I leaned into him. “Fine by me. They were holding me back.” 
 
    Liam growled. Augie laughed. Caleb gulped loudly. It was all a good time. 
 
    “Easy boy,” I teased. “No reason to get territorial. We’re just having fun. But seriously, if you try to hold me back, I will castrate you.” 
 
    Davis stopped our conversation when he walked closer to us. “Rick is in place. Their part should be easier than we thought. The asshole doesn’t even have the humans in a building. They’re in a fenced-in metal cage. Rick and Sam are already working on cutting through it. We can move in.” 
 
    I shook out my arms and tried to release the tension I was feeling. I had so much pent-up anger at the people we were about to face that I worried I would turn into a monster. I’d never had to fight anyone with the intent of killing them if they didn’t surrender, but I knew we had no other choice in the matter. We couldn’t let Declan and Jaye continue to harm the humans, or even worse, begin enslaving wolves. We had to succeed. 
 
    We moved as a single unit. Nobody spoke as we made our way toward the building. When it came into sight, I saw it was a large cabin made from wood logs and a green tin roof. Only one window was visible, and there was a shifter I didn’t recognize standing in it, looking out.  
 
    Before we came out of the shadows, Davis stopped us once more. “As soon as I say go, we shift and attack. We need to give the others as much time as we can. If Declan is on to us, we shift before Rick gives me the all-clear and hold Declan and his people back as long as we can.” 
 
    All of us nodded. We’d been over the plan at least a dozen times, but I knew Davis was nervous. A lot was depending on us succeeding tonight. If we didn’t, I could only imagine what the ramifications would be. 
 
    I remembered Jamie’s request from the day before and added, “If any of them surrender, we need to give them the benefit of the doubt. Jamie said some of them might not be here by choice.” 
 
    Nods and agreements from each of them came, then we moved out of the shadows one at a time. I observed the window and saw the moment the shifter lookout saw us. His head snapped to the left briefly, then he went back to watching. He didn’t move until someone opened the front door.  
 
    When the light finally landed on Declan’s face, I bit back a gasp. Sure enough, he had a silver ring around his dark eyes. I feared for how powerful he might have become in the time it took us to find him. 
 
    “Welcome!” Declan called out animatedly. “I had hoped it would take you longer to find us, but not to worry. My mate and I are ready.” 
 
    Mate? He couldn’t possibly be serious. My stomach turned at the thought of his wolf being alone for the rest of its life. Thankfully, we were about to put the wolf out of his misery. Shifters didn’t mate with anyone other than other shifters, because it hurt our wolves. Made them go crazy from loneliness without a pack lifestyle. Maybe after Declan’s wife died, his wolf had gone off the deep end, and that’s what brought us to this point. Either way, it wasn’t okay. 
 
    “We’d love to meet your new mate. Where might she be?” Davis asked, somehow managing to keep most of the disgust out of his voice. 
 
    “Oh, yes. You would, wouldn’t you? I don’t think we’re at that point. Let’s chat first.” Declan’s hand reached out toward me. “Taya, I’m so sorry to hear about your father, and I’d like to offer you the chance at a new family. Would you care to join mine?” 
 
    I tilted my head at him, unsure of why in the world he would ask such a thing. I hadn’t thought him a complete idiot, but apparently, I was wrong. “Why would I want to do that? You’re the one responsible for hurting my family. I’d much rather rip your head off.” 
 
    “Can’t you see they were holding you back? Even now, I can see the way the men surround you as if you’re incapable of handling things on your own. I would never treat you in such a horrid manner.” 
 
    Oh, he was good. He wasn’t an idiot. He saw through our group dynamic and he was right. The men around me were concerned with my safety, but I knew without a doubt that they also trusted me, which is why I did what I did next. 
 
    I let my shoulders sag and lowered my head submissively. “How did you know?” I asked meekly. 
 
    “I know a lot of things, dear. If you come with me, I’ll teach them to you.” 
 
    I glanced at Liam and then Augie. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I don’t want to fight anymore.” 
 
    I took one step forward before Liam caught my arm in his tight grasp. Augie pulled him back. “Let her go. We knew she wasn’t happy and we have to deal with the consequences.” 
 
    Augie once again proved he knew me better than anyone else. He knew exactly what I was doing. Liam finally seemed to understand, so I proceeded to close the gap between Declan and me. Before I got close enough to try to lay hands on him, Jaye made herself known. Her eyes were pure silver, with no black or white showing at all. It was rather creepy. Her hair was long and jet black, braided behind her. She was tall and thin, reminding me of an evil version of a supermodel. 
 
    “Hello, Taya,” her voice purred at me. “I sense you may not be as sincere with your feelings on the inside as you’re portraying on the outside. You wouldn’t be trying to hurt my mate, would you?” 
 
    The way mate rolled off her tongue, it seemed as though she wasn’t fond of the word. Interesting. I smiled sweetly at her, but before I could reply, Davis yelled, “Go!” 
 
    I heard the shredding of clothes and breaking of bones before I had moved a muscle. I began my shift, but when I was mid-shift, Jaye struck me with some sort of magic that stopped it. 
 
    She sneered at me, taking a step forward and raised her hand. 
 
    I had no way to defend myself and the others were now occupied trying to fight off Declan’s wolves. No one was coming to my rescue anytime soon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Declan stopped Jaye as he watched me try to push through the magic she’d hit me with. I screamed out in pain, and several howls sounded off behind me. Some of my bones had partially contorted, silver fur sprouted from my arms in patches, and claws appeared where my nails had been. 
 
    Holy mother! It was painful. My legs were barely usable, and with all the adrenaline pumping through me, the pain throughout my body was barely tolerable, my hands and arms hurting the worst. 
 
    I watched helplessly as Declan’s wolves charged my friends. All I could do was hope they could hold their own until help arrived. Knowing there was nothing I could do and no assistance was coming for me anytime soon, I brought my attention back to Declan and Jaye, idly wondering where Rafe was. 
 
    “Oh, did that hurt, dear?” Jaye snickered. 
 
    Declan’s smug smile stared down at me. I was at the bottom of the three porch steps, and his menacing demeanor was enough to make me take a few steps backward. I could hear snarls and fighting behind me, but I didn’t dare remove my attention from the two in front of me. My hands continued to shift, making me realize Jaye had only slowed my shift, she hadn’t stopped it altogether. 
 
    I needed a new plan and quick, because everything else seemed to be going to shit. I switched my gaze between Jaye and Declan. Jaye didn’t seem to want to get her hands dirty, and Declan was enjoying my pain too much. He didn’t deserve that kind of joy, so I needed to do something about it. 
 
    My hands were done shifting and I was going to be rendered useless once the shift hit my torso. At that point, I’d be utterly helpless until the transformation was complete. It was now or never. 
 
    I swiped out my paw with claws extended, catching Declan by surprise. He fell on the wood deck, glaring at me. “You’ll pay for that, bitch.” His hand lifted and a stream of something dark and magical shot out. 
 
    I hit the ground, moaning as my changing body protested. My legs were beginning to shift, making it harder to function. Whatever Declan shot at me hit my calf, burning me severely. I glanced down at it and caught a glimpse of the fight behind me. 
 
    Davis was going against two wolves at once but managing to hold his own. Liam, Caleb, and Aiden each had their own wolf to contend with. Liam’s wolf was bleeding from somewhere, but I couldn’t tell precisely where since they were moving too quickly for me to focus on any one thing. 
 
    I tore my gaze away, unable to watch. It appeared even though the other wolf was injured, he still had the upper hand, so I attempted not to worry and focus on Declan. 
 
    As I started to bring my attention back to Declan, I realized Augie was missing and internally began freaking out. My head turned in as many directions as it could from the position I was in on the ground, but he was nowhere to be seen. My heart pounded and my anxiety went through the roof. 
 
    Where are you, Augie? 
 
    I was yanked back by my hair in a tight, painful grasp. “See your friends out there? They’re all going to die. Your family has caused me so much grief. I’m going to enjoy torturing you with each of their deaths before I finally kill you, too, but not before I’ve had my fun with you.” 
 
    Declan’s harsh words had my skin crawling. I had no doubt he would do just that if I couldn’t figure out a way to fight back. My arms and legs were completely useless now. Bones began breaking in my torso, and I screamed out in anguish. Declan’s cackle fueled my rage, and I realized that the angrier I got, the faster my shift took hold. 
 
    I fought back against him, not giving up. The harder I tugged against his hold, the more he pissed me off by not letting go. Shifting in slow motion was the most painful experience ever, but the thought of the ones I loved getting injured or worse was nothing in comparison. Finally, my head began to shift, and Declan lost his grip on my hair as it disappeared. 
 
    The final part of the shift came quicker than the rest, and as soon as I had my wolf head, I took a chunk out of his leg. I called on my wolf’s mind, but she was out cold from whatever Jaye had shot at me. 
 
    I shook out my fur, feeling stronger in my wolf form but not quite complete without my girl working with me. Hopefully, she’d wake up before I really needed her. Jaye was still on the porch, watching the scene before her in fascinated curiosity. Declan had retreated some when I bit him, but he was coming back for more. 
 
    “Jaye!” he yelled. “Help me cage her. I’m not done with her yet.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re useless. Do I have to do everything around here?” she spat. 
 
    Regardless of her contempt, she channeled her magic, which was black with red sparks coming off her hands. It was not faring well for me. 
 
    Before she could complete whatever she had been brewing in her hands, Augie’s wolf form came around the corner quietly. I saw him before anyone else did and held my breath. I was beyond excited he was alive and not visibly harmed, but I was going to throttle him for whatever he thought he was doing right then. Stupid wolf. 
 
    Once Augie had a clear shot, his russet wolf sprang out and clamped down hard on Jaye’s arm. She screamed out in pain, slamming whatever magic she did have in her hands into my best friend. I howled out in pain as I saw Augie’s body go limp, but a small victory was made as Jaye’s arm was still in his mouth. He’d bitten it clean off from the elbow down. 
 
    Jaye snapped her fingers with the hand she had left and disappeared, leaving Declan to flounder about, unsure of what to do without his powerful sorceress to back him up. An ATV came barreling around the corner of the cabin, and Rafe hopped out of it. I had wondered if he was one of the wolves my friends were fighting, but I hadn’t paid close enough attention when they came out of the cabin. My sole focus had been on Declan and Jaye. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this day,” Rafe snarled as he took several steps forward. 
 
    My wolf was starting to wake as I screamed at her to hurry up. I was strong without her, but I felt unstoppable with her.  
 
    Declan was a lovestruck idiot in my opinion, but Rafe was a twisted, broken kid. He had a feral look in his eyes. His wolf was fighting him; the battle between man and wolf was clear as day on his face, especially when I realized he wasn’t going to shift but fight me in his human form. Stupid boy. 
 
    A howl ripped from my throat as my wolf finally woke. She was pissed, and I grinned internally. We were about to have some fun. 
 
    I sensed Rick and the others joining us and hoped it wasn’t too late. I’d heard whimpers and groans from behind me, but I was too afraid to see if the noises came from one of mine or Declan’s wolves.  
 
    Declan was severely outnumbered now. The downturned expression on his face said he knew he’d lost the battle. He yanked Rafe by the arm, pulling him back before he got within striking distance of me. “Not today, son.” 
 
    Behind the two of them, some sort of wormhole opened up. My wolf didn’t like the thought of them getting away. We sped closer and before they could jump through, I clamped down hard on Rafe’s leg. He kicked out with his other one, but only succeeded in falling over. His body was half in the wormhole being tugged on by Declan while I locked my jaw tight, pulling Rafe toward me. 
 
    Declan quickly realized his strength was no match for my angry wolf’s. He shot another burning stream of magic out of his hand. It hit my wolf’s neck and once again burned like acid. We released Rafe and retreated, watching helplessly as they disappeared. 
 
    The hole closed as soon as they were out of sight. I wasn’t happy they’d gotten away, but we’d done quite a bit of damage, and we’d hopefully saved the humans. That would have to be good enough for the time being. 
 
    I heard Augie’s wolf moan from the porch and all other thoughts disappeared. He was shifting back to human form, which was a good sign. I reigned in my pain, making my way toward him. I nudged him with my snout, both my wolf and I unable to take a full breath until he confirmed he was alright. 
 
    His hand reached up to rub my head. “I’m okay, just give me a minute. How’s everyone else?” 
 
    I shook my head. I had no idea. I hadn’t been able to follow any of the other fights behind me. I turned and saw four mangled bodies on the ground. Three of which weren’t from my pack, but one was and my heart shattered. 
 
    No, no, no. This could not be happening. Not Davis. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shifted back to my human form, so I could figure out what was going on. We couldn’t communicate with words when we were in our wolf form. And I needed words right then. 
 
    I hobbled from the porch toward Davis, my calf and neck still hurting from whatever Declan hit me with. Tommy tossed me a large shirt to throw on, which I was thankful for.  
 
    “What happened?” I snapped. 
 
    “He was tag-teamed and they got his legs. His wolf shifted back to human before he was too far gone, but he’s losing a lot of blood. We need to get him to the nearest hospital and hope they don’t ask too many questions before we can sneak him back out of there after the bleeding is under control,” Aiden said. 
 
    I took a look at each of the men before me. Every one of them had fought hard tonight and it showed. A deep gash ran across Aiden’s torso. Caleb’s arm was either out of place or broken. And Liam. I sucked in a breath. He was hunched over, and I could see the scratches on his right shoulder. I went around him and saw the gouges went most of the way down his back. 
 
    “All of you need to go to the hospital,” I demanded. 
 
    “Just surface scratches,” Liam groaned. “We’ll be fine. Though, you’re one to talk. I see several nasty burns on you.” 
 
    Burns were nowhere near the same as bleeding out. Pain-in-the-ass men. Whatever. They could suffer longer than necessary if they wanted, but Davis needed more help than his wolf healing could provide. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s use the ATV Rafe showed up in to get Davis back to the truck quicker. Aiden, where’s the closest hospital?” 
 
    He was already on his satellite GPS, typing away. “There’s a small one about ten miles out once we get to the bottom of the mountain. We’re probably thirty minutes from it.” His face was grim as he looked back at Davis. I didn’t like that face one bit. 
 
    “Make it fifteen.” 
 
    Augie finally joined us and adorned sweatpants that Rick had thrown him. Not that we hadn’t all seen each other naked on more than one occasion, but it just seemed more appropriate to be somewhat clothed when we were trying to save our friend. 
 
    “Aiden, bring the ATV closer,” I said. “Rick, Augie, and I will settle Davis in and then I want you to take off. We’ll catch up with you at the hospital with the other vehicle. I trust you to put those driving skills I’ve seen to good use.” 
 
    Aiden nodded, and everyone got to work. I snagged Tommy’s arm. “Wait, what happened with the humans?” Between the injuries and the chaos, I had forgotten entirely. 
 
    He grinned at me. “All are accounted for. Some of them were knocked out as they actually wanted to be there, but the ones who didn’t want to be there were happy to help us keep the obnoxious ones contained.” 
 
    Good. They were humans with spunk. They’d need that if we couldn’t figure out how to remove the wolf gene from their bodies. 
 
    We may not have gotten rid of Declan as we wanted, but we saved a lot of lives. The only thing that could make the day better would be to see Davis open his eyes. I kneeled down before him, placing my hand on his chest. I could still feel his heartbeat, but it was slow. Clothes had been wrapped around his legs to staunch the bleeding, but they were soaked through already. 
 
    Davis had to survive this. I couldn’t lose another part of my family. Not now. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three hours later, Augie, Liam, Aiden, and I sat in the wretched hospital waiting room. We’d cleaned up as best we could with the clothes we’d stashed in the truck, but we still looked like a hot mess. Aiden had told the hospital when he arrived with Davis that there’d been a bear attack at our campsite. Thankfully, Davis’s injuries were severe enough that nobody questioned it. 
 
    Caleb and the others had already headed back to the pack. We didn’t want too many of us at the hospital making it even more suspicious.  
 
    Davis was currently in surgery and as soon as he was out, we had a plan to sneak him out of there. He couldn’t heal at the hospital. There would be too many questions. If everything went well, his regeneration would be something I didn’t think the doctors would overlook. 
 
    “Here comes the surgeon,” Augie whispered. 
 
    We all stood up and hoped for good news, but the doctor’s face was grim, and my heart constricted. 
 
    “Are you Davis Walker’s family?” 
 
    I nodded and stepped forward. “Yes, I’m his wife.” I’d seen enough movies to know they didn’t give the information we needed unless we were related. Seeing as though none of us looked like Davis, I went with wife. Liam growled behind me, but the doc either ignored it or hadn’t heard. 
 
    “Your husband came out of the surgery, Mrs. Walker, but he’s in bad shape still. We were able to stop the bleeding, but we are recommending that you allow us to remove his legs. We fear his risk of infection outweighs the likelihood of his nerves healing adequately enough to allow him to walk again.” 
 
    I stumbled, but Liam caught me. If Davis couldn’t walk again, then his wolf wouldn’t be able to either. There would be no quality of life for either of them. Wolves needed to be able to run free. If his wolf couldn’t move on his own accord, I’m not sure how long his mental capacity would stay intact. Tears trailed down my face at the pain I knew he’d feel once he woke up and learned the information. A shifter’s worst fear. 
 
    Augie stepped forward. “Can my sister have some time to process this?” 
 
    “Very well, but I don’t advise taking too much time. You’re welcome to see him while you think about it, but we have him under a heavy sedative, so he won’t wake.” 
 
    Liam guided me back to the chair. “Do you want to go see him? Maybe his wolf healing will heal the nerves and he’ll still be okay.” 
 
    Liam could be right, which brightened my spirits a little. Davis wasn’t human. Things that weren’t possible for them were feasible for us. “Let’s go get him. We need to get morphine and antibiotics, then get out of here,” I said. “Davis would never forgive us if we let them cut his legs off.” 
 
    Aiden placed his hand on my knee. “Don’t worry. Go with Liam and bring the truck back to the emergency entrance. We’ll meet you out there within ten minutes.” He grinned and added. “I’d also recommend leaving the truck running with the back doors open. Just in case we’re in a hurry.” 
 
    A small smile appeared on my face. I was thankful for his attempt at cheering me up which was a side of him I had never seen before. 
 
    Liam and I stood back up to do as requested as Augie and Aiden disappeared down the hall. Liam kept my hand tight in his grasp. He hadn’t moved more than two feet from my side since we left the mountain. 
 
    We went out into the parking lot and found the truck. I let him drive and pull around. There were other vehicles coming and going so often that nobody really paid attention when we parked just far enough out of the way. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Liam asked as he faced me. 
 
    “I’m fine. The burns don’t hurt. What about your back?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I know you’re physically fine. I meant on the inside. How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m a mess, but Davis is still alive and that’s something. We’ll deal with the rest later. What about you?” 
 
    “About the same.” He laughed. “My wolf went a little crazy when Declan had you in his grasp, but I couldn’t turn my back on the ones we were fighting. It killed me not to be there for you. I don’t ever want to feel that way again.” 
 
    “I understand the feeling.” I didn’t like not knowing what was happening behind me earlier, not one bit. 
 
    “Taya, I’m–” 
 
    His response was cut off by the appearance of Aiden and Augie wearing medical scrubs, rolling who I assumed to be Davis on a hospital bed toward the exit. 
 
    Augie had a grin on his face as if he was having the time of his life. Aiden was mumbling something under his breath but didn’t look happy, as was usual. 
 
    A nurse was running behind them. She stopped at the doors, bent over at the waist and yelled for them to stop, but no way was that happening. There were a couple of paramedics coming in, but they had a patient and couldn’t help her. Hopefully, it meant we were getting out of here without much fanfare. 
 
    “There’s more coming behind her. Open those doors!” Aiden yelled. 
 
    Liam and I scrambled toward the rear doors since we had forgotten the earlier request from Aiden to open them. I opened one and slid in, ready to help pull Davis up from the inside. Liam jumped back in the driver’s seat, ready to go as soon as Davis was settled. 
 
    The hospital bed slammed into the side of the truck, and I heard a few choice curse words fly out of Augie’s mouth. Thankfully, it appeared as though Davis was still unconscious from the sedatives. Aiden and Augie lifted him off the bed and slid him toward me. I put my arms under his shoulders and pulled. Augie squeezed in with Davis’s legs on top of him, while Aiden ran around the truck to get in the front. 
 
    As soon as most of Aiden’s body was in the vehicle, Liam hit the gas. I turned to glance out the back window and six more staff members were chasing after the truck. Oops. We’d have to send them a fruit basket later for their troubles. 
 
    Once we were in the clear, I turned my full attention to Davis. They’d cleaned him up really well in the hospital, washed the blood and dirt from his body and face. I ran my hands through his hair and placed my hand on his cheek. 
 
    I’m so sorry, Davis, I thought. 
 
    He was wearing one of those god-awful thin hospital gowns, so I shrugged out of my jacket and laid it over him. 
 
    “How are his legs?” I asked Augie. 
 
    He lifted up the gown, so I could see, but there wasn’t much to view. Every inch of his legs was wrapped in gauze. Blood seeped through in some areas. Hopefully, Doctor Alex back home was equipped to handle the types of injuries Davis had. If not, he’d better learn fast. I wasn’t going to worry about anything else until Davis awoke safe and sound at home. 
 
    “We gave him an injection of morphine before we grabbed him, but he’ll burn it off fast,” Aiden said. “If you hear him groan or make any noises, we need to give him another one. We can wean him off when we get home, but I questioned the nurse before we took him. He’ll be in massive pain if he wakes now.” 
 
    I nodded and went back to watching Davis. His skin was pasty instead of the golden hue I was used to. His eyes were closed, and his face was relaxed, so I tried not to worry too much. 
 
    Augie and I agreed to take shifts looking after Davis, so we could sleep. It was sometime in the middle of the night, and I was beyond exhausted. Liam and Aiden had agreed to take turns driving, as well.  
 
    We were all a mess, but we were alive, and for now, that would have to be good enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, or maybe it was the next day, I stopped paying attention to time at some point, I finally felt somewhat normal again. The drive home was horrendous. We were all exhausted and Davis burned off the morphine even faster than we anticipated, meaning we ran out before we made it back. 
 
    About two hours from home Davis woke up, and the agony he was experiencing was heartbreaking. He went through a range of emotions, starting with pain, then anger, and ending with denial. He was convinced his healing was already kicking in but admitted to not being able to feel anything below his waist. 
 
    Tears trailed silently down my face as I recalled the vacant expression on his face last night when the pack doctor finished his exam. Davis had been right. His wolf genes had begun healing him, but only his bones and outward injuries. His legs appeared healthy, but he was still unable to move them on his own. 
 
    Alex had said there was still a slight chance he’d be okay, especially if we could find a witch soon, but as of then, the prognosis wasn’t positive. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” Liam said when I rolled over.  
 
    He’d stayed in my room with me, having refused to leave my side other than when I showered and went to the bathroom. I had drawn the line there. My wolf still insisted on calling him ‘mate’, but we hadn’t talked about anything serious since returning. I was going to keep it that way for as long as I could avoid it. 
 
    If I was honest with myself, I was afraid of the conversation. Too scared he was finally going to say “Well, I’m needed back at my pack. It’s been fun.” My wolf was attached, and her emotions were mixing with mine, making me acknowledge that I really did care for him and didn’t want him to leave. 
 
    “No ‘good morning’ for me?” he teased.  
 
    I shook the thoughts from my head and refocused on him. “Sorry. Guess I’m not all awake yet.” I attempted to crack a smile. “I’m going to shower and go spend some time with my dad, then Davis. Why don’t you go see if your brothers and Augie need help this morning?” 
 
    He leveled his gaze on me. “Are you politely trying to get rid of me, Taya?” 
 
    I laughed. “I would never do such a thing,” I said, feigning innocence. “I know they planned on meeting with the other pack leaders in the area about helping with the turned humans today. They could probably use some help.” 
 
    The other alphas in nearby areas that fell beneath my dad’s command had offered to help in any way they could when word got out about what we had done. So far, nobody had seen or heard from Declan, but others had offered to house the humans while we figured out where to go from here. It was definitely a significant weight off our backs to have twenty-six fewer newly-turned shifters to worry about at the moment. 
 
    Liam leaned in for a kiss. “Only because I had already planned on it, am I going to agree with your suggestion. Go spend some time with your dad and Davis. I’ll let you know if we need you or learn anything new.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    My heart warmed at his sincerity, and my wolf hummed in approval, once again reminding me how perfect he’d be for a mate. 
 
    Yeah, I get it. Thanks for the reminder. Again. 
 
    I laid in bed while I waited for Liam to get ready. Once he was gone, I took my time showering and getting dressed. I was anxious to sit with my dad for a while, but yesterday had been hard with Davis. I didn’t blame him for being so angry. I couldn’t imagine I’d be much different in his situation. I wasn’t ready to be assaulted with all his pissed-off emotions so early in the day, though. 
 
    Finally, I sat down on my dad’s oversized bed. He had been moved to his room when we got back, and Davis was given the place he’d been using. The doctor had presumed my dad was in some sort of deep sleep and he didn’t require constant medical attention anymore. Davis, on the other hand, was very much in need of it.  
 
    I pulled out one of his favorite books and began reading to him. I didn’t want to talk to him about any of the problems we were having. If he could actually hear me, I wanted him relaxed. He didn’t need our stress, given his current state. We could update him when he woke up. 
 
    I read several chapters to him, talked with him about good things in the pack, then opened the curtains so the morning light could shine in. I didn’t like to think of him in the room alone all day in the dark. Before I left, I turned on some music and kissed his cheek. 
 
    I went downstairs to where Davis was staying. The doctor was just shutting the door and leaving the room. 
 
    “Morning, Alex,” I said. “How is he today?” 
 
    “He’s doing much better emotionally. He asked for you. I was just coming to find you. Go on in.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc. Appreciate all your help lately. I know we’ve kept you busier than normal.” 
 
    He laughed. “It gives this old man a reason to leave the house. Happy to do it.” 
 
    I opened the door to the room as Alex turned away. Davis was sitting up in bed. Windows open, fresh air blowing in. The mood in there was the complete opposite of the day before. 
 
    “Good morning, Taya,” Davis said in the even tone I was used to from him. 
 
    “Good morning to you as well. You’re looking better today.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve just come to accept some things, and I needed to talk to you about it.” 
 
    Oh, that was not good. Davis was supposed to be still fighting. Not accepting. 
 
    “Talk about what?” I asked casually. 
 
    “Have a seat.” He pointed to the high-backed chair next to his bed and I obliged. “You know I can’t run the pack from a hospital bed until your dad is awake. There is too much at stake. The pack needs to know they have someone capable to turn to. I can’t be that person in this state.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Our pack magic hadn’t determined him to be unable to lead, or it would have transferred to me. Davis was still of sound mind and could do the job just fine. 
 
    “That you need to take over as interim alpha and choose Augie as your beta.” 
 
    I had known that was the direction he was taking the conversation, but it still shocked me. I’d barely come to terms with the idea that someday I would be alpha, and he was saying I needed to do so now? How in the world did he think that was the right choice? 
 
    “What makes you think the pack would be okay with this? I haven’t had any formal training.” 
 
    “I heard you in the meeting with the other alphas before we left. You garnered a lot of respect from them by standing up for your dad and the packs. If you can sway a room full of hotheads, then you can do this. Plus, Augie knows his stuff. He’ll be able to guide you when needed.” 
 
    I stared silently out the window into the trees I could see. Augie was an excellent fit for beta. I agreed whole-heartedly there, but me as alpha? So soon? I didn’t know about that. 
 
    “Give us two days to find the witch coven before we make any decisions. They might be able to heal and wake my dad. If we can’t find the coven and the pack is getting anxious, then we can make an announcement. Until then, I’d feel more comfortable leaving things as-is. Augie can step in and be beta if you need anything.” 
 
    His smile was wide. “Okay, two days, but not a moment longer. I’ll disappear on you and force you into it on your own if you don’t follow through.” 
 
    Asshole. He would do that. 
 
    “You play dirty, Davis.” 
 
    “Only when I know it’s for the greater good of the pack.” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. I stood up to open it, but Augie walked in first. “Zarai is here.” 
 
    “As in the coven witch we’ve been scouring the U.S. for?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “The one and only. She said she only wants to speak with you and she doesn’t appear very happy, so I wouldn’t be excited just yet.” 
 
    Great. I turned for Davis. “We’ll resume this conversation later.” 
 
    “I thought we were already done with it. Two days, Taya. No matter what Zarai says today.” 
 
    I ignored his statement, leaving the room with Augie. “Care to tell me what that was about?” he asked. 
 
    “You ready to be pack beta?” 
 
    “What?” he screeched. “Why in the world would you ask me that?” 
 
    “Because it’s part of Davis’s idea. You being beta and me alpha until we figure out how to wake my dad and hopefully heal him.” 
 
    “Interesting thought. I take it you didn’t like the suggestion?” 
 
    I huffed. “Of course not. I’ve been alpha-in-training for two minutes. Why in the world would anyone trust me to be the actual alpha so soon?” 
 
    Augie tugged on my arm, pulling me to a stop. “You are my best friend, Taya. I know you better than you know yourself. Your stubbornness is so severe, it should be awarded. You have the ability to make almost anyone do what you want. You may not know all an alpha should know, but you’re smart. I can tell you that the pack would be honored to have an alpha like you.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that so you can be beta.” 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t, but I won’t complain if the opportunity arises.” He grinned. 
 
    I wrapped an arm around him and started walking again. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Whether it’s two days from now or twenty years from now, you’ll make an excellent beta.” 
 
    We made it outside to where Zarai was waiting. Apparently, she had refused to come inside. She was a petite thing with wild hair. Her curls were long, unruly, and ebony in color. Her skin was a smooth caramel color and her eyes were an intriguing russet color. She didn’t appear to have aged much since the photo was taken that we had found. 
 
    Her face was pinched in obvious irritation. Augie was right, she looked pissed.  
 
    “It’s nice to finally meet you, Zarai. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.” I extended my hand to her, but she ignored it. I pulled it back while I waited for her reply. 
 
    She eyed Augie, then brought her hands above her head in a circular motion while mumbling something I couldn’t understand. There was a popping noise and then nothing. Pure silence except for the sounds of her and me breathing. I glanced around and saw Augie moving his lips, but I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t hear the birds in the trees or the slamming door as Liam and Caleb stormed outside. Nothing. 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked. 
 
    “I gave us some privacy. You need to call off the dogs.” I’m sure the pun was intended there, but I didn’t call her out on it. “You’re upsetting the covens and whatever it is that you want, I can assure you it’s not worth risking their wrath over. If I hadn’t known your parents, I wouldn’t be here now offering the warning, but they were good people.” 
 
    “Were good people? My father is alive. What are you talking about?” 
 
    She shook her head vigorously. “No, I recently saw his essence in the spirit world.” 
 
    “And I just spent an hour with his body this morning. He’s in a coma, but I’ve been assured his body is still functioning. As in, he’s alive,” I countered. 
 
    I was two minutes from losing my shit. I had no idea how she saw my dad’s spirit, but I knew that couldn’t be a good sign. 
 
    “What happened to him?” she asked. 
 
    “We don’t know. One of the alphas is mixed up with a sorceress. He has the ability to use some of her magic. He shook hands with my father and within seconds, he passed out. That was…,” I had to count back the days, “six days ago.” It seemed like a lifetime, though. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed on me, and she seemed to be contemplating whether or not to believe me.  
 
    “You’re welcome to see him if you need proof,” I offered. 
 
    “Yes, take me to him.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers, and the bubble around us popped. Liam and Augie were arguing about what to do. Liam was pissed Augie hadn’t gotten him before letting me go outside. Overbearing brute. He was going to learn quickly that nobody let me do anything. 
 
    “Calm down,” I said as we walked by. “We’ll be back soon, and no, you may not come.” 
 
    I received two deathly glares at that comment, but they stayed put. They’d get over it eventually.  
 
    I showed Zarai to my dad’s room and stood back as she did her thing. Her hands hovered over his body, close but never touching. She kept her eyes closed and hummed. It went on for several minutes before her eyes suddenly opened and she began choking. 
 
    She mumbled something about it being sinister and evil, but I had no idea what she was talking about, and it was starting to freak me out. 
 
    Her eyes met mine. “For your father to come back, another must die.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Who must die?” 
 
    “This spell is powerful, and I cannot break it. Only a life sacrifice will bring him back now. The spirit world will not release his soul without another in trade. You must choose a loved one to die if your father is to return.” 
 
    I had no words to respond with. I couldn’t sacrifice another to bring him back. My father would kill me. But I also knew I wasn’t ready to live without him. 
 
    What the hell was I going to do? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Find out what happens next in Shades of Magic, book two in the Raven Point Pack trilogy by ordering here. 
 
      
 
    You can also sign up for my newsletter here to be notified of future releases or sales. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review letting me and other readers know what you think!
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