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    For my mom. You’re the strongest woman I know. 
 
    Thank you for shaping me into the person I am today. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Basically, I was up shit creek without a paddle. That was the only way to look at my current situation. I had to ask someone to sacrifice their life to save my father’s or let him die. That was not a choice I wanted to make. How was I supposed to do such a thing? As I processed Zarai’s words, my heart slowly shattered into a million pieces. My dad would never want this. He put all others before him. I wasn’t ready to live without him, though. 
 
    Sitting across the table in my dad’s room from Zarai, I was at a loss. I yearned to ask my dad what to do, but that wasn’t possible. I was grateful Zarai had finally shown up and was able to give us the information we so desperately needed, but I didn’t like it. Not one bit. My adulting skills still needed some refinement, apparently. 
 
    “We’re going to need to discuss this as a pack, Zarai. It’s not a simple thing to consider,” I said dejectedly. I’d have to speak with Augie and Davis before presenting the information to the pack. 
 
    “I understand that, but if the pack’s bonds are still as tight as they used to be, I’m sure it won’t be a problem. You have seven days to decide.” 
 
    Of course, there was a deadline. Why wouldn’t there be? Why couldn’t any of it be easy? Oh, that’s right. Life was an asshole. 
 
    “Why the deadline?” I asked, assuming there was a specific reason for the cutoff. Or maybe seven was her lucky number. I wouldn’t know unless I asked. 
 
    “The soul exchange can only be done during a full moon. If you can’t work it out by then, I have no intention of hanging around long enough to wait for the next lunar cycle. My coven leader was very clear when I told her I was coming here. I was to make you stop looking for us, or else. You don’t want to know what the or else is.” 
 
    Alright, then. I wouldn’t ask. I was smart enough to know when to push and when not to. 
 
    “If saving your father will stop your search for the witches, then I’m permitted to help. Now, with the information about Jaye… Once I am back with some of my coven, we should be able to reverse most of the chaos she has caused and track her down. 
 
    “She used to be a member, but she disappeared a few years ago. We assumed her dead or with her sister Mari, neither option being good for her. We will need to tread carefully, especially if both sisters are together. Just remember, your wolf business is still your own. We will not interfere or assist with Declan and his people.” 
 
    I nodded my head, processing all she had said. I was certain the only chance we had at defeating Declan and Jaye were with the witches’ help. We didn’t have the resources to fight against magic like that. I wasn’t worried about handling Declan on our own as long as Jaye was out of the way. There had been no talk of another witch or sorceress, so I wasn’t too worried about this Mari person. 
 
    “There’s not a lot of history written about why the witches fled. I know your kind had many losses during battles with the packs, but was that it? Or is there more to it?” I asked, curious to know anything that would help me understand her better and why the witches had fled. 
 
    “Oh, dear child, there is so much more.” She sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Do you know the difference between a sorceress and a witch?” 
 
    I shrugged. There hadn’t been a Witch 101 class during our homeschooling. I had no idea what the differences were or what they were capable of besides conjuring magic. Even that concept was pretty vague. Magic could be so many things. I decided to take a guess. 
 
    “A witch is good, and a sorceress is bad?” 
 
    A small smile played at her lips as she shook her head. “There are both good and bad witches, as well as sorceresses and sorcerers. We are all born with a raw gift. That gift must be nurtured and respected. Then, with time, a witch can rise to sorcery levels if one so chooses. Though, it takes decades for that to happen. There are some who don’t have the patience to wait. Their greed gets the best of them and they allow a darkness to take over. Something powerful that was meant to help others instead of harming them. Those who wish to use their magic for nefarious purposes can force the change to sorcery. They offer up sacrifices to darker beings who use unorthodox methods to increase one’s power and abilities. This is what Jaye has done.” 
 
    I wondered how many had to die for the bitch to get her way. How many more would die before we were able to stop her. “How many times has this happened in the past?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why, but their history intrigued me. With all the searching we had done for the witches, we’d uncovered very little, which only further fascinated me. Plus, Zarai seemed to be warming up and willing to chat, so I planned on taking full advantage. 
 
    “To answer your question, we’d have to start at the beginning,” she mused. “Do you know why you exist?” 
 
    “We were created to protect the humans. We even lived alongside them until they turned against us, forcing us to go into hiding. We still do our best to protect them against others like Jaye that come along and attempt to harm humanity, as long as it’s not at the expense of potentially exposing ourselves.” 
 
    It had been ingrained in us since we were pups. Humans were fragile and needed protecting. Even though history told us they had turned against us at one point, the humans did so more out of fear than anything else. 
 
    “Correct, but it wasn’t that they turned against the shifters. The history books leave out what they’d rather the future not know. Our kinds turned against the humans first. Instead of using magic to heal, witches began experimenting with sacrificial magic, using humans instead of the standard herbs, crystals, and verbal commands we were taught. Shifters began abusing the humans and enslaving them. It wasn’t common, but word got out and the humans fought back.” 
 
    Holy shifters. I had no idea, but I didn’t blame our elders for not putting all of that in writing. It likely would have given the wrong ideas to the wrong people, but still, there weren’t even old fables that spoke of such atrocities. 
 
    “When the leaders of the shifters and covens found out, they did their best to track down those who had done the humans wrong. The shifters fought alongside the witches to stop those who had ascended to unnatural sorcery levels, and the witches performed tracking spells to locate the wolves who needed to be punished. 
 
    “Once as many of the offenders as possible were dealt with, a deal was struck between the witches and shifters. We would continue to work together and protect the humans as best we could, but from a distance, as we do so now. The witches hid the shifters and the shifters were the muscle when needed. It was well-balanced for a long time.” 
 
    “Until more witches began dying at the expense of the wolves, right?” I asked. This part I knew a little about. My dad had spoken of this on occasion. He had missed having Zarai around our pack. 
 
    “Correct. It was decided we’d still leave the packs with whatever shields or magic we could leave behind, but there would be no more assistance in their petty pissing competitions.” 
 
    The laughter that escaped was deep and pure. I needed that. Zarai had backbone and some sass. She was my kind of people. If only she planned to stick around longer, I could see us being good friends. 
 
    “Understandable, but you could have left an emergency number instead of making us search everywhere for you,” I joked. “Speaking of which, we went to your old house and found some things you might want to take back with you. Looks like you all left in a hurry.” 
 
    She grinned. “The shifters weren’t too happy with us when we told them we were done. Your pack was not the only one we helped around here. There were several witches in our coven that supported various packs within your territory. We decided a quick escape was best. It had its pros and cons. I know our coven will appreciate your generosity in retrieving the items, though.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud bang against the outer wall of the room. I stood up quickly, knocking my chair over in the process. I took a few steps toward the wall and muttered several curse words. Outside of the window, the top of Liam’s head peeked through. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said out loud. 
 
    “They must not have liked being locked out,” Zarai said nonchalantly, picking a fictitious piece of fuzz from her pants. 
 
    “Locked out?” I questioned, while trying not to laugh. The situation was actually quite funny if you weren’t Liam. 
 
    “We needed privacy. They didn’t look like the type to give it to us. Turns out I was right.” 
 
    Laughter once again took over my body. She was good. The next time I turned back toward the window, Liam’s face was fully visible in the glass, and he was glaring daggers at me. 
 
    I strode over to the window and pushed it open. “Hey there, Romeo.” 
 
    “Not funny, Taya. We couldn’t hear anything. We had no idea if you were alright. What did you think we would do?” 
 
    “Well, considering I had no clue you’d been blocked from the room, I’m at a disadvantage. Had I known, I would have placed bets on who would come first and how long it would take you to come up with a plan and execute it. That was a missed opportunity.” 
 
    “Move,” he grunted. 
 
    I slid back, watching as his muscles pulled taut and he climbed through the window. Totally worth it. 
 
    “It’s not funny. You can wipe that smirk off your face now.” 
 
    He was being a party pooper. Grouchy old man. 
 
    “Zarai, this is Liam. He’s from the Catskills Pack and son to their alpha Elijah. He and his brothers have been helping us with Declan and Jaye.” 
 
    Zarai nodded at him and Liam just glared at her. I almost felt bad for the enjoyment I was getting out of his unease. Almost. 
 
    Liam stood much closer to me than necessary. “So, care to fill me in on why we were blocked from the room?” 
 
    I patted him on the chest. “I’m pretty sure you can figure that one out all on your own,” I said with a wink. “Zarai, would you mind coming downstairs and helping me explain what we’ve discussed with the others?” 
 
    “I don’t mind, but I’ll be leaving right after. I’d like to take the things you found from our old house back with me as well. If they’re of importance, it will go a long way in making sure my coven leader knows you’re only trying to help, not use us. The more assistance she is willing to extend, the easier it will be for me to help you. My coven leader is the equivalent of the human’s president for the witches. You need her to be on your side.” 
 
    I nodded. I could understand that. After hearing Zarai’s stories, I couldn’t say I blamed the witches for disappearing, but I was grateful for their help now, even if it was limited. 
 
    Zarai waved her hands in the air and my ears popped. “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “The block on the room.” She grinned at Liam, causing him to growl at her. I was going to have to keep these two in separate corners at this pace. 
 
    Before we could open the door, Augie burst through it. “Dude. Thanks for letting us know she’s okay,” he said with an eye roll. 
 
    “We were coming out. Don’t be so sensitive,” Liam replied, his turn to be nonchalant. I was more than happy to call him out, but Augie beat me to it. 
 
    “Says the guy who took an ax to the door before deciding to scale the walls and climb through a window. Sure, I’m the sensitive one.” Augie laughed.  
 
    My eyes widened. “You did what to the door?” I screeched as I pushed Augie out of the way so I could see. 
 
    “I’ll replace it. It’s no big deal,” Liam said with a shrug. 
 
    The door had chunks missing from it around the door knob and hinges, plus a massive lopsided circle carved out of the middle. “We need to talk about your overprotectiveness.” I gestured toward the door with my hand. 
 
    “Some other time. Now, I’d rather talk about how we’re going to wake your dad and stop Declan. I’m assuming that’s why she’s here.” Liam nodded to Zarai. 
 
    “And this is why I don’t miss dealing with shifters. Always so impatient.” Zarai tsked as she walked toward the door, then stopped in front of it. She muttered words I couldn’t hear and pulled some herbs from her pocket. Once she was done murmuring, she blew the herbs from her hand toward the door. Slowly but surely, the door became whole again and the herbs burned up before ever coming close to the ground. 
 
    Damn, that was badass. 
 
    “Don’t mess with her,” I said to Liam. “She’s apt to give you a permanent tail or snout.” I had no idea if she could, but I wasn’t one to miss an opportunity to poke the wolf. 
 
    Liam just huffed and followed Zarai downstairs. Augie came over to me and gave me a hug. Liam and Zarai disappeared around the corner, but I took the moment to enjoy my best friend’s company. Augie’s worry for me was pouring off him in waves. 
 
    “Will you try not to worry us like that again?” he asked, keeping his tone light. 
 
    “Doubtful, but I’ll try.” I grinned. 
 
    “That’s all I can ask.” 
 
    I walked over to my dad’s bed and kissed his cheek. “Sorry for the ruckus. Hopefully, we will have this sorted soon and you can yell at us all you want.” 
 
    I gave his hand a squeeze and turned back to Augie to go downstairs.  
 
    We found Zarai already settled on the couch in the living room. “Liam went to go fetch the others.” 
 
    I ignored the jab at Liam and settled into the plush oversized chair. Augie chose the seat across from Zarai on the other couch and we waited. The silence was awkward, but I was enjoying the moment anyway. I felt like we were finally going to get somewhere, and progress was good. I was still uncertain about letting one of our packmates trade their life for my dad’s, but nobody would be forced. If no one volunteered, then we would have to figure out another way. 
 
    I let my mind wander to Cord and my father. I was curious to know if they were with each other at that moment. I didn’t know how the spirit world worked, but it would be nice to know that something good came of what Declan did to my dad. If he had been able to say goodbye to Cord, it would make the situation a little more tolerable. 
 
    Liam came down the hallway with Davis in a wheelchair. My heart constricted at the sight, but he had a smile on his face, so I tried not to be too concerned. Aiden and Caleb followed in behind and everyone took a seat. Liam lifted me up, taking my seat and settling me in his lap. My wolf perked up at the contact as my heart beat a little faster. I wasn’t used to that kind of affection from him in front of the others yet, but I had to admit I liked it. 
 
    I glanced at everyone before I introduced Zarai. How different everything was from just a couple weeks ago. A meeting like this wouldn’t have been something I’d be subject to, but now I was basically leading it. I hadn’t even known the Anders brothers existed before everything went to shit, but they’d quickly become an instrumental part of our pack.  
 
    Even though so much had changed, it all felt right. Having this particular group of wolves around and supporting the pack was more than I could have expected when my world quickly began to crumble, leaving me no choice but to woman up and deal with it. 
 
    “Everyone, this is Zarai,” I began. “She is the witch who used to help our pack. Zarai, this is Davis, Caleb, and Aiden. You already met Liam and Augie upstairs.” 
 
    “Let’s get started, so I can be on my way before dark.” I loved her no-nonsense attitude and how she got straight to the point, but to those who didn’t know about our previous conversation, the comment made it sound as if she wouldn’t be assisting us. 
 
    “You’re not staying to help us?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “I’ll be helping to bring Gerald back as it wasn’t his time to go and bringing others to help capture Jaye, but that is it. Your wolf business is your own. We decided long ago not to meddle in it and nothing has changed,” Zarai said with an air of confidence that had Caleb keeping his mouth shut for once. Having her around had more than a few perks. 
 
    “What about the turned humans? Jaye did that to them. Doesn’t that make it your business?” Aiden asked. 
 
    Zarai nodded. “I agree. There are several things I will be speaking with my coven leader about in regard to this situation. I will make sure to point out the humans need our help as well. If all goes as planned, I will see how many witches my coven can spare and put a team on figuring out how to reverse whatever spell Jaye used to turn them. Do you have possession of all of them?” 
 
    “One is here, the others are spread amongst a few packs within our territory. We didn’t have the time to keep an eye on them all, so other alphas volunteered to help out,” I answered. 
 
    “Not a problem. It will be easier to do them in groups anyway, so the witches don’t get drained. I’ll ensure that their memories are wiped as well. We don’t need them going off and telling their friends and family of the wolves and witches they hung out with in their time away.” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought of that. We couldn’t handle dealing with a human revolt against the shifters while we were trying to chase down Declan. No, thank you. There was enough on our plate without adding that type of craziness. 
 
    “So, how are you going to save Gerald?” Davis asked. It wasn’t surprising to me that he would be the one to bring it up. 
 
    “The only way to bring him back from the spirit world is to exchange his soul for another.” 
 
    Silence swept over the room. Liam stiffened beneath me and tightened his hold. I could sense the fear emanating off him. He likely assumed I’d volunteer, but I knew better than that. My dad would waltz right back into the spirit world just to kick my ass for that one. I liked to push his buttons, but not that much. 
 
    “So, we have to wait for someone to die to bring him back?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “No,” Zarai answered. “In seven days, when the full moon is at its highest point, there is a ritual we can perform, asking the spirit gods to give one for the other. If the sacrifice is great enough, it will be granted. You must give one of your packmates up if you to wish bring to Gerald back.” 
 
    The thought of presenting the plan to our pack later in a meeting killed me. I didn’t want to lose any of them. I may not have socialized with all of them on a regular basis, but they all had their purpose within the pack, and I cared for everyone in one way or another. We were pack. That’s what we did. Drama ceased to exist when one of our own was in danger. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Davis said from next to me. 
 
    I snapped my head and glared daggers at him. How had I not seen that coming? He shouldn’t have been allowed in here. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    “No, I won’t allow it,” I demanded as I stood from Liam’s lap. “You said I was alpha until we get my dad back. I get final say in who is sacrificed.” 
 
    “You never accepted, Taya. I am still interim alpha, and I no longer wish to pass my duties on to you or anyone else.” 
 
    Oh, that sneaky little bastard! 
 
    “Davis, you can’t do this. The pack needs you,” I begged. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, the pack needs your dad and a capable beta. I am neither of those things. How do you see the rest of my life playing out? Because I know how I do. If my wolf can’t run free and be the predator he was meant to be, he’ll slowly go crazy. As my wolf’s mentality goes, mine won’t be too far behind it. What happens then? I’ll go rogue. You’ll be forced to put me down anyway. It’s not if, but when this happens, and you know it.” 
 
    Damn it all to hell! I didn’t like it. I wasn’t going to accept it. 
 
    I turned toward Zarai. “When I mentioned it before, you said you might be able to help Davis. What can you do for him? There has to be something.” 
 
    Zarai stood as well, making her way toward Davis. “Wolf healing is a powerful thing. If his body didn’t heal on its own, the damage may be permanent now that the open wounds are closed, but I’ll do my best. Do you mind if I touch you? It’s the only way I can know for sure.” 
 
    Davis nodded. Zarai’s hands settled on his legs as she closed her eyes. Sparks erupted from her hands, causing most of us to lean back a few inches. We waited in silence as the tension rose in the room. Finally, Zarai opened her eyes, pulling away from Davis. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taya. His nerve damage is severe. I could keep him comfortable, but it’d be as though he was heavily medicated. His mind wouldn’t function the same as it does now.” 
 
    I needed time to think. I needed to figure out another way. Davis was family. I couldn’t lose him, too. I moved away from where I stood next to Liam as he made a move to follow me, but I shook my head. “I need some time. I’ll be back.” 
 
    Liam nodded, and I headed for the door, grateful he didn’t push me. There was a lot for me to process, and I didn’t need anyone pushing me to do what they thought was right. Davis had been my dad’s beta since before I was born. He was like the uncle I never had, and I was done watching my family die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I decided some time with my wolf was just what I needed to calm the pain raging within me. I shifted forms and went for a run. I needed to take some time to think about all that had happened. There were some definite positives, but I couldn’t decide how I felt about the negatives. The thought of losing Davis so I could get my dad back hurt deeply. 
 
    I wished there had been a way to speak with my father before any of us made any rash decisions, but I knew it was pointless. Davis could ultimately do whatever he wanted as interim alpha, but I would certainly do my best to stop him if it was best for the pack. 
 
    When I finally arrived back to the pack house, it was quiet. I quickly snuck up to my dad’s room, not ready to speak with anyone other than him yet. Logically, I knew he couldn’t talk back, but I needed to vent, and he was the only one around I knew without a doubt wouldn’t try to change my mind. 
 
    I imagined all the guys were taking Davis’s side. I really needed another girl to join our group. Maybe I could count on Caleb to not screw things up with Jamie if he decided to pursue something serious with her and she would be around more to have my back against all their testosterone. 
 
    I walked into my dad’s room and promptly shut the door behind me. I leaned back against the wood surface and let out a deep sigh. I took stock of my dad’s large form laying on the oversized bed. He still appeared as if he was sleeping, just like the day Declan spelled him. His cheeks were warm and pink, hair raven-colored and streaked through with silver. I settled in next to him on the bed, grasping his much larger hand with both of mine. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” I whispered. “I miss you beyond words. I feel like everything that could go wrong since you’ve been gone has. Now I finally have a way to get you back, but we lose Davis in the process. I need you to tell me what to do. I need you to wake up, wrap me in your arms, and tell me everything is going to be okay just like you did when I was a kid. I’m not ready for this alpha stuff. I know if you were here, you’d know exactly what to do.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as I brought my knees up and leaned my head down, thinking about what my dad might do in this situation. He was methodical and always considered the ripple effect of any decision before he acted. I seemed to be his opposite, always reacting before thinking things through. I let my emotions rule my decisions a majority of the time, but now that I was the alpha-in-training, I’d have to learn how to have some patience. Ha! The thought of me having the patience to run the pack like my dad had was comical. 
 
    I went back to thinking about what my dad would do if he was here and I knew exactly what he’d say. I just hadn’t wanted to accept the truth. The truth hurt. 
 
    “You’d let Davis decide for himself, wouldn’t you? But what if he has a chance to get better? What if Zarai was wrong? How can we let him choose this? It kills me to think he’s lived his whole life serving the pack and now he wants to give the ultimate sacrifice for us. It doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
    A hand settled on my shoulder and I jumped, turning abruptly. I had been sitting on the bed with my back to the door and hadn’t heard anyone come in, but Augie stood there with more emotions in his crystal blue eyes than I wanted to address. 
 
    “You’re right, Taya. It’s not fair, but it is Davis’s choice. He’s lived for over eight decades, and he’s okay with this. He knew his days were numbered as soon as he woke up after the hospital. I know it’s going to be hard, but you have to find a way to be okay with it. I know that’s easier said than done, but if you fight him on this and win, you won’t like the ramifications of your decision.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding exactly what he meant by ramifications. The day would come when Davis’s wolf went rogue if he lived without truly being able to embrace his wolf side. We’d have to stand by and watch as the man we’d loved for years slipped away before finally killing him anyway, just like he had said earlier. Rogue wolves were dangerous to themselves and those around them. They didn’t care about repercussions and that got innocent people killed. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” I pouted as I leaned against Augie, soaking up all the strength he was offering. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, but it does mean you have to support him. You’re like the daughter he never had. He’s watched over you from afar for the last eighteen years. You should have seen the look of devastation on his face when you stormed out. He hated hurting you.” 
 
    Shit. Now I felt like an asshole. 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” I asked. 
 
    Augie nodded. “He’s back in his bed. He was having phantom leg pains, so Alex gave him a sedative.” 
 
    We were so lucky to have a pack doctor on hand anytime we needed him. Lately, it seemed as though we’d needed him a lot more than usual, but he’d been there without question every time. 
 
    “Phantom leg pains?” What in the world was that? 
 
    “Alex did some research on it and it happens when someone loses a limb or functionality of one. Their brain still thinks that body part is working and tells a person it’s there and available for use, but it’s not. The sensations originate between the spinal cord and brain. Alex said there’s no way to make them stop unless we keep him basically comatose, which Davis wouldn’t agree to. He’d have to deal with this on a regular basis, potentially for years if he were to live for that long.” 
 
    My heart sank for Davis. The psychological healing he’d have to deal with while also trying to keep his wolf tame sounded like it would be unbearable. I couldn’t fight him on his decision. He deserved to make his own choices and I didn’t need to add salt to the wound by being selfish. That wasn’t fair or right of me. 
 
    “When he wakes up, I’ll apologize to him. Thanks for coming to find me, Augie.” 
 
    “I’ll always be here for you.” He leaned in, gently placing a kiss to my head. “Now, you should probably go find Liam. His wolf seems to have an issue with the way you deal with things when you’re upset.” Augie laughed. “I’m used to you running out and needing time to process, but your new overprotective boyfriend is not. I barely kept him from running after you once you disappeared out the door.” 
 
    Boyfriend? The word sounded so weird after my wolf had called him mate so many times. Boyfriend seemed so insignificant in comparison, but I wasn’t ready to call him mate out loud, so it would do for the time being. 
 
    My wolf made her wants known as I scooted off the bed, giving Augie a proper hug. “Thank you, again.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    It truly made everything easier that he wasn’t jealous of my time with Liam and fully supported whatever was happening. I had worried that my interest in Liam would hurt Augie, but his happiness for me emanated from him, and his actions spoke louder than words. They always had with us. 
 
    He followed me out of the room and we went back downstairs. I checked in on Davis just in case he was already awake, but he was still sleeping from whatever Alex had given him. Augie promised to let me know when he woke, so I could speak with Davis and ease his mind about how I felt. 
 
    Zarai was in the living room with a bag next to her. She nodded to Augie. “Thank you for the items. The book is irreplaceable. Our coven leader had been so sure she grabbed it, but when we didn’t find it after the coven was settled, we assumed it to be lost.” 
 
    I glanced between the two of them, confused. 
 
    “I gave Zarai the items you found while you were out on your run. She needs to get back to her coven, and I figured you wanted her to have them.” 
 
    “Got it. Yes, I’m glad you did. I meant to give them to her before she left anyway.” I turned toward Zarai as she stood. “You’re leaving already?” 
 
    Doubts ran through my mind. What if she didn’t come back? What if her coven leader denied us the help with Jaye and my father? Panic was suddenly all-consuming. I was not used to the feeling, nor did I like it. 
 
    “Calm, child. I will be back. I’ve already sent word back to my coven. You have nothing to fear.” 
 
    If only that were true, I would be able to breathe a little easier. 
 
    “When should we expect you back?” Augie asked. 
 
    “I’ll be back with several others the day of the full moon. Please make sure you’re ready. You won’t get a second chance at this.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding the stakes. I would not screw up the opportunity to get my father back. “We’ll be ready and have housing provided for you and your coven members. We appreciate this more than we can possibly express. I know we won’t ever be able to repay you.” 
 
    Zarai held up the bag which held the book and other items. “You already have, I promise.” 
 
    My curiosity piqued at that statement, making me wonder what the book was to them, but I wasn’t going to pry. I had too many other things on my mind, and she appeared eager to leave. 
 
    “Do you need a ride somewhere?” I asked. 
 
    She smirked at me. “No, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, stretching the word. If I wasn’t so worried about pissing her off and losing the coven’s help, I’d be asking a million more questions. It nearly killed me to hold my tongue. 
 
    Before turning for the door, Zarai smiled at us. “Blessed be.” Then disappeared through the front door. 
 
    “That was interesting,” Augie mused. 
 
    “That it was. I’m going to go find Liam. Don’t forget to let me know when Davis wakes. I’ve got my phone, so send me a text.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    I felt like a chicken shit, because as I walked away, I secretly hoped it would take a while for Davis to wake. I wasn’t ready for the emotional hurricane that would ensue with the conversation we needed to have. It was inevitable, though, so I was going to need to woman up and deal with it or risk missing out on the last moments with him. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left the room, checking the kitchen first. Courtney was in there, preparing that night’s dinner. “Hey, have you seen Liam?” I asked, interrupting her chopping. 
 
    “He grabbed a snack and went out the back door. Looked a little upset, if you ask me. Is everything okay?” 
 
    I gave her a small smile. “It will be, sooner or later.” 
 
    “You two seem to be getting pretty close…” she said without actually saying what she meant. I knew she was just trying to get some juicy details, but I wasn’t ready for sharing. 
 
    “We have. He and his brothers have been very supportive since they arrived.” 
 
    She grinned at me in a way that said she knew my response was a bunch of crap, but I ignored it and called out ‘thanks’ for the information about Liam as I walked out the back door.  
 
    Once I was outside and back to figuring out where Liam was, I realized I had a bit of a problem. Our property was thousands of acres. I wasn’t exactly sure how I was going to find him, but he had to be around somewhere. 
 
    My wolf perked up at the thought of hunting Liam. That hadn’t been my exact thought, but she was a predator. Plus, her way was much faster than me driving around on an ATV until I found him, so I decided to let her have her fun. I quickly got undressed and rolled my phone up into my clothes, so I wouldn’t miss Augie’s text about Davis. Once my clothes were situated and easier for my wolf to carry, I let the change take over. 
 
    My body shuddered, remembering the way Jaye had slowed my shift during the fight. The pain was excruciating, but I took pleasure in knowing she had an arm to replace thanks to Augie, assuming her shit-tastic sorcery magic could do such a thing. 
 
    Once the shift was complete, I shook my fur out and gently picked up my clothes with my teeth. I’d done it so many times with my wolf, she’d become a pro at keeping the drool to a minimum. A little drool was better than walking around naked later when I decided to shift back. 
 
    Liam and I had slept in the same bed together and seen each other unclothed several times when we had needed to shift, but we’d yet to actually have sex. I wanted to, but I knew once we did, we’d be crossing an emotional line my heart couldn’t come back from. I was still afraid of the heartbreak I was sure to suffer when he went back to the Catskills. I didn’t need to get even more attached. 
 
    My wolf didn’t agree with those thoughts. She thought we needed to mark our territory and claim him as our mate so no other could, but she didn’t understand we both had responsibilities. It wasn’t as simple as she wanted it to be. As I wanted it to be. 
 
    I’d held all men at a distance my whole life. Of course, the one guy I wouldn’t mind pursuing an actual relationship with just had to be a potential alpha from a pack located on the other side of the country. It seemed to be how my luck was going lately. 
 
    Before I could dwell on my current predicament too much, my wolf picked up Liam’s scent and the chase was on. Her joy at hunting him was euphoric, and my pulse kicked into overdrive. My heart was pounding and breath labored. We were getting closer to Liam, and I had an extreme need to lay my hands on him. My wolf’s desires were taking over, and I had no desire to stop her. 
 
    I put the brakes on and managed to wrangle enough control to talk some sense into my wolf. We can’t jump him when he’s human and I’m wolf, girl. I coaxed my wolf into calming by promising her a little action, then shifted back to my human form. Liam was close, and I wanted to dress in privacy. I didn’t trust myself to be naked in front of him right then. My wolf’s wants and needs were still too dominant. 
 
    I hadn’t been paying attention to where we were going before, but I finally noticed we were down by the lake. It was my second favorite place on our property and I was glad to know he enjoyed it as well. The sun was high in the sky and reflecting off the water. The reeds near the water swayed with the light breeze, and a sense of tranquility settled over the area. 
 
    I walked closer to the lake and spotted Liam sitting in one of the Adirondack chairs next to the water. His head was tilted up toward the sky, eyes closed, and hands folded across his lap. I thought he was sleeping, until I stepped nearer, and he finally turned his head toward me. 
 
    The smile on his face when he realized it was me did funny things to my insides. Still on the high of the hunt, I decided our chat could wait a little longer. Without saying a word, I joined him on the chair and wrapped my legs around his waist once he sat up. My hands cradled his face and grazed the light stubble. His green eyes stared into mine, wondering just what I was doing. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, but I brought mine down against his before he could. Our tongues clashed and hands roamed. There was pure passion flowing between us. It was hot, and I needed more. I needed his touch to soothe the ache growing within me. His hands roamed under my shirt, leaving a scolding trail of desire everywhere they touched. 
 
    I pulled away and let my head fall back as he assaulted my neck, trailing kisses down my chest. I pressed up and into him, needing his touch like I needed air. He bit through my shirt, causing low growls to escape my lips. My wolf hummed in appreciation at his aggressiveness. He continued to nip at me, then kiss the same spot over and over until I was mush in his hands. 
 
    His desire was evident beneath me and I pushed against him, garnering a low moan. “Taya, we need to stop,” he said with a strained voice that I really wanted to ignore. 
 
    I shook my head as I leaned forward again, making my way down his neck.  
 
    “Taya, please.” 
 
    Embarrassment and shock rushed over me, like being doused with cold water. I pulled back, feeling hurt by him wanting to stop. I started to climb off him, chastising myself for being so forward, but he grabbed on to my hips and kept me in place. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” he demanded. “If we were in a room with a bed and hours ahead of us, I would have never stopped. When we finally make love, it will not be on a wooden chair. I want to spend hours devouring you, not rushing through it like a horny teenager.” 
 
    Oh. Well, shit. If I thought I was hot and bothered before, I was on fire and about to combust now. The thought of him wanting to make love to me for hours left me swooning like a school girl. Life needed to stop kicking us in the balls so we could have that time. First, we needed to have a talk and see if he even wanted to stay in Raven Point. I was going to do my best to remain firm on that, even if I had just attacked him and almost broke my earlier vow. 
 
    “That only makes me feel slightly better,” I teased as I shook off the previous thoughts. 
 
    “Believe me, I don’t feel any better.” 
 
    I grinned, enjoying the fact I had done that to him. The feeling was powerful. 
 
    “I didn’t come here with the intention of assaulting you.” I laughed. “Though, I can’t say I regret it. I wanted to apologize for running off earlier. It’s how I process things. I needed time alone to think about everything we had learned from Zarai.” 
 
    “Augie explained it to me. No need to say sorry. I understood, even if I was worried about you. Do you want to talk about it now?” he asked cautiously without pushing me in case I wasn’t ready. 
 
    “I think I’m better now. It’s just hard to think of losing another important person in my life to get one back. It doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “It’s not, and Declan will pay for what he’s done. We will get the retribution your family deserves if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    His statement was authoritative and full of emotion. It tugged at my own sentiments, making me want him even more. 
 
    “Thank you for pushing your way into our lives. I’m glad you did.” 
 
    Liam laughed. “Is Taya Rush going soft? Never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    I punched him in the stomach and swiftly stood. “Say something like that again and you’ll go back to sleeping with your brothers.” 
 
    His face blanched and it took everything I had to keep mine from cracking, showing him I was kidding. I preferred having his warm body wrapped around mine, even if he drove me crazy. We gave as good as we got from each other, and I loved that we had a playful sort of relationship, or whatever it was we had. Again, we really needed to figure that out. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare kick me out,” he pouted. 
 
    “I might. I wouldn’t recommend pushing me and finding out.” 
 
    Before he could respond, Caleb came barreling down the hill toward the lake, completely naked. “You guys need to come quick. It’s Davis.” 
 
    My legs gave out from under me, but Liam reached his arms out to steady me. If Davis died before the full moon next week, I wasn’t sure what we would do. Even if I had accepted the fact that I would be losing him soon, I still needed to say my goodbyes to him. Whatever was happening with Davis, Alex better be able to fix it, or I just might lose my shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Caleb shifted back into his wolf form as soon as we began making our way toward him. Liam had brought one of the ATVs down to the lake, so he and I took that back instead of shifting. I was restless and fidgeting the entire way back. Even Liam’s calming hold on me couldn’t touch how scared I was for Davis. When we arrived at the house, my heart was pounding. I had tried to call Augie on our way back, but he didn’t answer, making me even more nervous. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Taya. I’m sure Caleb overreacted in an attempt to get us to hurry,” Liam said, trying to lighten my tense mood. 
 
    I simply nodded, hoping that was the case, but I wasn’t counting on it. It had been one shitstorm after another lately. 
 
     We arrived at the house, and I jumped off the ATV before it even came to a stop, then ran toward the house. I felt bad for not waiting on Liam, but I needed to know what was going on. I couldn’t wait another moment to do so. 
 
    The door to Davis’s medical room was open. Alex crouched over him with a stethoscope moving around Davis’s chest. He was sprawled on the floor, angled awkwardly, and Augie stood opposite of the doctor. 
 
    Oh, this was bad. Very bad. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked breathlessly as I rushed the rest of the way into the room. 
 
    Augie addressed me while Alex continued his exam. “He had a seizure and fell off the bed, thrashing around on the floor until another sedative took over. His legs went off the bed first, so he hopefully he didn’t get further injured.” 
 
    I walked closer, bending down to place my hand on Davis’s leg, taking in the sight before me. His body was still rigid from the episode. I leaned closer to see his face but decided to pull back, so I didn’t disrupt whatever Alex was doing. I searched the visible parts of Davis’s body and didn’t find any new marks or bruises. 
 
    I flinched when Liam placed his hand on my shoulder, joining us. I hadn’t even sensed him approaching since I had been so focused on Davis and his current condition. 
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” I asked to either Augie or Alex. 
 
    Alex straightened and lowered the stethoscope from his ears before looking at me. “He should be fine, but if he has another seizure like that, I can’t be certain for next time. His pulse is steady again and his body is relaxing. I’m hopeful once the sedative wears off, he’ll wake up fully aware.” 
 
    I nodded, watching as Alex placed his hands under Davis’s shoulders and arms to lift. Augie and I each grabbed a leg and the three of us gently laid Davis back in the bed. 
 
    “What was all this for exactly? I know you didn’t want him to hurt himself, but it seems a little excessive,” I said once we were done. 
 
    “How did this happen? He seemed fine earlier this morning,” I mused. 
 
    “It’s rare in these situations, but they can happen after a trauma like Davis has been through. He might have also gotten an infection from the wounds before they closed up, which could have caused it. I’m going to take some blood and have it overnighted to the clinic to be tested. I want to make sure if he needs antibiotics that we can get those for him as well.” 
 
    Alex had gone to school decades ago and earned his doctorate. During his time in school, he became close friends with one of his classmates. With alpha approval, he disclosed what we were. His friend had been an invaluable resource to us since. He was getting older and ready to retire, but we’d worry about what to do when we needed additional help later. 
 
    “Okay. Keep me updated, please,” I replied. 
 
    Alex nodded and got back to work. I turned for the door, with Liam and Augie right behind me. We headed for the kitchen and found Caleb and Aiden, along with Jamie and Tricia, the two girls Davis had rescued from Declan’s pack. Caleb and Jamie were once again sitting close together, and I remembered our previous conversation about him being ready to settle down. Liam had insisted his brother was ready to settle down, and I didn’t have to worry about any lover’s quarrels, but I’d still be keeping a close eye on them. 
 
    “How’s Davis?” Caleb asked. “I didn’t want to crowd the room, so I figured it was best to wait out here.” 
 
    “I appreciate you coming to find us,” I said. “For now, he’s okay. Alex is going to have bloodwork done to confirm, though.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan now?” Aiden asked. 
 
    “We keep looking for Declan and his crew while we wait for Zarai to come back. We won’t face Declan again without the witches’ help, because we don’t want Jaye using her magic against us, but it doesn’t hurt to look for him now. It could help give us a head start when Zarai comes back. I’d really rather this all be over with as soon as possible,” I answered. 
 
    My stress levels were reaching their full capacity. I hated feeling helpless to make Davis better and wanted so badly to bring my dad back without losing anyone else. I kept trying to remember what he would do in the same situation and inspiration hit.  
 
    If my dad was here, he’d be standing in the kitchen cooking up some concoction while he attempted to work out whatever problem he was facing inside his head. We needed some positivity in our lives, and a big dinner sounded like just the thing. 
 
    I glanced at each of them with a grin on my face. “Who wants to have a cookout?” 
 
    *** 
 
    The past seven days had gone by painfully slow. Davis had indeed had an infection and was on the mend thanks to heavy doses of antibiotics. No other seizure episodes had happened since the first one, and I was trying to be thankful for anything positive but not doing a great job at it. 
 
    I was anxious to see my dad’s golden eyes and hear his voice, but I avoided thinking about the loss we would also experience in the process of getting him back.  
 
    Liam and I were in an uncomfortably awkward phase. We hadn’t done much more than kiss and sleep in the same bed since the day by the lake. He seemed to be working through some problems of his own. He’d spent a lot of time with his brothers or by himself. I wasn’t one to push anyone, so I let him be. I knew that when he was ready to talk about it, he’d let me know. For once, I was trying to be patient. Though, it was just another thing I wasn’t succeeding at. 
 
    Things had been tense for everyone while we waited for Zarai to come back. There were niggling doubts in the back of my head that made me wonder if she’d keep her word. We had no way to know for certain until she showed up on our doorstep again. Her leader could very well have put her foot down, keeping Zarai with the coven by forbidding her to help us. 
 
    Tonight was the full moon and it was already almost noon. I anxiously paced in the living room, while continuously glancing out the window, waiting for Zarai to make her grand entrance. Augie sat on the couch reading a book, enjoying himself. I really wanted to pick up one of the throw pillows and chuck it at his head. His ability to escape into the worlds in his books drove me nuts. If I was honest, I was slightly jealous. He somehow remained strong and nerdy all at the same time. I didn’t know how to balance my life like that. 
 
    It was infuriating to watch the beast of a man look so at ease with a book, while my anxiety wouldn’t let my body or mind relax in the slightest. His low chuckle at whatever he’d just read in his book was my last straw. I grabbed the nearest pillow and threw it as hard as I could. The resounding thud as the pillow slammed into his face was therapeutic. I should probably go take my aggressions out in our training center, but that required more effort than I cared to exert right then. 
 
    “What the hell, Taya?” Augie screeched as he held his nose. 
 
    “You were enjoying yourself too much. Seemed like a good idea to share my suffering with you. I feel better now. Thanks for that.” 
 
    “You’re certifiable. You know that, right?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “You love me anyway.” 
 
    “Fortunately for you, yes, I do.” 
 
    I went back to pacing and Augie went back to reading while keeping an eye on me in case I decided to throw any more objects at him. Liam and Caleb walked in from the kitchen. They must have come in through the back door, because I was pretty sure they hadn’t been in the house for the last couple hours. Plus, my eyes had barely left the front of the house. There was no way I missed them coming from that way. 
 
    “Will you guys get her out of here?” Augie complained. “She’s driving me crazy and starting to throw things.” 
 
    “Thing. I threw one thing, you big baby.” I rolled my eyes at him. 
 
    Liam and Caleb treaded carefully. Smart men. 
 
    “Want to go blow something up, Firecracker?” Caleb asked, using the nickname he gave me after my attitude and hair. It had grown on me, just like the three of them. 
 
    “No, I want to see Zarai show up,” I pouted like a petulant child. 
 
    “You know, pacing in front of the window isn’t going to make her get here any faster,” Augie droned. 
 
    “Thanks, smartass. I hadn’t figured that out yet.” 
 
    Liam walked quickly over to me and, before I could react, threw me over his shoulder and turned for the front door. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked, while hanging upside down like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    “Getting you out of this house. Augie is right. You need to loosen up some.” 
 
    Caleb bent forward and put his head level with mine, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “Never thought I’d see the day when you let a man carry you off like a damsel.” 
 
    “Um, I’m pretty sure this is more like letting him kidnap me than a damsel in distress, but good try.” 
 
    Augie stayed on the couch, content to continue his book, but he called out before we made it all the way out the door. “I’ll call you when Zarai gets here. Don’t come back before then!” 
 
    “You got it,” Caleb replied for all three of us. 
 
    I wasn’t put back down until we arrived at the ATVs, then was promptly placed on the seat with instructions to stay put. The strong-willed side of me wanted to protest, but I was rather enjoying watching Liam take charge, so I decided to go with it for now. 
 
    Before I knew it, we were headed in the direction of the shooting range. My heartbeat kicked up a notch and I sat up straighter in the seat. It’d been a while since I let loose on the range. Actually, the last time I had been out there to shoot anything was when Davis came to get me and Augie, so my dad could tell us about Cord. Emotions that I’d worked hard to suppress rose to the surface. 
 
    My twin. My confidant. My protector. Time would not heal the hurt the death of him had caused. Sure, I’d had a million distractions since then, but that’s all they were. Temporary bandages on a wound that would never heal.  
 
    I cleared my throat as we came around the corner, bringing the range into view. I saw Aiden was already situated with several rifles and pistols set up on the various benches. From the looks of all the casings on the ground around him, he’d been out there for a while already. 
 
    I eagerly jumped from the ATV when it came to a stop and joined Aiden. He was reloading a magazine, getting ready to shoot again, but set it down and took out his ear plugs when he saw us approach. 
 
    “How are you doing, Taya?” he asked. 
 
    I had noticed he’d been making more of an effort to get to know me. I assumed only for the benefit of his brother, but I appreciated it nonetheless. He’d been so stoic since we met, and I couldn’t wait to see him open up all the way in front of me. It might take decades to make it happen, but I was sure it would one day. 
 
    “I’m antsy. I hate waiting and being unsure if Zarai will follow through on her word.” I pointed to Liam and Caleb. “These two brought me here to distract me while we wait.” 
 
    Aiden was back to broody and silent just as quickly as he had been friendly. He simply nodded in acknowledgment of my reply and went back to paying attention to the rifle before him. 
 
    “Alright, Firecracker, show me what you’ve got,” Caleb said, breaking the awkward silence. 
 
    I bumped Aiden out of the way and finished reloading the magazine he had already started. A fresh target was already set up about a hundred yards out, so I was ready to go in just a couple minutes. I took a few deep breaths to steady my aim, then fired over and over again until all ten rounds had hit their mark. 
 
    I stood up, dusted off my hands, and smirked at Caleb. “Your turn.” 
 
    He stood there staring at the target, which now had a quarter sized hole through the middle of the head shape. “Crap,” he muttered. “I guess I’ll go for the chest since you took the headshot.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Want a new target set up to make it fair? I wouldn’t want it to alter your opinion on who is the better shot,” I taunted. 
 
     Caleb growled at me before slamming the reloaded magazine back into the gun. He took his sweet time making sure his aim was going to be on point. While we waited for him to finally shoot, Liam walked up to me and wrapped his arm around my waist. 
 
    “Are you feeling better now?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “A little. Thank you for getting me out of the house.” 
 
    “I think Augie might have kicked you out eventually anyway. I was just saving him the hassle of it.” 
 
    “Ugh, I never expected all of you to get along,” I whined. “I’m not sure I like it. It’s no fair when you gang up on me.” 
 
    Before he could respond to that, Caleb began taking his shots. I suppressed my laughter as we watched each of the bullets hit the target, but nowhere near as tight of a pattern as mine had.  
 
    Caleb let loose several curses as he stood back up. “Whatever. You might be a better shot than me, but I bet my wolf is faster than yours.” 
 
    “Competitive much?” I quirked my brow at him. 
 
    Aiden scoffed. “You have no idea. We’ve had to deal with it our whole lives.” 
 
    I laughed, picturing the three of them growing up together. Each of them identical, but with extremely different personalities. Aiden’s broodiness was growing on me. Caleb had charmed his way into my heart from our first meeting and Liam was… well, I wasn’t sure what he was yet. 
 
    My wolf continued to call him mate and, even if I wasn’t sold on that just yet, I had stopped correcting her. Even if I was certain she was mistaken. 
 
    How were we supposed to live with our mate being in the Catskills and us being needed here for our pack? It wouldn’t work unless one of us moved, and I wasn’t going to be the one to do it, nor would I ask that of him. He had his brothers and parents in New York. His pack needed him. There was no way I could compete with that. 
 
    My pocket buzzed with an incoming text. I pulled my phone out to see a message from Augie. Zarai was finally here. My anxiety skyrocketed once again. I was ready for her to do the soul exchange and bring my dad back, but at the same time, I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to Davis. 
 
    He’d been under heavy medication since his seizure, so we hadn’t been able to talk much. Everything seemed to be happening so fast, but at the same time, not fast enough. Life was a bitch like that.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    With an unsteady hand, I stuck my phone back in my pocket, then took a deep breath before letting the others know Zarai was at the pack house. “We need to head back.” 
 
    “You two go ahead,” Aiden said to me and Liam. “Caleb and I will clean up everything here and meet you back at the house shortly.” 
 
    I nodded as Liam grabbed my hand, leading me to one of the ATVs. The ride back was quick and silent. I didn’t have much to say. My nerves were all over the place. I just wanted today to be over with and we weren’t even halfway through it, but at the same time, I didn’t. All my emotions were at war, making me feel like a basket case. Liam, being the smart man he was, left me alone with my thoughts. 
 
    We made it back to the pack house to find Augie waiting in the living room with Zarai and several others who I assumed to be witches from her coven. Three women who sat huddled together on the couch appeared to be related, based on their matching brunette hair, hazel eyes, and fair skin. Nervousness poured out of them, and I wondered if being around wolves was the reason for it. I’d try not to take offense as long as they were willing to help us.  
 
    A fourth witch stood next to Zarai. She had an air of confidence about her, making eye contact with each of us as we walked into the room. Her flaming red hair was tossed over her shoulder and her green eyes sparkled. 
 
    “Oh, look. We have another firecracker,” Caleb joked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the redhead snapped. 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be helping Aiden.” I elbowed him in the gut, pushing him back as I turned back to the witches. “Sorry about him. He calls me firecracker for multiple reasons, but the least ingenious reason is for the red highlights in my hair like yours. Just ignore him. It makes things easier on everyone.” I reached my hand out and was surprised by her firm shake. “I’m Taya.” 
 
    “I’m Lex. Over there are Michelle, Kayla, and Gertie. They’ll be focusing on breaking the wolf gene spell against the humans using the power of three. Just give them some space and they’ll do their thing.” She paused, glancing around the room. “Not all of us have the best history with wolves, so being here is a little much.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding how different things used to be after hearing what Zarai had told me about our history last week. “Not a problem. We have readied several cabins for you all to stay in. We have one turned human here, but the rest are spread out through the outlying packs. We can have them brought here when you’re ready, though.” 
 
    “Thank you, Taya. That would be best. I’d rather not have our witches traveling to other packs if possible,” Zarai said. “Have you sorted things out for the ceremony tonight?” 
 
    “We have. Davis will be volunteering for the exchange.” My heart constricted each time I said those words. It still didn’t feel right, but he had only been getting worse since the seizure. I wouldn’t be the one to stop him from doing what he wanted. “Do you need anything else from us? Help setting up?” 
 
    Zarai nodded. “We just need to know where a good spot is. We need an open spot where the moon will be seen and enough space for us to spread out some.” 
 
    Augie spoke up first. “I’ve got the perfect place out behind our training facility. I can take you there now if you’d like.” 
 
    “We’ve been on the road for hours,” Zarai said. “We’ll get settled in first and then come back here later when we’re ready to start setting up.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get you to the cabins then,” I said. 
 
    All of the witches picked up their bags, following me and Liam out the door. I wasn’t surprised he was coming with me. His overprotectiveness rivaled my father’s, and I worried for my sanity if the two of them ever ganged up on me. I also worried for their well-being if they pushed me too far, but that was for me to think about on a different day. 
 
    Today was going to be a day full of highs and lows. After we got the witches settled, I’d be going straight to Davis to have our last official talk. We’d squeezed in a few here and there over the week, but he’d been so out of it that none of what I had really wanted to say had been said.  
 
    When we arrived at the cabins, the witches quickly went inside, shutting the doors behind them. Liam glanced at me, seeming at a loss for their abruptness. 
 
    “Just roll with it,” I said. “They’re here and they want to help. I couldn’t care less if they’re social as long as they wake my dad and stop Jaye.” 
 
    “Good point,” Liam agreed. “What now?” 
 
    “Now you’re going to go do whatever it is you do when I’m not around and I’m going to wake Davis.” 
 
    He narrowed his gaze on me and took a step closer. “Are you dismissing me?” 
 
    I could see the change in his eyes as his wolf peeked through. His normally light green eyes turned dark, and a silver color weaved through the green. I loved pushing his wolf. Liam was an alpha through and through. Pushing his buttons and knocking him down a peg or two made me feel powerful. 
 
    “I am. I’m a grown woman. I can handle myself and don’t need constant companionship. Is that a problem?” 
 
    His gaze traveled up and down my body, heating it as he did so. “For now? No, it’s not.” 
 
    I shuddered at his response. Liam was another person I hadn’t had the conversation with that really needed to be had. At any given time, one of us was either avoiding it or, when we attempted to get into a more serious discussion about our future, someone always interrupted. 
 
    “For now. Got it.” I nodded. “We’ll chat about that later then?” 
 
    “Like usual,” he said with a cocky grin I was growing fond of. 
 
    Well, at least we both realized my thoughts from before. We’d get it figured out eventually. Now, though, I had to thicken my emotional walls and prepare to say goodbye to someone who had been family to me my whole life. No big deal. I had this. Right? 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck and pushed my 5’4” body as tall as I could in a feeble attempt to match his 6’3” frame. He met me in the middle, pressing his lips against mine. “Come find me when you’re done?” he asked. 
 
    “That I can do. Thank you for understanding I need to do this on my own.” 
 
    He nodded, pushing me back down and away from him. “Go. Take your time and know I’m here for you when you’re done. Just remember, you don’t always have to be strong on your own, Taya.” 
 
    Oh, well, if that last statement didn’t kick me in the feels, I didn’t know what would. I couldn’t find the words to respond, so I nodded and turned back toward the house. I heard his low chuckle behind me as I quickly retreated. I knew I didn’t always have to be the strong one but being vulnerable was scary. Trusting people and hoping they didn’t disappoint me was downright petrifying. It was easier to pretend nothing got to me. Being strong was easy. Letting someone else take on the burden? That was hard. 
 
    I arrived back at the house and went straight to Davis’s room, offering only a nod to those I passed on my way. The pack had been completely understanding about everything being up in the air for the time being. I had asked for time and they’d given it without hesitation. I just hoped that whatever Zarai had planned later was actually going to work and my dad would be the one updating the pack soon, not me. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to be alpha, but not yet. I wasn’t stupid. I knew I had a lot to learn and I needed to learn it from my dad. I wasn’t ready for it to happen any other way. 
 
    I softly knocked on Davis’s door when I arrived. When he didn’t respond, I opened it gently and tip-toed inside. I took residence in my usual chair next to his bed, reaching for his hand as I did so. 
 
    The rough calluses on his hand made me smile. Davis was a man who had worked hard all his life. He’d given everything he had to our pack. He’d cultivated our lands, trained our people, and most importantly, protected us. 
 
    As much as he had driven me crazy keeping an eye on me for my dad, I wouldn’t have traded him for anyone else in the world. 
 
    His hand gently squeezed mine as his head shifted toward me. Seeing him laid up in a hospital bed and barely able to move was slowly killing me. As much as I didn’t want to say goodbye, I was happy to know he’d be going somewhere he’d no longer be confined as he was. He had been right. It was no life for a shifter. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” his rough voice rumbled. 
 
    “Hey, yourself. How are you doing today?” 
 
    “I’m alright. Ready to get out of this bed. It’s depressing in here.” 
 
    I glanced around the room and he was right. It was no way for a man to spend his final hours on earth. I had a plan, but there were some things I needed to say first, so they didn’t get left unsaid. 
 
    “You’re right. Don’t worry about it, though. We’ll rectify that soon, I promise.” 
 
    “I know.” His voice was full of resolve as he took my statement the wrong way. Tears leaked from my eyes as I realized how ready he was to be done with everything. 
 
    “Don’t cry for me, Taya,” he said as he softly reached out to touch my face. “See my grey hairs and wrinkles? I got each of them from a long and fulfilled life here with the pack. I’m okay with how everything is working out and you need to be, too.” 
 
    I began to half cry and laugh at the same time. “I’m sure you’re ready. I probably gave at least half of those grey hairs and wrinkles to you myself.” 
 
    “You and Cord were like kids to me. Your family helped to give me a life worth living when I thought I had none. Before Gerald gave me a chance, I was a hot-headed kid with nothing to look forward to. No family and no purpose. Decades later, I have both, and I feel truly blessed. Us tough guys don’t say it enough, but I love you, Taya. I’ve loved you and Cord your whole lives, and now I’ll watch over you with him until we meet again.” 
 
    Hysterics. That was the only word for it. I leaned forward, wrapped my arms tightly around Davis, and bawled my eyes out while mumbling how much I loved him and would miss him. Even if he couldn’t understand the words, I knew he understood the feelings behind them. 
 
    Once I calmed down, I pulled back and wiped the tears from my face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that, but I think a breakdown was a long time coming,” I said with a small smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan on punching Cord right after I hug him for all the shit he’s put us through. They should have brought us in on all this a lot sooner.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement but knew I couldn’t dwell on the past. What was done, was done. There was nothing we could do to change it, but I damn well planned on making sure Declan didn’t take anyone else away from us. 
 
    “How about we get you out of here until Zarai is ready?” I asked. 
 
    Davis grinned and, for once, one of my mischievous plans sounded like a good idea to him. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “ATV rides, fishing, gun range? Whatever you want. You name it and it’s yours.” 
 
    “Even ice-cream from Dilly’s?” 
 
    My stomach rumbled in response. “I think we can handle that.” 
 
    “Alright. I want all the above then. Show me all the fun I’ve been missing out on while you’ve been giving me these grey hairs.” 
 
    I grinned at him. “You’ll be leaving here with a permanent smile. That’s a promise.” 
 
    The plans were already made in my head. We had about five hours left until the moon would be up in the sky and I planned on making the most of those hours for Davis. He deserved a happy day and so much more. If it was the only thing I could do, I was going to do it big. 
 
    “I’ll be back with some muscle. Take a quick nap if you need to, old man. It will be the last one you get today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Laughter. It was the best kind of medicine, in my opinion. Liam, Augie, and I took Davis out for all the adventures he requested to go on. Caleb and Aiden stayed back to help the witches set up, which we appreciated. We’d been into town for ice cream at the small parlor we loved so much. Davis had gotten a banana split with more toppings than I thought he could eat, but he somehow managed while commenting about not being sure about the food choices in the afterlife. I quickly replied it was too soon to joke about such things, but he continued on anyway.  
 
    We followed that up with off-roading in the ATVs, then fishing at the pond. Davis’s last request was to sit out under the stars with ice-cold beer and tell stories. Caleb and Aiden had shown up along with Rick, Sam, Tommy, and several others. S’mores were made, plenty of beer was drank, and stories that caused our bellies to ache with so much laughter were told. Overall, it had been one of the best days I’d ever had. 
 
    Davis’s face was glowing. I’d never seen him smile so much or be so carefree in all the years I’d known him. It made my heart happy to know I helped put that look on his face. It also made me feel more at ease with the situation, seeing how sure he was of everything. If I had thought for one second that Davis doubted his choice to switch his soul for my father’s, I’d have fought him on the decision. But he’d been in good spirits all day and seemed to even look forward to later. 
 
    Augie leaned in and whispered, “You did good today, Tay.” 
 
    “Thanks. Seeing him how he is right now, that’s how I wanted to remember him. Not lying in a hospital bed. It wasn’t right.” 
 
    He squeezed my hand. “No, it certainly wasn’t, but this is perfect.” 
 
    “Is it weird I feel nervous about seeing my dad?” I asked. “It feels like it’s been months instead of weeks. So much has happened.” 
 
    Augie nodded toward Liam. “Are you afraid he won’t approve?” 
 
    “No. I mean, maybe. There’s the whole logistical issue. I guess because I don’t know where we stand, I’m not sure what to tell Dad.” 
 
    “You two still haven’t talked about that?” Augie shook his head in irritation at me. “I know you’re good at avoiding stuff when you want to, but this can’t be avoided or you’re going to get your heart broken. Then, I’m going to have to hurt Liam’s face for hurting you and he’ll likely hit back harder. It’s not good for any of us.” 
 
    I laughed at that and grinned at him. “Nobody is getting punched in the face. We’ll work it out sooner or later.” 
 
    “Sooner, Taya. I mean it. I want to see you happy. Don’t avoid this for so long that you miss your shot at happiness. I’m even willing to play mediator if you’re too chicken to handle Liam on your own.” 
 
    He was baiting me, and I wasn’t going to fall for it. He knew I couldn’t back down from a challenge and he’d just thrown one down. 
 
    “I’ll handle it, I promise. Your mediation services won’t be necessary.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I caught Zarai and Lex headed toward us, meaning our time had run out. This was it. I took a trembling breath and stood up to greet them before they could join us. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Zarai said when I approached them outside our group circle. 
 
    I glanced up at the sky, and the moon was out in full force. Bright yellow without a cloud in the sky to obstruct the view. I wasn’t ready, but I never would be, so it didn’t matter. I just had to breathe deeply and deal with it. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll make our way there now,” I said. “Thank you again. We can’t show our appreciation enough for your help with this.” 
 
    “We need to correct what our sister has done. We’re happy to help with this.” 
 
    I turned back toward the group and Davis met my gaze. He nodded at me, understanding without me needing to explain, which I was grateful for. 
 
    Davis cleared his throat and called for everyone’s attention. “What you all have done for me today means more to me than words can explain. Most of us have been family for decades; some of you not as long, but you’ve become family nonetheless. My only request is that you don’t cry for me today. There is no other way I’d rather go out than sacrificing myself for our alpha.” He glanced around at everyone, pausing to get his bearings. 
 
    “I love you, guys, but enough with the mushy stuff and sad faces. I’m ready to do this and get our alpha back where he belongs, with his pack. Then, I want you all to continue our mission and finish Declan. Give him the suffering he deserves.” 
 
    Clapping and cheers began as everyone stood up. Davis had been carried to a chair earlier, and instead of taking him out of it, Rick, Sam, Tommy, and Augie each took a corner and lifted Davis up on their shoulders like royalty. A few others circled around them as we headed toward the ceremony site. 
 
    The air held a mixture of emotions, but Davis continued to smile, so I did my best to do so as well. 
 
    Liam came over to me, taking my hand in his. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. Just need to get through tonight and worry about the rest later,” I replied confidently. 
 
    We walked behind the rest of the group and made our way to the site that had been set up earlier. I still hadn’t seen it and was blown away when I did. The clearing had been transformed into something straight out of a fantasy movie. Everything seemed to be perfectly in place and magical. 
 
    Wooden torches were lit, creating a flawless circle. Within the ceremony site, two stone platforms had been created from rocks around our property. My dad was already lying on one, and Davis would soon occupy the other. Several ceramic pots were placed around the stones, and smoke rose from them in various shades of purple, blue, and green. Each one must have had different ingredients in it, causing the fog to be different colors. 
 
    Once Davis had been laid on the stone by Augie and Rick, Lex began placing gems in various spots on his body. Liam and I walked closer as I wanted one last hug, and I was also curious about the colorful gems. 
 
    “What are those for?” I asked Lex. 
 
    “Gifts. Think of it as icing on the cake. We want to make this as seamless as possible and thought offering a little extra couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Got it. As long as it works and Davis isn’t in pain, then I’m good with whatever.” 
 
    Lex smiled brightly while flicking her bright red hair back, then walked away. She was certainly an interesting witch, never saying more than what was needed. 
 
    I let go of Liam’s hand and leaned down toward Davis’s face. “Thank you for this. It’s more than anyone would have ever asked of you.” 
 
    “No thanks necessary. Just continue to make me proud and be the alpha one day I know you can be.” 
 
    “I love you, Davis.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    I gave him one last squeeze and turned to walk away. There was no sense in prolonging it. It would only make it harder for both of us, and I didn’t want to do that to him. He deserved for me to be strong for him like he was being for the pack.  
 
    I grabbed Liam’s hand, but Davis tugged him back. “If you don’t treat her right, I will haunt you until your dying days.” 
 
    My jaw dropped. I had no words, but Liam certainly did, and they equally surprised me. 
 
    “I appreciate the warning, but it’s not necessary. I don’t plan on ever hurting her or letting her go.” 
 
    Shit. We really needed to talk. 
 
    Davis nodded, seemingly happy with that answer, and we went to stand outside of the circle. We weren’t allowed within it unless we wanted to risk being taken to the spirit world. As much as I’d love to visit there, I didn’t want anyone dying to bring me back. 
 
    My heart was still pounding from Liam’s earlier words, and I began fidgeting with a random string hanging off the bottom of my shirt. It gave me something to focus on other than what I had been avoiding. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yup.” Nope. I was a chicken shit. 
 
    Zarai and Lex began the ceremony then, stopping Liam’s questioning. Augie joined us and took my hand opposite Liam. My best friend and my something more. I had all the support I needed as I watched the ritual begin. 
 
    Silence descended upon the group gathered around the circle of torches. We watched in stunned silence as the witches did their thing. Some of the wolves may have been around long ago when Zarai was here before, but I’d never seen magic performed before. It was positively enchanting. 
 
    She and Lex were dressed in long flowing dresses of the same deep, emerald color. Flowers adorned their hair and odd drawings swirled down their arms in twirling motions. They each walked through the colorful fog throwing some sort of herb, which caused the mist to rise higher and higher until we could no longer see the stone dais. 
 
    My heart constricted when I couldn’t see my dad or Davis, but no screams came from Davis, so I attempted to reign in my concern. Augie and Liam’s grips both tightened on my hands at the same time. My racing heart settled some, knowing I had their support no matter what happened. 
 
    As soon as both bodies were covered, Zarai and Lex began to chant over and over again. “We offer one for another. Please accept our sacrifice and offering.” I lost count of how many times they repeated it, because the more they did, the faster it came out until it was nothing more than mumbling. 
 
    The mystical fog continued to rise until it topped out about twenty feet above. It appeared as if there was an invisible dome keeping everything locked in nice and tight. I watched in amazement as the purples, blues, and greens mixed together beautifully, creating a kaleidoscope of colors. I stepped forward, drawn to the magic, but Liam pulled me back before I could make contact. 
 
    “That’s probably not a good idea.” He grinned at me. 
 
    No, it definitely wasn’t. 
 
    Minutes passed as we enjoyed the light show that very much reminded me of the northern lights. It was certainly one hell of a sendoff for Davis and welcome home for my dad. Finally, the mist broke through the dome and shot into the sky. White light joined in, coming down from the sky and merging with magical fog. It was so bright, I had to avert my gaze toward the ground until it was done. 
 
    Once everything settled, I held my breath, waiting for some sort of movement to tell me it worked, but nothing came. I hadn’t asked Zarai what to expect, and I was mentally kicking myself in the ass for not doing so. She walked toward my dad’s platform, hovering her hands over his body with her eyes closed. 
 
    She pulled back, making eye contact with me. “Your father will wake soon,” she said with a smile. “The ceremony is done, and you can join him now.” 
 
    I didn’t wait a second longer. I raced toward my father, grabbing his hands with mine. Silent tears trailed down my face as I waited for him to open his deep ocher eyes. Liam and Augie both joined me, quietly waiting for the same thing. 
 
    Minutes passed, and I feared something had gone wrong. My chest tightened as tears began to come for a whole new reason. If Davis died for no reason, I was going to show the world what a crazy shifter truly looked like. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before I could resort to throwing a massive fit that would rival a hundred toddlers, my dad began coughing profusely. Liam and Augie rolled him onto his side toward me in an attempt to help him recover easier. 
 
    I bent down, placing my hands on his face. “Dad?” I whispered. 
 
    “Sweet Girl,” he replied softly. 
 
    The guys helped him sit up slowly. He was weak but alive, and I couldn’t be more grateful. His arms opened for me and I stepped into them with no restraint. “I missed you so much,” I cried into his chest as I held on tightly to him. 
 
    “I missed you, too. How long have I been gone?” He looked around before I could answer and saw Davis’s body laying prone next to us. Tension rolled through him and my heart broke for the loss of his best friend all over again. “What did he do?” His voice was rough and angry. 
 
    “There’s a lot we have to talk about, Dad, but not right this second. Let’s get you inside and some pot roast in your belly before we go over specifics, okay?” 
 
    “Taya …” he warned. 
 
    “I know. It will all make sense when we explain it to you, but please make me happy and let’s get you settled before we get down to business.” 
 
    A small smile returned to his face. “You went and grew up on me while I was gone.” 
 
    I shook my head at him. “Come on. Dinner’s getting cold.” 
 
    “Gerald, sir,” Liam fumbled with his words, “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Elijah’s son, Liam.” 
 
    Oh, now this was funny. Big, confident Liam was a nervous wreck. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Liam. I’m assuming I’ll learn why you’re here once I’m settled?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Now, let them help you to the house.” 
 
    Augie leaned in, giving my dad his own hug. “Hasn’t been the same without you.” 
 
    “We have much to discuss,” my dad said, and I wondered what he might have learned during his time in the spirit world. 
 
    Liam and Augie each took an arm and helped my dad stand. His legs were wobbly from weeks without use. Hopefully, some food and normal rest would do him some good. I didn’t imagine being in a coma was anywhere near the same as a good night’s sleep. 
 
    I turned toward Rick, Sam, and Tommy. “You three still okay to take care of Davis?” 
 
    Rick nodded. “He’ll be fine, Taya. Go take care of your dad. We’ll see you guys in the morning for the ceremony.” 
 
    “Thank you, guys, for everything. Today was a great day.” 
 
    Caleb and Aiden joined us. “We’ll help them and give you guys some time to settle in, okay?” Aiden offered. 
 
    I nodded, appreciating their respect for the situation. I turned back toward the others, but they weren’t headed toward the house like I assumed. I glanced back at the platforms and saw my dad leaning over Davis, shoulders shaking. 
 
    I raced over and joined him as my own tears fell freely. 
 
    He squeezed Davis’s hand. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you. I will make them all pay for what they’ve taken from us. I promise, Davis, your death will not be in vain.” 
 
    Dad’s stance slipped and I caught him, along with the help of Liam. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad. I wish I could say something to make this better, but I know nothing will help. Please, let us get you home and feed you a proper meal. You need to rest, and we will deal with everything tomorrow.” 
 
    Earlier today, I’d made sure Courtney cooked my dad’s favorite meal and kept it warm in the slow cooker. I wanted everything to be as perfect as possible for him when he came to. We’d have some crap-tastic things to tell him and I hoped the food would soften the blows, but after seeing him fall apart over Davis I knew nothing would make this okay. 
 
    Liam and Augie got my dad settled on the couch while I went to the kitchen to help Courtney serve the plates. Once everyone had food in front of them, my dad tapped his fingers against the tray he was using. “So, is anyone going to tell me why my beta was lying dead beside me and there are witches here? As happy as I was to hug my daughter and be back, I need to be filled in now.” 
 
    Well, he wasn’t happy, but I guess I should have been prepared for that. He and Davis had been alpha and beta for over four decades. Davis was family, and while I’d had a week to process the loss, my dad hadn’t. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad. A lot has happened since you’ve been gone. When you shook Declan’s hand at the Decennial Gathering, he did something to your soul, which is how you ended up in the spirit world. The sorceress he’s been working with is named Jaye. She was able to transfer some of her magic to him, which he used on you. You’ve been unconscious for two weeks.” 
 
    “Cliff notes on the last two weeks?” he quipped, frustration growing as he learned more information. 
 
    “Elijah had his sons help Augie and I get you home. They stayed and helped me search for the witch covens once we realized magic had been used against you. Instead, we found Declan and Jaye due to the help of one of Declan’s pack members that Davis took while we were in Arizona. A group of us traveled to Colorado and retrieved the turned humans, while some of us fought against Declan, Jaye, and his closest guards. Davis was severely injured in the fight.” 
 
    I paused, taking a deep breath as I remembered his mangled body. “He lost the use of his legs. A couple days after we got home, Zarai showed up and said the only way to get you back was to exchange your soul for another from our pack. Davis volunteered. I tried to stop him, but I’m sure you can imagine how well that went over.” 
 
    My dad’s golden eyes turned dark and stormy. “Where is Declan now?” 
 
    “We don’t know. Zarai is going to try to track down Jaye by magical resources. We assume they’ll still be together, so when they locate her, we plan to go and hopefully finish this. I really am sorry, Dad. We did the best we could while you were gone.” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around me. “It’s not your fault, Sweet Girl. You did well. Everything I would have done if I had been here.” 
 
    “Davis helped a lot. He left some things for you in your office, but I want you to eat and sleep first. We can deal with the rest tomorrow.” 
 
    “Who made you boss?” my dad joked. 
 
    “Davis tried to, but I said no. I knew you’d make it back to us. Do you remember being in the spirit world? Zarai said she saw you there. Did you see Cord?” 
 
    “I did, but not for long. Time worked differently there. From what you’ve said one day there equated to one week here. It took me a while to figure out where I was and how to get around, but once I did, I found your brother and mom.” 
 
    I wanted to say something, but no words came out. I turned toward Augie. I knew he’d understand what I needed.  
 
    He stood from his spot and sat on the cushion next to me. He placed his arm around my shoulders, offering silent support and speaking for me when I couldn’t find the words. “How are they?” Augie asked. 
 
    “Cord was pissed and rightly so. Teresa has done a good job of calming him down, though. I have to admit it was hard to come back when I finally felt the pull toward my body.” 
 
    Fresh tears leaked from the corner of my eyes. My mom. How could I have thought he might see my brother, but not my mother? Of course, they’d be together.  
 
    “Did you tell them how much we love them?” I croaked out, fighting back tears. 
 
    “I did, and your mother is so proud of you, Taya. She’s watched over you your whole life. You have her fire and spunk. I had forgotten how much the two of you were alike until I saw her again. She hasn’t changed, even in the afterlife.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming back, Dad.” I couldn’t imagine how hard of a choice that must have been for him. To choose between the real world, which was a shit show, and his daughter, as opposed to being with his mate and son again. 
 
    “I wasn’t ready to leave you. You’re stuck with me for a little while longer, kiddo.” 
 
    “Decades. I want many more decades.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Augie went back to his chair and everyone began eating as silence encroached on the room. Liam had been quiet, and I felt bad for leaving him out, but I had needed my best friend in that moment. The one who had been with me while I cried for a mother I never knew and a brother I missed more than life itself.  
 
    I made eye contact with Liam and immediately knew he understood why I’d needed Augie. He nodded, offering the briefest of smiles, and it was all I needed to feel a bit better. 
 
    “Liam, how long do we have the benefit of you and your brothers help? I’m sure your dad is hoping you’ll be home soon.” 
 
    “Oh, well, um, he said we could stay as long as our help was needed to find Declan.” 
 
    Liam was in the hot seat. I needed some popcorn. 
 
    “That was generous of him,” my dad mused. He totally knew something was up already. Damn parental instincts. “Taya, do we still need help?” 
 
    “It would be nice to have them around for a while longer,” I said coolly, pretending I didn’t know what he was fishing for. 
 
    “Okay, then. Is there anything else I should know for tonight?” 
 
    “I think you’ve had enough excitement after basically coming back from the dead. How about some real sleep for you?” I asked. 
 
    “Walk me to my room?” Dad stood with his hand out toward me. 
 
    Great, now I’m going to be in the hot seat, I thought. There was no way my dad was going to miss an opportunity to question me further once we were alone. I wasn’t afraid of him, though. If he’d had a problem with Liam being here, he would have said so right away, instead of letting him sit in on our conversation. 
 
    “Of course.” I glanced at Augie and Liam. “I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    I took my dad’s hand and his grip was firm around mine. He already had more energy after just eating. I hoped he’d be back up to full strength in just a day or two.  
 
    As we walked to his room, I braced myself for the interrogation I assumed he wanted to give me, but it never came. Instead, I was shocked by my dad’s next words as he sat on his bed. 
 
    “Taya, I could see into this world from the spirit world. Did you know that?” I shook my head, not sure where he was going with it. “Well, I only did it once when your mother mentioned watching over us. I asked her to show me how she did it. We saw you with Liam. I saw the way you looked at each other then and it was even more intense tonight, yet you didn’t introduce him as something more to me tonight. Do I need to have a chat with him or Elijah?” 
 
    “I’m not five years old, Dad. I don’t need you interfering with this particular situation. I promise, we’ll sort it out soon. You just worry about getting back to your normal alpha self, and I’ll let you know if we need to bury a body out back.” 
 
    He laughed, deep and loud. Just how I remembered, warming my heart. “That’s my girl. Make sure he knows what he’s getting into up front. I’ve got the perfect spot if we need a hole in the ground. I’ve been saving it just for this occasion.” 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me?” 
 
    My dad. My hero. I loved knowing I could count on him to have my back, even though I was certain it wouldn’t be necessary when it came to Liam. We’d work it out soon. 
 
    “Because I’m your father and you’re my princess. I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    I leaned in and hugged him, breathing in his scent. I had missed him so much. I had missed these moments more than I realized. I would never take them for granted again. 
 
    When he pulled back, his eyes were glassy. “There really was no other choice for Davis?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I tried to find a way to heal him, but even Zarai said she couldn’t help. His legs had no feeling left. The nerves had been shredded in the fight. The hospital we had taken him to had wanted to cut his legs off, the damage was so severe. We were lucky to stop the blood loss when we did. 
 
    “He truly was at peace with the decision. I’m sorry you didn’t get to say goodbye to him. I think that was the hardest part for him, too, but he was proud to be the one to do this for you. For us.” 
 
    He smiled. “I would suspect so. He was the best damn beta this pack has ever had. The best friend I ever had. It’s going to be hard to replace him as my right hand.” 
 
    “I think once you read through whatever he left you, you’ll find he already has a recommendation.” I laughed. 
 
    “Of course, he does. He always liked being one step ahead of me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back, Dad. I missed this.” I hugged him once more. I saw a lot of hugs in our immediate future. “I love you. Get some rest, okay?” 
 
    “I love you, too. I’ll see you first thing in the morning.” 
 
    He was right about that. I doubt I’d be letting him far from my sight for at least a few days. I needed to know he wasn’t going to slip away again. I wasn’t sure I’d survive losing him a second time anytime soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    I made my way back downstairs. I glanced at the clock on the wall, noticing it was nearing eleven. I was emotionally and mentally exhausted after all the laughing and crying I’d done throughout the day. I was ready to say goodnight to the others and go to bed with Liam. I was done with this day. Tomorrow had to be a better day. 
 
    Aiden and Caleb were sitting where I had been with my dad. They each had empty plates next to them with smiles on their identical faces. 
 
    “Everything go okay with Davis?” I asked them as I sat next to Liam. I reached for his hand, but he slid it away before I could grasp it. Confused, I opened my mouth to say something, but Aiden answered my question first. 
 
    “Yes, Davis is in the medical ward of the training facility. We’ll meet Rick and the others in the morning to move him to the burial grounds.” 
 
    “I really appreciate you guys helping with that.” I stood up and tugged on Liam’s hand before he could pull it away again. “We’re going to bed. See you guys tomorrow.” 
 
    Liam once again yanked his hand back, pulling it from my grip once more. He was starting to irritate me and I was two seconds from punching him in the throat.  
 
    “I think I’m going to stay with my brothers tonight.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I haven’t spent much time with them lately. Thought it might be nice to change it up.” He shrugged, trying to be nonchalant, but he was fidgeting like crazy. 
 
    Caleb’s deep laugh rumbled through the room. “He’s full of shit. He’s just afraid to sleep in your room and wake up with your pops standing over him, holding a knife or something similarly sharp. Nah, sharp would be too kind. I bet your dad would use something dull to make it hurt more.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. Caleb had such a morbid sense of humor, but it made sense why Liam was acting funny. It was ridiculous, but at least it made sense. “Come on, lover boy. My dad isn’t going to harm a hair on your head. I promise.” 
 
    Liam looked up at me like I had kicked his puppy. He was truly afraid. “I’m not doing it and you can’t make me.” 
 
    Seriously? He was acting like he was a child. That was usually something I did when I was being stubborn. He wasn’t allowed to steal my thing and get away with it. I had an idea and I knew who would play along without needing a heads-up. 
 
    “Caleb?” I mused. 
 
    “Yes, Taya?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like being alone tonight and, since you look just like your brother…, would you mind filling in for him? It’s been a long day and I’d like to rest now.” I glanced at my nails like I didn’t have a care in the world, fighting at the same time to keep my grin hidden I so badly wanted to show. 
 
    “I would be honored.” He stood from the couch, holding his arm out. “Lead the way, Firecracker.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Liam growled. 
 
    “What’s wrong, big brother?” Caleb teased. “Didn’t think you were so easily replaceable? You should do as the pretty lady says next time or she’s got two more of you to choose from.” 
 
    Aiden cleared his throat. “Don’t bring me into your shenanigans. I don’t want any part of it.” 
 
    To make matters worse, I took several steps toward Aiden and dragged my pointer finger under his chin, bringing his eyes to mine. “Are you sure? You’re always so wound up. I’m sure I could help with that.” 
 
    “Liam,” Augie warned, “she’s not going to stop unless you make her.” 
 
    Finally, Liam stood. He snarled at each of his brothers, then swung me up and over his shoulder for the second time that day. I waved goodbye to the others from upside down and enjoyed their snickers. I was usually pretty good at getting my way. 
 
    Liam stormed down the hallway and up the stairs, then kicked my door all the way open. He threw me on the bed before slamming the door shut. Growls and grunts were in abundance. I tried speaking with him, but his wolf was in control. I might have pushed him a little too far. Oops. 
 
    He undressed down to his boxer briefs before stalking toward me and stripping me down to my bra and underwear. Still, no words were said. Just heated stares and lots of deep rumbles. He began nipping at my neck, then further down my body, marking his territory as if I was his property. My wolf yipped and yearned for more. She was loving every moment of his dominance, but I was actually beginning to worry he’d gone off the deep end. 
 
    I tightly gripped both sides of his face and brought it level with mine. “Liam. Take charge. Now.” 
 
    His eyes shifted from the swirling green depths to the light seafoam green I was used to and back again before he finally shook his head and had somewhat of a handle on his control. 
 
    “We. Don’t. Share.” His voice was clipped, and I wasn’t sure if the broken speech was from Liam or his wolf. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I caressed his bare chest. “I took the joke too far. I won’t do it again. Just breathe, okay?” 
 
    “Our mate.” 
 
    I gasped in surprise. It was the first time either of us had said the word ‘mate’ out loud, even though my wolf called him that on a daily basis. Maybe it was finally time we had our long overdue talk. 
 
    “Liam, you with me?” 
 
    He nodded and wrapped his arms tightly around me. “Yeah, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me, too. I wouldn’t have done that if I knew you were going to go all wolf caveman on me.” He raised a brow at me. “Okay, I probably would have, but I didn’t mean to upset your wolf.” I kept my hands touching him to help calm his wolf. Arms, face, back, legs. Whatever would help. 
 
    “He doesn’t like it when others touch you or you touch them.” 
 
    “You called me mate.” 
 
    “I did. My wolf has called you that since the first time you snapped at me.” Liam smirked. “I tried to fight him, but quickly realized it was a lost cause.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed. I knew exactly how he felt, yet I still fought it, because I refused to live without my mate for any length of time. We were each needed in a different territory and that didn’t work for me. 
 
    “How does your wolf intend to make things work when you’re in line to be alpha in the Catskills and I am needed here? What do you think it will do to our wolves if we’re constantly being pulled in different directions?” 
 
    His knuckles grazed my shoulder. “I’ve talked with Aiden. He would love nothing more than to take the position of alpha-in-training. He’s been a natural at it his whole life. I’ve often wondered if they didn’t accidentally mix us up at birth and it was always meant to be his anyway. We plan on going home when this is all over and explaining it to our father. I don’t see why he wouldn’t accept. The pack shouldn’t be stuck with an alpha who doesn’t truly want to be there. Elijah will see reason.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to be there? This is a huge decision and shouldn’t be taken lightly. It’s only been two weeks. I don’t want you to wake up one day only to look at me with contempt. You’re giving up a lot, Liam. I can’t honestly say I’d do the same for you. I won’t ever be able to leave my pack.” 
 
    I had to be absolutely honest with him. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us if I wasn’t. He had to know what he was getting into before he really committed. 
 
    Before he said another word, he stroked his finger down my cheek, then grinned at me. The smile he gave me melted my insides. That half-cocked, I-know-what-I’m-doing smile was going to be the death of me. 
 
    “Taya, I promise you this decision has been made one-hundred percent selfishly. I have thought of nothing else except how to make this work since I arrived here, and not once did the thought ever cross my mind to ask you to leave here. I’ve seen what this pack means to you and how much you love this land. I’m okay with that.” 
 
    He took my hand in his and brought it to his chest. “I feel it in here. If we don’t try now, we’ll be making the biggest mistake of our lives by letting one of us walk away. I plan on asking your father after he’s back up to speed on everything if I can transfer to your pack and hope he won’t kill me for wanting to mate his only daughter.” 
 
    My heart was pounding, and I was pretty sure there was a stupid love-struck smile plastered to my face. I mentally kicked myself for not having had this conversation sooner. I had been so worried that I wasn’t enough for him to want to stay. I hadn’t wanted to hear the words that he’d be gone when we finally stopped Declan. Now, though, I couldn’t be happier. 
 
    His face became more serious. “I’m assuming your lack of words is a good thing? Or am I wrong to assume you feel the same way? You’re doing wonders for my ego right now.” 
 
    “It’s a lot to process,” I said. “A little overwhelming, actually. But if we’re being honest, I can’t say that I feel any differently. I had avoided the conversation, because I didn’t think you’d give up being alpha or leave your family. How was I supposed to compete with those things? But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t extremely happy about your decision. As much as you’ve driven me crazy since we met, I couldn’t imagine not having you in my life anymore.” 
 
    His warm hands trailed up my arms and cradled my face. He placed a gentle kiss to my lips and whispered, “I love you, Taya. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Holy freaking freak. I sucked in a breath and tried not to hyperventilate. Did I love him? I knew I couldn’t picture another man ever holding me how he was. I knew that he made me feel stronger and better about myself by never holding me back. He was good at pushing my buttons. All of my buttons. He was the first thing I thought of when I woke up in the mornings and the last thought as I went to sleep each night. The sight of his smile gave me butterflies every time he looked at me. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I finally whispered back. The words felt weird, but I knew them to be true. I had zero doubts now. 
 
    His lips crashed down hard onto mine. For a moment, I forgot we were already pretty much naked, but when he pressed his hard body on top of mine, I was made fully aware of how little lay between us. This time, I was the one to pull back as he had done before to me. 
 
    The room felt like it was on fire and the only way to put out the flames was to give in to our needs, but I was pretty positive my dad was still awake and only three rooms away from us. There was no way I was doing that. 
 
    “We really need to find a place of our own or one of us is going to combust,” I breathed heavily. 
 
    “That’s the best idea you’ve ever had.” He pressed his forehead against mine while we both attempted to calm our emotions. 
 
    We laid like that for the longest time, pressed together and content just to be in each other’s arms. My wolf hummed in excitement. She was ready to officially claim Liam as our mate. Her eagerness was contagious, and I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. Even as I rolled over and drifted off to sleep with Liam’s arms around me, the smile stayed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Liam decided he wanted to cook breakfast for me and my dad. It was a sweet gesture, and I had hoped my dad wouldn’t give Liam too much grief. I was a little worried we would overwhelm him. Even though he knew Liam was more to me than just a visiting shifter, I had made it seem as though nothing was happening between us. Now, we were about to tell him something completely different. 
 
    We sat down at the table where Liam had already set out eggs, omelets, bacon, sausage, biscuits, and more. He pulled out all the stops, trying to butter up my dad before he asked him to transfer to our pack. My dad seemed impressed with the spread, which was saying a lot since he loved to cook. 
 
    “How did you sleep, Dad?” I asked as we all got seated at the table. 
 
    “Took a while, but I got enough. Where’s Augie this morning?” 
 
    “I asked Augie to let us have breakfast together, so we could talk. He’ll be by shortly.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me in mock surprise. “Talk about what?” He thought he was a funny guy. 
 
    “Sir, I would like to ask for your permission to join your pack,” Liam said confidently, jumping right in. My dad would like that. He hated people who avoided what they really wanted to say. 
 
    “Have you spoken to your father about this? I think he might have a problem with his alpha-in-training leaving.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t, but I have spoken with my brothers and we believe we’ve come up with a solution that would be better for all involved. If you would give me your blessing to stay here, then I plan on going back to the Catskills to speak with my father in person. I didn’t see the point in broaching the subject with him if you wouldn’t allow the transfer.” 
 
    “I see.” My dad steepled his fingers together, placing them under his chin. “Why do you want to live in our pack?” 
 
    “Because I love your daughter, sir, and I’d like to make a home here with her in your pack.” 
 
    It was like a punch to the gut still. Those words were going to be the death of me. They gave me all the feels. 
 
    My dad turned toward me. “I see you sorted it out sooner rather than later?” I nodded. “Did you warn him of the special place I have out back if this ends badly?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, I forgot to mention that part last night.” I glanced at Liam. “We have your grave site picked out already if you break my heart. You still want in?” 
 
    “I think I’ll take my chances.” He grinned. “I still want in. All in.” 
 
    “What do you think, Dad? Is he a worthy shifter?” 
 
    My dad stared at him, giving Liam his best intimidation tactics. I was impressed. Liam only blinked a few times and never broke a sweat. 
 
    “He does know how to cook. I think you staying would be okay with me, but the moment my daughter says otherwise, you’re out of here. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Liam nodded. 
 
    “Enough with the ‘sir’ business. Call me Gerald. Now, will you two let me eat in peace?” 
 
    I nodded with a grin plastered to my face. I was so happy to have him back and get to talk like this. If only we didn’t have to bury a family member later, I’d actually think it was going to be a great day. 
 
    After breakfast, Liam and I cleaned up, while Augie and my dad finished the final touches for Davis’s burial. Courtney was already running around the kitchen, pulling out all of the food Davis had requested. His burial was going to be different than most others. Davis had been able to give his two cents on the event and he didn’t want it to be a big thing. We compromised and made it a medium thing. 
 
    The burial would consist of only those closest to him, and anyone who wanted to come to the pack house for the reception was welcome. Davis hadn’t wanted the whole pack present during the burial, which made sense. I agreed that part deserved to be a more intimate thing we could experience with only those closest to him. 
 
    “I’m going to go find my brothers. I’ll come to get you before the burial, okay?” Liam said once we were done in the kitchen. 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    He gave me a hug and kiss before rushing out the back door. I retreated from the kitchen in search of my dad and Augie.  
 
    I found them in my dad’s office and overheard the grumblings of my father as he complained to Augie about me finally getting serious feelings for someone. Already talking about me leaving him to fend for himself in the big pack house. 
 
    “Oh, Dad. You’re going to be okay. I’m not disappearing on you. I have no intentions of letting a man rule my life, which means I’ll still be doing whatever I want.” 
 
    “It’s not nice to eavesdrop, Taya,” he complained. “But good to know.” 
 
    “Glad you finally figured things out,” Augie said to me. “Don’t worry about your dad. I’ll keep him busy.” 
 
    I nodded, finding the entire conversation weird. They were acting like I was going to move to the Catskills when we’d already made it clear Liam would be staying here. I really didn’t think there was any reason to freak out. 
 
    “Anything I can help you two with this morning?” I asked, steering the conversation away from me and my love life. 
 
    My dad handed me a list of things he had to do today. “Take your pick.” 
 
    I grinned, happy to do whatever he needed. I spent the rest of the late morning helping them before Liam returned and we all headed to the burial site. 
 
    I had my three favorite men with me, and the feelings within me warred with each other. I missed my brother and now Davis, but I also had so much to be thankful for. I fought with the guilt of feeling too happy. Augie had said my brother Cord would have kicked my ass if he could for having those thoughts. He’d want me to be happy. I knew that, but it didn’t lessen the guilt. 
 
    We were the first to arrive at the burial, soon joined by Rick, Sam, Tommy, and a few other members from their training team who had worked directly with Davis on an almost daily basis. Edmund, who had spoken at my brother’s burial, was the last to arrive. 
 
    After his speech, we all helped lower the casket into the ground. Once it was settled, we each got a shovel and began to bury him. That was Davis’s most important request, that we each had a hand in the actual burial.  
 
    Tears streamed down my face as I did so, but I also fought back a smile, because I knew this was Davis’s way of making us work even when he was no longer with us. He always enjoyed pushing people and now was no different. 
 
    Once we were done, we headed back to the house to clean up before the reception. I took a shower in my room to wash off the dirt, then changed into new clothes and met the guys back downstairs. 
 
    Liam, Caleb, and Augie were laughing over something. Aiden and my dad were off to the side, having what was probably a more adult conversation than the other three were having. 
 
    I stood at the edge of the living room and took in the sight. I may have lost a lot recently, but I was slowly figuring out how to be okay without my brother and realizing how lucky I was that I gained Liam in the process. 
 
    He could never replace the hole Cord’s death had left in my life, but he had helped heal my heart in a way I hadn’t expected. I loved him, and he loved me. I never realized how powerful an emotion it was until now. I just needed to make sure that nobody was going to take that away from me anytime soon. Tomorrow, we would get back to the mission and remind Declan we hadn’t forgotten about him. Not even close. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following day, my dad called a meeting with us and the witches. He wanted a full update, so he could plan our next course of action. I was just as eager as he was, but I was glad he had been the one to hold the meeting. I was equally excited that he was back to being in charge. I still had a lot to learn from him, and it felt right having him here, leading us all again. 
 
    My dad stood at the head of the table glancing around at each of us. His intimidation game was on point today; even I wiggled a bit in my seat at his intensity. I sat closest to him with Liam and his brothers next to me. Augie sat opposite of me with Zarai and Lex next to him. We were an interesting mix of beings. 
 
    “Here is what I’ve surmised from the little each of you have told me. Please correct me if I’m wrong,” my dad began. “Declan is working with a sorceress named Jaye who is known by our witch friends here. She’s been turning humans to create a wolf army for Declan, so they can take over the shifter territories and do god-knows-what from there. Zarai and her people are here only to save the turned humans that were rescued and then capture Jaye. After that, we’re left to deal with our kind on our own, correct?” Zarai nodded. “So, where are we with the humans and stopping Jaye?” 
 
    “The three sisters we brought with us have almost finished with the reversal spell for the humans. Once we have it, we ask that you bring the humans here. They will return the humans to their natural state in batches of three to five. They may need a day or two between each spell as the process will take more energy to counteract than they’re used to expending. I promised my witches they would not be overwhelmed. We will also be wiping the human’s memories, so there will be no recollection of us, your shifters, or their time with Declan. They will only remember the night they were taken; everything else will be a blur. It will be up to your shifters to get them back to their hometowns before they wake.” 
 
    Dad nodded. “We can do that. We’ll send teams out to bring the humans back. Taya, I’d like you to take point on that.” I gave a brief nod as he continued without skipping a beat. “What about tracking Jaye?” 
 
    “Jaye is a powerful sorceress. She has managed to keep herself off our radar for longer than we care to admit. She made a mistake, though, and it will help us. We are waiting on one of our sisters to bring us her blood and then we should be able to track her.” 
 
    “Her blood?” I asked. “You just have some lying around?” 
 
    Zarai glanced down at Augie. “No, but when this one mentioned he tore half her arm off, I doubted Jaye had gone back to clean up the mess. She may be powerful, but she’s careless and cocky. We sent one of our witches there yesterday after Augie mentioned it. They reported back with positive findings and should be arriving here this evening. We will need some time to rest after the soul exchange, but we hope to have their location pinned down within the week.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Jamie and see if there is anything else she can remember to help narrow down the search field,” Caleb added. Jamie had been extremely helpful in tracking them down before, so it couldn’t hurt to try again. 
 
    “So, for now, we wait. Let’s meet again this weekend for updates unless you find something concrete sooner,” my dad said, then most everyone dispersed from the room. 
 
    Unfortunately, until we found Declan and Jaye again, there wasn’t much for us to do besides get the humans back to their homes where they belonged, safe and sound. My gut was telling me that wasn’t going to be as easy as it sounded, though. My guard wasn’t coming down anytime soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    I decided now was as good a time as any to collect the first batch. I didn’t want to waste any time once the witches were ready. Having a handful of the turned humans at our pack now that some things had settled sounded like a good idea. 
 
    “Since the witches are almost done with the reversal spell, how does a road trip sound?” I asked Liam when it was just the two of us. “I don’t want to sit around and do nothing.” 
 
    “We could look for a place for us to live…” Liam suggested with a smirk. 
 
    “I promise that will happen soon, but not yet. I just got my dad back. I don’t want to send him to an early grave with that news.” 
 
    “I get it. Just an idea to think about.” 
 
    Oh, I’d definitely thought about it. My hormones were dying for a release and that wouldn’t happen until we had some privacy. 
 
    Liam continued, “A road trip sounds like fun. I’d like to see more of your territory now that I’m staying. My brothers will probably want to come, too.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea to have a few extras with us anyway, just in case. We have no idea where Declan is, so we can’t be too safe at this point.” 
 
    “Let’s do it. We can check in with the others and take off this afternoon if you want. Probably better to get the group furthest away. How far would that be?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Just a few hours. We’d be there and back before dark.” 
 
    Once we had the plan sorted out, we went in search of my dad and Augie. They couldn’t have gotten far since the meeting ended. 
 
    We found them in the first place we looked, holed up in my dad’s office. Augie’s smile while my dad was explaining how the protection rotations and trainings worked made my heart happy. He may be a book nerd on the inside, but I knew he was more than capable of helping to keep our pack safe and I was glad Davis had seen that in Augie as well. 
 
    “Hey,” I said from the doorway. “Mind if we interrupt?” 
 
    “Not at all. Did we forget something during the meeting?” Dad asked. 
 
    I repeated what Liam and I had discussed, and my dad nodded in agreement. “Bringing a few back early isn’t a bad idea. I’ve heard from Joseph’s pack from outside Hood River. One of the humans there has been giving them some grief. Let’s start with them.” 
 
    I nodded. It was second furthest so still went with our original plan. “Mind if we bring some others along just in case we run into trouble?” 
 
    “Good idea,” Augie said. “Why don’t you take Rick and Sam?” 
 
    “Probably just one or the other,” I said. “Caleb and Aiden will likely be joining us as well.” 
 
    “Ask Rick first. He needs to get out of here and get his mind on something else. Losing Davis has been hard on him. They were like family,” Dad said. “I checked in with him last night after dinner, but he wasn’t ready to talk.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll check in with you guys when we get back.” 
 
    “Keep her safe, Liam,” Dad called out as we turned from the office. 
 
    Liam leaned his head back in the doorway. “Always.” 
 
    I heard the snicker from Augie, followed by a thump. My dad likely smacked him upside the head, and I smiled, wishing I could have seen it. 
 
    We went out to the training facility and found Rick taking his aggressions out on one of the punching bags. His face was beet red and his ebony hair was plastered to his face from sweat. 
 
    Liam and I approached slowly and arched around to the front of the punching bag, so we wouldn’t surprise him. Rick threw a few more punches after he saw us, but finally dropped his arms. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, out of breath. 
 
    “Came to see if you wanted to join us on a run to Hood River. We need to go pick up the humans from Joseph’s pack,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that. Let me clean up first.” 
 
    “Meet us by the SUV when you’re ready and we’ll head out,” Liam said. 
 
    Rick nodded, and we left him be. I peeked back before we exited the building to see him walk toward the shower area. His shoulders were tight with tension and his stride stiff. Hopefully, a few hours with us would help ease him some. 
 
    “Let’s go get your brothers,” I suggested. “Make sure to warn Caleb to behave himself with Rick. We don’t need him to be pushing buttons right now.” 
 
    Liam agreed. When we arrived back at the pack house, we found Aiden downstairs on his laptop, but Caleb wasn’t with him. 
 
    “Where’s Caleb?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Off with Jamie,” Aiden grumbled. “They went on a hike or something. I only paid partial attention to their conversation. Pretty sure I heard him call her ‘mate’. He’s going soft on us like you did.” Aiden nodded to Liam. “It’s annoying.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the laugh that slipped out. “I promise you, Liam is anything but soft.” 
 
    “TMI, Taya.” Aiden rolled his eyes. “What did you need?” 
 
    “We need to head up north and get some of the humans for the witches to work their voodoo on,” Liam said. “Figured you guys would want to go.” 
 
    “I’m in. I’ll leave a note for Caleb in our room. Let me put my laptop up and do that.” 
 
    We waited on the couch for a few minutes before Aiden appeared back downstairs. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Going a little stir crazy in the house?” I joked. 
 
    “Just slightly.” 
 
    I patted him on the back. “You can have Liam and Caleb all to yourself tomorrow. I’ll hang out with Jamie, so you boys can go do whatever it is you do when you’re bored.” 
 
    “I just decided to officially stay here with you and you’re already trying to get rid of me.” Liam pouted. “That hurts, woman.” 
 
    “You’ll get over it,” I teased as we walked out the door. 
 
    When we arrived back outside and to the SUV we’d be taking, Rick was already waiting for us. He was showered and changed, but the haunted look was still clear as day on his face. Once he saw us, he slid into the very back row. Aiden hopped in the driver’s seat, while Liam took passenger and I had the middle to myself. 
 
    I stretched out my legs across the seat and smiled at Rick, but he ignored me and stared out the window. Instead of pushing him before he was ready, I gave Aiden the address of the other pack, then pulled some earbuds out of the bag I had brought. I plugged them into my phone and turned on some music. The night before was finally catching up to me and a nap sounded fantastic. I leaned my head back against the window and closed my eyes. 
 
    Sometime later, I heard Liam and Aiden arguing. I opened my eyes and found we were in the middle of a raging storm. Oregon was known for its summer storms and it looked as though this one was going to be fierce. Sleet pounded on the roof of the SUV, making it hard to hear anything, and the rain was coming down so thick and fast, I could only see a few feet in front of us. 
 
     “Where are we?” I yelled over the rain. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Liam answered. “Storm is messing with the GPS. We have to pull over.” 
 
    I nodded and watched as Aiden maneuvered us through the heavy winds.  
 
    I glanced back at Rick. “Glad you came with us?” 
 
    “Never a dull moment when you’re around,” he replied with a small smile. 
 
    Well, that was more than we got from him earlier. Progress in any size was good, in my opinion. I went back to watching out the window. We were in the middle of nowhere, but Aiden managed to get us off the highway and to a closed-down truck stop. We pulled under an awning where the truckers would have parked and could finally see out the windows more than a few feet. 
 
    No lights were on and no other vehicles were in the parking lot. We were the only crazies out there in the storm. I should have checked the weather before we left. Even though it was the middle of the afternoon, the storm blocked out the sun and it felt like early evening. 
 
    “Well, I guess we just sit here and wait out the storm,” I said to no one in particular. 
 
    “Agreed. I’m not driving in that rain if I don’t have to,” Aiden replied. 
 
    Typically, storms like the one we were experiencing passed through within an hour or less. I kept my fingers crossed this time would be no different and that the awning above us held. I could hear it creaking under the pressure of the storm and wondered if taking cover beneath it was such a great idea. 
 
    “Mind if I get out and stretch my legs?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Not at all. Just be careful out there and don’t go too far.” I moved over so the seat could fold down and let him out. 
 
    “How long did we have left before the GPS went out?” I asked. 
 
    “About an hour,” Liam answered. 
 
    We wouldn’t be home before dark now, but that was okay. It wouldn’t be the first time things didn’t work out the way we planned. I pulled my phone out to call my dad and let him know, but there was no service. Damn it. We’d have to use a phone when we got to the Hood River pack. 
 
    Another ten minutes passed, and Rick wasn’t back yet, but the rain was letting up. I was getting worried, so I asked Liam to go look for him. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I reached in the back seat and handed him a flashlight. “Here, take this. Visibility still isn’t great out there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He took the flashlight and hopped out of the SUV. 
 
    I watched the light bounce around as he jogged out into the rain to look for Rick. I began tapping my fingers on the window as I waited for some sign Liam was headed back this way, preferably with Rick right behind him. 
 
    “He’s a big boy. You don’t need to worry about him,” Aiden said. 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t mean I won’t.” 
 
    He huffed. “And this is why I’m content without a mate.” 
 
    “Oh, Aiden. We’ll soften your broody heart one of these days.” 
 
    He grunted at me, but didn’t say anything more. I went back to staring out the window until I finally saw Liam coming our way. Relief ran through me until I noticed the large form in his arms. 
 
    “He needs help,” I said urgently as I swung the door open. I ran toward Liam with Aiden right behind me. Rick hung limp in his arms with a gash on his head. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I found him at the edge of the awning, laying on the ground. There was a rock next to him with some blood, but the rain washed a lot of it away. I couldn’t tell if he fell and landed on it or if someone hit him. Let’s get him in the back.” 
 
    I jogged ahead and opened the back door again while Aiden helped Liam slide Rick inside. He was soaking wet and completely knocked out. The cut on his head was bloody and messy. Liam took his shirt off, since it was already ruined, and pressed it to the wound. 
 
    Aiden went around the back and grabbed his bag from the trunk. He pulled out a medical kit, and we both began cleaning Rick up while Liam got a new shirt and cleaned up. 
 
    Once the cut was bandaged, Aiden used a smelling salt capsule to wake him up. Rick came to with a jolt, jerking his head from side to side. “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “We wanted to ask you the same thing,” I said. “Liam found you knocked out, lying in the rain. You don’t remember?” 
 
    Rick shook his head and grimaced. “No, I must have slipped. I never saw anyone out there.” 
 
    “Well, whatever happened, you’re okay now. If someone did hurt you, we would have a hell of a time tracking them in this weather. The storm’s let up a little, so visibility is good enough to drive in, but any tracks are long washed away. Let’s just get on the road,” Aiden said. 
 
    Aiden was right. If it had been one of Declan’s guys or someone we needed to worry about, they wouldn’t have left Rick alive. I was leaning toward the assumption of him slipping.  
 
    I crawled in the very back, so Rick didn’t have to move, even though he was probably already halfway healed. Liam surprised me by joining me in the back as Aiden hopped into the driver’s seat and we took off again. 
 
    The weather cleared as we drove further north. We must have driven right into the storm and hit the worst of it. Within twenty minutes, there were blue skies for miles. Typical Oregon weather. 
 
    We arrived outside Hood River and were welcome by the pack alpha Joseph. “I was getting worried about you guys. I thought you’d be here a while ago.” 
 
    “We got caught up in a storm and had to wait it out,” Liam said as he shook the alpha’s hand. “I’m Liam. This is my brother Aiden. I’m sure you know Taya and Rick.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you and yes, how are you doing, Taya? I heard your dad woke up.” 
 
    “We’re doing good. Dad’s as healthy and strong as ever and right back to business. Nothing can keep him down for long. Even douchebags like Declan.” 
 
    Joseph let out a deep laugh. “You’ve always had a way with words. Well, let me show you to the humans. One of them has been rather difficult. I hope you’re prepared for a long drive home.” 
 
    Aiden raised his bag. “I brought something for that.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He was such a boy scout, always prepared. Though, I doubted he followed very many rules. He screamed ‘bad boy’. 
 
    Joseph led the way to the humans. We kept small talk to a minimum. I was anxious to get back to my dad. I didn’t like being so far away from him so soon after getting him back. 
 
    He brought us to a room in their pack house, using a key to unlock the door from the outside. I eyed him curiously. 
 
    “We tried to let them socialize, but it was too dangerous. There’s a guy in there named Sean who put a decent hurtin’ on several of my men. I couldn’t take the chance anymore. One of my guys likely would have killed him and I wouldn’t have punished them for it, either. The other two were more trusting, but I figured it was best to leave them together.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “You didn’t have to take them on and it helped us to focus on other important matters. We’re sorry it was such a hassle.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Just glad it sounds like you have a resolution now.” 
 
    “You and us both.” I smiled. 
 
    Joseph opened the door. Inside were three beds, a TV, and bathroom. One very cranky guy sat in the corner of his bed and another guy and girl sat on another bed looking pretty cozy. Joseph introduced the other two as Yvette and Chris. Sean didn’t say anything as Aiden approached him, syringe in hand. 
 
    “There are more of us than there are of you. Are you going to make this difficult?” Aiden’s tone was rough and deep. His eyes narrowed, and he was downright scary. Sean shook his head, eyes wide. “Good.” 
 
    Aiden leaned forward and pulled up Sean’s sleeve before sticking him with the needle. Yvette and Chris sat trembling on one of the beds in the corner. 
 
    I sat next to them and smiled. “Do you plan on fighting us when we take you back to our pack?” I assumed they recognized us from when we rescued them. They shook their heads quickly. “Then you don’t need to worry about that guy over there. I promise he won’t hurt you. We just had to make sure Sean didn’t do something stupid and get himself hurt.” 
 
    “We understand,” Chris said. “You won’t find any trouble from us. Do we get to go home now?” 
 
    I glanced at each of them. “Hopefully, really soon. We’re doing everything we can to make that possible for you.” 
 
    Aiden and Liam carried Sean out of the room while the other two followed us back to the SUV. Rick sat in the back with the unconscious Sean while Chris and Yvette joined me in the middle. Liam fought me a little on sitting with them, but I assured him I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself if they decided to do something stupid. 
 
    I spent the trip home chatting with Yvette. I really liked her and was sad she wouldn’t remember her time or getting to know Chris. They had become close during their time in captivity, but we couldn’t risk them staying in contact and taking a chance that one or both of them would remember their time with any of the packs. I felt horrible for it, but it was what was safest for the wolves and I would always put them first. 
 
    It was almost ten by the time we got home. Sean had needed two more doses of whatever sedative Aiden had brought, but for the most part, the trip was uneventful. Chris and Yvette stayed with Tricia in her cabin, and we left Sean with the witches. They were happy to work on him first, which made me almost feel bad for him, but not quite. 
 
      Once everyone was settled, I checked in on my dad and Augie. They hadn’t learned anything new, so Liam and I headed up to my room. I plopped down on the bed and laid back without even removing my shoes. It had been a long-ass day in the car, and the lack of activity made me feel like crap. Tomorrow, we were going to have to go for a run to shake off the funk I was currently feeling. 
 
    Liam hovered above me and began taking my shoes off before moving onto my clothes. Once my pants and shirt were off, he rolled me over. “Relax, Mate. Today was a good day.” 
 
    I mumbled incoherently into the bed as he used his hands to lull me to sleep. I would have agreed with whatever he said just so he’d keep rubbing my back. 
 
    “Sleep. I’ve got you now,” he whispered. 
 
    I trusted that Liam truly did have my back, and I drifted off to sleep without another care. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Liam hung out with his brothers the next afternoon, I spent some time with Jamie. We headed out to the lake to relax by the water and to get away from all the commotion around the house. We laid back on lounge chairs, soaking in the rays of the sunshine. The breeze was steady, keeping us from overheating, making it the perfect day for being lazy. 
 
    “How are things with you and Liam?” Jamie asked after we got settled. 
 
    “Good. Great even. We finally talked about our wolves claiming each other as mate and decided to give this a real chance. Well, as long as all goes well with his family.” 
 
    It felt weird chatting about Liam with someone I didn’t know all that well, but I wanted to make more of an effort with Jamie. I needed more females in my life, and from what I could tell, she was going to be around anytime we were with Caleb. It seemed like the perfect time for me to try to make a new friend. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine,” she said. “Caleb has talked about it some and thinks their mom will make their dad see reason if he doesn’t to begin with. It doesn’t sound like Elijah’s a bad guy even though he’s tough on them.” 
 
    “I had come to that same conclusion myself,” I said. “Liam just doesn’t want to disappoint his family and thinks it’s better to tell them in person. I get it. I’d probably feel the same way. I’m just ready for things to be settled. Everything feels so up in the air. What about things with you and Caleb? I don’t need to kick his ass, do I? I warned him I would when he began flirting with you.” 
 
    Jamie’s face lit up with pure joy. “Thanks for that. I hadn’t been sure he was sincere with his feelings when we first met, but he’s proven himself. We’re in the same stage as you and Liam except the alpha thing. I told Caleb I would go with him to the Catskills yesterday while you guys were gone. I’ve never had a real family before and he makes me happy. My wolf is quite fond of his as well. I’m nervous, though.” 
 
    “Why would you be nervous?” 
 
    “I went through a lot living under Declan’s rule. It feels like I’m being an idiot for jumping right into things with Caleb. I don’t know. Maybe I’m overthinking it. Tricia says I’m crazy, but she’s not a wolf. Well, she doesn’t have one in her. The spell doesn’t give them the same perks as us, so she doesn’t get it.” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought of that before. It made sense that the humans who were turned wouldn’t have the same connection to their wolf side as us since it was a forced change in their genes and not something they were born with. Tricia had been the only person Jamie had grown close to besides Caleb, and I felt bad for not having reached out to her sooner considering all she had been through. 
 
    “That makes sense. I don’t think you’re being crazy at all. I think you’re living in the moment and that’s what we have to do. We will never know how many moments we have left. If you’re happy with Caleb, and your wolf is pushing you that way, then I say go for it. This is your life and you need to live it the way you see fit. Don’t let anyone, Caleb included, sway you. Those guys need to be put in their place more often. Cocky bastards.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the truth?” Jamie laughed. “Thank you. I really appreciate the advice. I’ve never had a real friend before and it feels nice to just hang out here with you.” 
 
    I leaned over and lightly pushed her shoulder. “Don’t get all sappy on me. This friend thing is new for me, too.” I laughed. “It’s always just been me, Cord, and Augie. So much has changed in such a small amount of time.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine how hard it’s been. If you ever need to chat with someone with less testosterone, know I’m here for you.” 
 
    She really was too sweet and I was liking her more and more. She gave me a lot to think about without realizing it. My advice in telling her to live in the moment made me think about my own moments. Liam and I had decided to give this a real shot, but we hadn’t really talked about what it meant for our immediate future. 
 
    We needed to get our own place. There was no way I was living with my mate and my father under the same roof. Something needed to change soon. 
 
    We continued to chat idly, keeping the conversation light. It was fun getting to know her and to share things about me most people didn’t know. By the time the sun began to set, I was sad to see our afternoon end. 
 
    We grabbed our things and headed back to the pack house with smiles on our faces. When we arrived, the guys were already back from their adventures. When we asked what they had been up to, it was clear we didn’t want to know. The look of guilt on each of their faces said they’d behaved like unruly children and had way too much fun. It made me happy to see them that way. 
 
    Caleb and Jamie headed outside, Aiden went up to their room, and Liam joined me in the living room. We sat on the couch and I laid my head on his shoulder. My skin was still warm from the earlier sun and my heart was content. 
 
    “Good day for you, too?” he asked. 
 
    “It was. Jamie was a lot of fun to hang out with.” 
 
    “More than me?” He raised a brow. 
 
    “She’s a close second. You better be on your best behavior or she just might beat you out.” 
 
    Liam squeezed me tightly. “I’ll see what I can do about that.” 
 
    “She did help me realize we need to talk about us some more. If we’re really going to do this and you’re staying here, then things need to change. We can’t live in the pack house with my dad forever.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’ve thought about it plenty. Probably more than I should, but I had no intention of pushing for anything more until you were ready. You just got your dad back. I was willing to wait until things settled down for that conversation.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal. None of the houses or cabins are that far away from the pack house. We’d still be close, and I think he’d understand.” 
 
    “Still be close to what?” Augie said, rudely interjecting into our conversation. 
 
    “August James, didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to interrupt other people’s private conversations?” I said in mock disapproval. 
 
    He tapped his finger on his chin as if he was thinking really hard about the question. “Sounds like familiar advice, but I don’t remember. So, you going to tell me what you were talking about or do I have to bug you later?” 
 
    I glanced up at Liam. “I’m sorry. He’ll grow on you, I promise.” 
 
    Liam laughed. “No big deal. We were talking about trying to find a place to live in with just the two of us and when would be a good time to do so since Gerald just woke up.” 
 
    “Why don’t you move into my house and I’ll move in here? It’s one of the closer houses to the pack house, and I’m here all the time anyway. Even more so since I became beta. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “There’s no changing your mind once I move my stuff in. You’d be finding a new house if you did.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m positive. I think it’s the perfect solution. Talk to your dad about it and let me know tomorrow. I’m headed into town with some of the guys for a few hours.” 
 
    I got up from the couch to give him a hug. “Love you, Augie, and thank you.” 
 
    “Love you, too, and you know I’d do anything for you. Don’t worry about it. I think it will be good.” 
 
    Augie left, and I settled back down on the couch with Liam. “Well, I guess that was a little easier to figure out than I thought it was going to be.” 
 
    Liam nodded in agreement. “Should we cook your dad dinner and talk to him then?” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. Let’s do it tonight. Who knows what tomorrow will bring,” I said. 
 
    We headed for the kitchen and I sent my dad a text, letting him know he now had dinner plans. He quickly replied with an agreement. Liam decided to grill steak while I worked on all the sides. Within the hour, we were settled at the table. 
 
    Liam was sweating bullets the whole time, and the conversation was awkward while we tried to wait until everyone had eaten to spill the news. I finally got tired of it and threw it out there. 
 
    “I’m moving out of the pack house and into Augie’s house.” 
 
    My dad choked on his food. “Excuse me? What about this guy who recently told me he loves you and wants to move to our pack?” 
 
    Oops. That hadn’t come out the way it was supposed to. “Augie is moving into the pack house. Me and Liam will be moving into Augie’s house. With Augie being beta, he’s always here anyway. More than before when he was just visiting me. It makes everything easier this way.” 
 
    “I don’t like your definition of easier,” Dad grumbled. “Why do you have to move out?” 
 
    “Dad, Augie’s house is less than a hundred yards away. If you’d rather, Liam and I could move to his pack instead.” I’d never actually do that, but the comparison would help him see how little of a deal my request really was. 
 
    “No, Augie’s house will be fine.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dad. Now you can finish eating in peace.” 
 
    “You fight dirty, kid.” 
 
    I smiled sweetly at him. “I learned from the best.” 
 
    “I was wondering why you seemed so damn nervous,” my dad said to Liam. “I was beginning to worry I’d made the wrong choice saying you could live here.” 
 
    “Dad,” I said sternly. “Leave him alone. This was my idea. He hadn’t wanted to make the decision so soon after just getting you back.” 
 
    Liam sat up straighter. “I did tell her we could wait, but I’m a smart man and know when to argue with her and when not to.” 
 
    “She does have a bit of a temper.” Dad laughed. “Probably a good choice on your part. I expect the two of you for dinner at least three times a week.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure it happens,” Liam said confidently. 
 
    “Good, now let me finish my steak.” 
 
    We all finished our meals and I was glad to see things moving forward in at least one part of my life. If only we’d make more progress with Declan and Jaye, then things would really be looking up. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning, my dad had called a meeting with our entire pack. He was ready to officially announce Augie as the new pack beta and give anyone the chance to object. I had been a little nervous. Augie was young, and we had plenty of others that had been in the pack for decades like Rick, Sam, and Tommy, who might not agree with the promotion and want to fight Augie for the placement. 
 
    I hadn’t been worried that he couldn’t handle himself, but it would have changed the pack dynamic if it happened. Thankfully, nobody had objected, and everything had gone off without a hitch. Except for when I nearly fainted during the ceremony as they did some weird blood exchange I hadn’t been prepared for.  
 
    I was never meant for the medical field. Ever. Augie had been like a kid on Christmas morning, though, and I was so proud of him. He’d worked alongside Davis and Cord for the last couple years and deserved the position. 
 
    After all of the congratulations he received, I finally had a moment alone with him back at the pack house. I pulled him in for a hug and whispered in his ear to tell him how proud I was. 
 
    “You did great up there,” I added as we pulled apart. 
 
    “Really?” He sighed. “I was a wreck on the inside. Believe me, I want this and I will give it everything I have, but after your dad completed the blood bond, I felt so much more. The pack is here inside me now. Not like it is for Gerald, but definitely different than before. Their strength is now my strength. It’s an odd sensation that’s going to take some time to get used to.” 
 
    I gave his hand a solid squeeze. “You’re going to be an amazing beta and be prepared to do it for decades, because I won’t allow anyone else to be my sidekick except you. Consider this practice for when I need you at my beck and call later.” 
 
    He grinned at me, and the more we talked, the more the tension and stress he’d been feeling melted away. I knew Augie would excel in his role. I had absolute faith that he’d keep our pack safe just like Davis had for so many years. 
 
    Before the conversation could get all emotional, we moved on to lighter topics, just catching up since so much had been happening lately. 
 
    My dad found us a little while later, ending our bonding time with a new task. 
 
    “The witches have finished with the spell removal on the first round of humans. They’re unconscious now that their memories have been wiped, but it only lasts a day or so depending on each human. We have to get them back near their homes before time runs out.” 
 
    Well, I guess I wouldn’t be moving yet. I wasn’t looking forward to packing, but I had been looking forward to finally sleeping under the same roof as Liam and nobody else. 
 
    “Are they all from neighboring towns, or do we need a few teams heading out?” I asked. 
 
    “Two teams. One headed to north Colorado and the other to south Colorado. It appears as though Declan was careful to spread the abductions out, so it didn’t seem to be a major problem in one area with missing people. Augie, I want you to take Rick and Tommy and head north with two of them. Taya, you’ll go with Liam and one of his brothers to take the other three south. I want groups of no less than three capable shifters each time anyone leaves the pack for something like this.” 
 
    Augie and I nodded our understanding at the same time. I didn’t like us splitting up, but we couldn’t carry unconscious people on a commercial plane to get there faster, which made driving our only option to get it done fast enough.  
 
    “The witches are already working on a few others, and I’ll recruit some other pack members to help us deliver the humans back to their homes. This should be the only trip you guys have to make,” Dad said. 
 
    “I’m going to go find Liam and his brothers. We’ll get packed for an overnight trip and leave as soon as we can,” I said. 
 
    “What she said, but with other people,” Augie said with a laugh. 
 
    With that, we each went our separate ways. I went into the kitchen and found Liam and his brothers sitting at the table, drinking beer and bonding. I loved when they spent time together. I was worried once Aiden and Caleb went back to the Catskills, Liam would regret his decision to stay. I knew how close I had been with Cord and nobody would have been able to take me away from him if I had a choice. 
 
    Though, the way his face lit up when he saw me walk in the kitchen helped to calm my worries a little about how he’d feel later. I still had niggling self-doubts that I wouldn’t be enough for him to want to stay here. He was giving up so much, and it didn’t make sense why he’d want to do that, but I shook off the dark thoughts as I sat in the open chair next to Caleb. 
 
    “Who wants to go on a road trip?” I asked. 
 
    “Not me,” Aiden said as he slid back from the table. “I’m tired of driving you guys around, and Liam’s driving makes me nervous, so have fun.” 
 
    He grabbed his hat off the table, then walked out the door. He really was an interesting specimen. Always so enigmatic. 
 
    Caleb grinned at me. “Shotgun!” 
 
    “No way. The last time you had control of the radio for hours at a time, it almost made my head explode,” I complained. 
 
    “Fine, but if I have to sit in the back, then I want to bring Jamie with us. Is there room?” 
 
    “Yeah, we can use one of the SUVs. At least I won’t be outnumbered by testosterone.” I’d probably let him have the front seat, so I could hang with Jamie in the back. I had a feeling she’d make the drive more fun than Liam would since he’d be driving. Nobody ever let Caleb drive. Apparently, his road rage was something to fear. 
 
    “Go pack a bag,” I said to Caleb. “We’ll be staying the night in Colorado, then driving back home tomorrow.” 
 
    Caleb groaned. “I really should have asked where we were going before I said I wanted to come.” 
 
    He slowly got up out of his chair, pouting the whole way out of the kitchen. He even stomped his feet just to make sure his point was made. 
 
    “Your brother is a big baby,” I said to Liam. 
 
    “Technically, he is the baby of the family. He takes his role very seriously.” 
 
    “I can see that.” I laughed. 
 
    We got up from the table, making our way back to my bedroom to pack up our stuff. I made quick work of it, wanting to get on the road as soon as possible. My dad’s earlier words explaining how the knock-out spell would only work for a day or so were on repeat in the back of my mind. We didn’t need any more trouble.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as we finished packing, we headed toward the oversized garage that housed most of our vehicles and found Caleb waiting with Jamie. I was glad to see she hadn’t minded the spur of the moment decision to hit the road. 
 
    Caleb opened the door for Jamie while I raced around the SUV, sliding into the back seat from the other side. “Sorry,” I said as I leaned forward. “The back seat is full. I changed my mind. You can play DJ if you’d like.” 
 
    Caleb’s lower lip jutted out in an adorable pout. Then, he batted his eyes at Jamie as if she would help. This was her make-or-break moment in my book. 
 
    “Sorry, babe. Besties before testes.” Jamie shrugged, then tugged on the door, closing it in his face. 
 
    The look of bewilderment on Caleb’s face was one I’d never forget. His mouth flapped open and closed several more times before he realized there was no point in trying to charm his way into what he wanted. 
 
    I gave Jamie a high-five while Liam snickered from up front. “I did not see that coming. Well played, ladies. He deserves to be knocked down from his high horse every once in a while.” 
 
    “Ha!” I laughed. “You would know, wouldn’t you, dear?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he pouted. 
 
    Caleb had opened the door and, hearing the last of our conversation, decided to join in. “It means she believes you deserve the same thing, my big brother. Why did we decide to get mates?” he joked, then winked back at me and Jamie. 
 
    “You two wouldn’t survive without us,” I said, then remembered we were missing the most crucial reason for our trip. “Wait, we need to get the humans!” 
 
    “I saw your dad on my way over here. He asked us to drive over to the cabin they’re in and pick them up there, so they didn’t have to carry them all the way to the car,” Caleb answered. 
 
    “Oh, well, that makes sense,” I said, relaxing back against the seat. “Carry on then.” I waved my hand dismissively as I turned toward Jamie. I was going to enjoy messing with Caleb as he’d done to me and Liam. 
 
    We chatted for a few minutes before we arrived at the cabin. All four of us got out to help get the humans in the back. We lifted the back hatch, deciding to take the third row out and lay the three we were transporting next to each other instead of letting them flop around in the seat. Jamie helped me line the back with blankets and pillows my dad had brought out, while the others went inside to bring them out. 
 
    I heard a sharp intake of breath come from Jamie. 
 
    I quickly lifted my head and proceeded to slam it against the roof of the SUV. I rubbed the spot as I turned more carefully, needing to see whatever had Jamie so surprised. 
 
    Tricia hung lifelessly from Caleb’s arms and I understood Jamie’s shock. She had saved Tricia’s life and become even closer to her since Davis had brought them back to our pack several weeks ago. 
 
    I placed my hand over hers. “She’s just sleeping. I promise, she’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “Just sucks she won’t remember me. I get it, though. It would have been too dangerous, and she was okay with it. She didn’t want to remember her time with Declan.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. From what we had heard, I couldn’t blame anyone for not wanting to remember that, but at the same time, I would hate to forget the dangers that were really out in this world. I preferred being well-informed. 
 
    Once we had Tricia, Chris, and Yvette situated in the back, we hit the road. We had a long drive ahead of us and not all the time in the world to get it done. 
 
    Liam and Caleb kept trying to involve themselves in our girl talk, so instead, I pulled my laptop from my bag, along with headphones to share with Jamie. We decided to binge-watch a new show on Netflix and ignore the guys for as long as possible. 
 
    We snuck in more conversation along the way. I realized we had a lot in common and wished she had been able to stay closer to my pack. For now, I’d enjoy the time we had and make sure Liam brought me with him to visit anytime he decided to see his family. 
 
    Way too many hours later, we passed through Grand Junction, allowing me to breathe a sigh of relief. We were making great time, especially with the lighter traffic now that it was well after midnight. We were going to place each of them at a hospital, fire station, or police station, whichever had easier access, about thirty minutes from their hometowns. Tricia was first, then Chris, followed by Yvette, who was the furthest south in Trinidad, Colorado. 
 
    By the time we finished, it would be around five in the morning. We planned on getting a room to crash in for four or so hours and start the trip back home. We could have taken turns driving, but we were all mentally exhausted and getting off the road seemed like the best plan. I wasn’t looking forward to it, as I didn’t want to be in Colorado any longer than necessary. Until Declan was stopped, I didn’t like being so far from home and separated from my family. 
 
    Jamie had already fallen asleep, so I decided to take a nap, too. When I woke, Liam and Caleb were getting out of the SUV. I glanced out the window and noticed we were behind a fire station. There were no lights and it appeared as if the crew on shift was sleeping. Perfect for what we needed to do.  
 
    I shook Jamie awake so she could say goodbye to Tricia, even though it would be one-sided. Jamie made it quick, but her emotions still got the best of her as several tears leaked out. I squeezed her hand in support, wishing I could ease her pain.  
 
    Liam took one of the blankets from the back, wrapping it around Tricia before he and Caleb lifted her from the SUV and took her around the front. They were back within minutes and we took off quickly. 
 
    “We pounded on the door and heard someone yell before we took off,” Caleb said to Jamie. “Don’t worry. They’ll get her back home.” 
 
    Jamie nodded, but didn’t respond. We continued on in silence, moving along as fast as we could. The remaining stops were uneventful and went the same as Tricia’s, except one was at a hospital instead of a fire station. 
 
    I sent a text off to Augie, letting him know we were done, but I didn’t get a response. I texted him again a few minutes later, thinking they might not have been done yet. His group had at least an hour longer drive than us. 
 
    I began bouncing my leg up and down, contemplating whether I should call him. Jamie eyed me before asking what was wrong. 
 
    “Augie’s not responding and it’s making me nervous.” 
 
    Liam looked back at me. “How long ago did you message him the first time?” 
 
    “About ten minutes. I’m going to call him.” 
 
    I dialed his number and, just when I thought he wasn’t going to answer, I heard shouts and grunts. I immediately put the phone on speaker, letting the others listen. I didn’t speak. I had a feeling Augie had not meant to answer the phone. From the sounds we could make out, they were being attacked. 
 
    I pulled up my tracking app, thankful for smart phones, and found Augie’s location. I showed it to Liam. “I don’t care how long it takes to get there. Drive.” 
 
    The phone finally cut out and we lost contact with Augie for another thirty minutes. Thirty minutes of my life in which I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t function, and thought about nothing other than not being able to survive losing my best friend. 
 
    Finally, my phone rang and I answered before the first ring even finished. “Augie,” I said breathlessly. 
 
    “We were ambushed, but we’re okay.” 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief. “We’re headed your way. I used that damn tracking app Dad put on our phones when we were younger.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. We’re dropping off the last human and turning right around. Tommy is going to drive. We can meet somewhere in the middle. Let’s just get home and talk about it then.” 
 
    His tone was clipped and angry. I couldn’t blame him, but I wanted to hug him so badly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I pushed, needing to make sure he was positive and hating that I wasn’t right there with him. 
 
    “Yeah, Tay. I’m sure. I’ll see you in a few hours outside Colorado when we get on the same highways.” 
 
    “Okay, love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too.” 
 
    The line disconnected and the car became utterly silent. Nobody said anything until Caleb urged Liam to pull over, so he could drive on the way back. When Liam pulled over, he asked Jamie to move up front, which she did without hesitation. 
 
    Liam pulled me into his arms when he settled into the back seat. I glanced up at him, tears in my eyes. “I’m really worried about him,” I whispered. 
 
    “I know you are, but he’s strong and capable. If he said he was fine, you have to trust him. Caleb will get us to him as quick as he can. Hopefully, keeping the road rage to a minimum. Just try to rest for a little while and I’ll wake you when we’re close.” 
 
    I nodded at him, having no intention of going to sleep until I had laid eyes on Augie myself and determined if he was okay. Well, that was until Liam began humming softly in my ear and rubbing my back. I was lulled into a fitful sleep. 
 
    For the most part, I slept fine. Then, my nightmare began. My worst fear through all the hell that Declan had been causing. Everyone I loved lay dead in a row on the ground in front of our pack house. Declan and Jaye stood behind each one, taunting me. My dad, Liam, Augie, Aiden, Caleb, Jamie, and more. They were all dead. Throats ripped out. 
 
    Liam woke me when I began to jerk around in the seat. “Taya, wake up! It’s okay. I’m right here.” 
 
    Finally, I was able to break free from the nightmare. I sucked in air as I tried to regain my thoughts and realized none of it was real. Declan hadn’t taken everything away from me. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    I looked up. Caleb was eyeing me from the rearview mirror and Jamie glanced back to check on me, too. “It was just a bad dream. A horrible one, but a dream nonetheless. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “No, I want to see Augie and get home.” 
 
    “I’ve been keeping in contact with Augie. We should be merging on to the same highway soon. Thirty minutes, tops,” Caleb said. 
 
    I sat up straighter in my seat, refusing to fall back to sleep. I didn’t want to chance the nightmare continuing. I shuddered at the thought. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Caleb was getting off the highway and pulling into a rest stop. I noticed the other pack SUV before we stopped. I unbuckled and climbed over Liam’s lap. I didn’t even want to wait for him to get out. I needed to see Augie and I didn’t want to wait another second. 
 
    Augie stood waiting outside the SUV. His hands were tucked into his pockets. He’d changed clothes, but I could see a long red mark running down his face. I opened the door and jumped out before Caleb even had it in park. 
 
    Augie held his arms open for me and I fell into them as the tears rushed forward. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “I’m fine.” 
 
    I reined in my emotions as the others joined us. Pulling back from my hold on Augie, I still didn’t leave his side when he began to tell us what happened. 
 
    “We were dropping off the first human. Everything had been going great. As we were getting back in the truck, someone hit me from behind. After that, it all happened so fast. There were five of them, but they weren’t heavily trained, so the damage wasn’t great. It only got a little iffy when they first jumped us.” 
 
    I glanced over at Rick and Tommy. Rick didn’t appear to have any wounds that I could see. They’d likely already healed, but Tommy had a broken arm. He’d taken a shirt to make a sling. The grimace on his face told me he was in a decent amount of pain. 
 
    “Two died and three got away. Definitely shifters, but I didn’t recognize them. Hard to say where they were from. I wouldn’t be surprised if Declan had scouts out, watching for us,” Augie added. 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay,” I said. “That you’re all okay. Let’s get the hell out of here and back home.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and headed toward their vehicles. Augie tugged me back to him when I went to walk away. “Someone had to have told them exactly where we would be, Taya. We have a problem.” He had whispered so low that I was sure I hadn’t heard him right, but when I pulled back to see his face, I knew I had. 
 
    His expression was twisted in a mix of anger and sadness. Anger that someone had gotten the jump on him and sadness at the betrayal. I just couldn’t imagine who. Everyone had seemed happy as of late. This was the last thing we needed right then. 
 
    I nodded my understanding and headed back to the SUV. Liam held the door open for me as I climbed in. Once we were back on the highway, I typed out what Augie had told me on my phone. I hadn’t wanted to say it aloud. I felt awful not knowing if we could trust Jamie or not, but she came from Declan’s pack and lived under his roof. I couldn’t be too careful when my family’s life was on the line. 
 
    Liam and I continued to type messages in my notes on my phone back and forth. He promised not to say anything to his brothers for the time being, which I appreciated, because he did so without me having to ask him.  
 
    The drive home seemed even longer with the new information to think about, but I managed to get some dreamless sleep and was glad when we arrived back home that evening. Liam, Augie, and I headed straight for my dad’s office to give him the news of how everything went. 
 
    I was afraid the information just might break his heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    After Augie had finished his retelling of what his team went through, the room was silent as we all began to silently contemplate the thought of having a traitor within our pack. If it was true, it wasn’t going to be something we could easily get past, and that broke my heart. 
 
    My dad didn’t say much. He was a methodical leader. He would think this through from all angles, and make sure he had as many facts as possible before acting. It was what made him a great leader. I was mostly worried about how it would affect him if it proved to be true. Our pack had always had such tight bonds and we never had to worry about something like this. 
 
    “I see why you believe we have reason for concern, Augie, and while I agree with your points, I’m not willing to jump to conclusions just yet. Let’s do some digging and keep this between us for now. I want everyone on guard and do not discuss anything to do with Declan outside the four of us unless we all agree it’s information we can risk getting out.” 
 
    “Why don’t we specifically leak some stuff? Each of us mention different information to certain people who would have known about our trip and see if it turns into anything?” Augie suggested. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I said. “Let’s take a couple of days before we do that, though. We don’t want it to be too obvious we suspect anything after what happened last night.” 
 
    My dad nodded in agreement, but his face was still downturned from even the thought of a traitor. “I’ll let you two take the lead on it, then. Let me know what you decide and when you set it into motion.” With that, he got up and walked out of his office. 
 
    I ran my hands over my face, feeling my stress increase by the second. I needed something else to focus on. My dad may have seemed nonchalant about the information we had just given him, but I knew that wasn’t the case. Until we sorted this out, we were all going to be on edge. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, after we were done eating breakfast, I decided I needed a distraction. Sleep had been rough the night before and my mind wouldn’t shut down. 
 
    I stood from the table. “I’m going to go start packing my stuff.” 
 
    “Do you want some help?” Liam asked. 
 
    “No, I think it’s something I’d like to do on my own for a while.” 
 
    “Liam, why don’t you help me move some stuff around in my house?” Augie said, helping me out, which I appreciated. 
 
    “Sure, I can do that.” 
 
    I could tell Liam was a little hurt I wanted space, but he at least understood and didn’t push me. That meant more to me than he would ever know. He was continually impressing me with how quickly he was getting to know me. 
 
    I wanted to pack my room up on my own and he got the message without me having to basically tell him to go the hell away. I appreciated not having to feel like a bitch. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but if we were going to live together, he needed to know I wanted my own space.  
 
    I wasn’t the type of girl who needed constant attention, and I wouldn’t give up my life for him now that we were officially together. I definitely wanted to build something new with him, but I didn’t want to lose myself in him at the same time. 
 
    Once I was in my room, I picked up one of the flat cardboard boxes that I’d asked Courtney to get me yesterday before we left and started taping it up. I did this with several more before I began packing the boxes. The longer I packed, the more random stuff I found. So much history in this room with Cord and Augie. 
 
    My heart hurt when I thought about giving it up, but I couldn’t live in the past forever. I knew Cord would want this for me. He had always worried I’d never let anyone in, that I’d be content to live my life however I saw fit. I knew I had to move forward and I was beyond happy about choosing Liam to do it with. 
 
    I was about halfway through my closet when Augie showed up. “You know you’re still stubborn as ever. Why didn’t you want any help?” he asked when he sat down next to me on my closet floor. His jean-clad legs brushed up against mine as he gave me one of his goofy smiles I loved so much.  
 
    I peeked up at him with tears in my eyes. “I needed some alone time. Going through all this stuff by myself seemed like the better idea.  Even therapeutic, some might say.” I handed him a picture that included him, Cord, and me. 
 
    We were around thirteen. Neither of them had gone through their growth spurt yet, so I stood between them, several inches taller and so proud of it. You could tell by the grin plastered on my dirt-covered face. We were in front of the lake, holding the fish we had caught. I remembered it clearly. It was a great day. My dad had joined us, and we stayed out all night under the stars. 
 
    “This is one of my favorite memories from our childhood.” Augie smiled and handed the picture back. “Are you really sure it’s a good idea to do this by yourself? I’m happy to help or get Liam if you want. He’s done helping me with the big stuff, but I still have a bunch to take care of at some point.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. You go finish your house. I don’t want your shit in my way when I move in later today.” I laughed as I wiped the last of my tears away with the back of my hand. “These are happy tears. I promise, I’m okay. It’s also good to have something to focus on other than potential traitors and psychotic alphas.” 
 
    “I was just telling your dad how frustrating it is to sit and wait, but it’s the best move. If we don’t do this just right, more people could get hurt and we don’t want to risk losing the witches’ help if one of them happens to get caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    No, we definitely didn’t want that. 
 
    “Alright, you go work on your house while I finish up here,” I said. “We won’t get everything done today, but enough. It’s not like either of us will be far away. I’m still a little creeped out by staying in your room with Liam, though. I’m going to feel like you’re watching me every time we’re sleeping.” 
 
    “Sleeping, huh? Is that what you’re worried about?” he teased. “Don’t worry, it will feel like your own place before you know it.” Augie stood up but then leaned back down to kiss my forehead. “Call me if you want me to come back.” 
 
    “I will. Love you, Aug.” 
 
    “Love you, too, Tay.” 
 
    I watched him disappear from my room, then went back to packing. I glanced at the clock on my phone and saw it was already lunch time, but I wanted to at least finish my closet before I took a break. I decided I could look closer at stuff when I was unpacking, so I began throwing things in haphazardly. If I continued at the pace I had been going, it would have taken me at least a year to move. 
 
    An hour later, I was done with my closet and had been on such a roll, I moved on to my bathroom without taking the time to eat. I was just beginning to regret that decision when Liam appeared before me like the gods’ gift to womankind, holding a massive plate of food. He was scoring all kinds of brownie points today and I knew exactly how I was going to repay him later. 
 
    I stood up to greet him with a well-deserved kiss. He hummed in appreciation, then took my hand, leading me toward the bed, so we could sit and eat. My stomach growled loudly as the smells finally caught my attention. 
 
    I quickly took several bites without saying much to him. Feeling like an ass for devouring my food and ignoring him, I wiped my face with the napkin he’d also thought to bring and said, “Thank you for lunch. I probably would have skipped it if not.” 
 
    “I figured if I was hungry, you would be, too.” He peeked around, noticing how much I still had left. “Augie is a much faster packer than you are. The main bedroom is all cleared out and ready for your stuff. After we eat, I’ll get the guys and start moving whatever stuff is ready over to the house, while you finish packing.” 
 
    I nodded and went back to eating. Between feeling half-starved and all the old things of mine and Cord’s I had found, I was off-kilter. I had attempted to ignore most of the memories I came across, but it was hard. There were so many of them. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Liam asked when he finished eating. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just been a long day. Missing my brother.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take a break from all this? Looks like you have the important stuff packed up. Go be with your dad for a while. I’ll take care of what is ready to go here.” 
 
    I tossed his idea around in my head for a moment and realized it wasn’t a bad one. My dad and I needed some quality time together. I leaned across the bed and pressed my lips to his. “Thank you. Again.” 
 
    “Don’t expect nice stuff like this all the time.” He gestured toward the food, then the boxes he planned to move for me. “I expect you to pull your weight around the house. You know, cooking, dishes, laundry, making my coffee.” His face was stone as he said the words so carelessly. 
 
    I couldn’t read his emotions, so I had no idea if he was joking or not. As the seconds ticked by and his face didn’t change, I began to think he was serious. I was about to blow a gasket as I kicked his ass out of my house and my life if that was the case. No way in hell would I be the mate he was describing. Some women could be that and absolutely loved it. More power to them; there was nothing wrong with it, but it wasn’t me. I would never meet those expectations. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I finally said after the initial shock wore off. 
 
    “Oh, and breakfast in bed on Sunday mornings. I like my eggs over-medium. Bacon, not sausage on the side.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me, right? This is a joke.” 
 
    “Kidding about what?” His tone was still even and calm, body relaxed. “My mom does those things for my dad. I expect the same from my mate.” 
 
    “Well, your wolf went barking up the wrong tree, then. You can kiss my ass if you think I’m going to be the domesticated housewife. How about you leave now before I get really upset?” 
 
    My blood was boiling. My wolf took his comments as an insult and she was hurt, not angry, which was so much worse. He had seemed to be okay with my alpha tendencies before. I wasn’t sure what happened to make him think I would be his slave at home, but it wasn’t happening. 
 
    “Taya, my wolf chose well, and it’s called payback. You might want to think twice the next time you pretend you can replace me with one of my brothers.” 
 
    Oh, that sneaky little bastard! So not cool. 
 
    “I see. Well played, Mate. I can already tell life is going to be interesting with us.” I saw a future filled with pranks and paybacks, the cycle never-ending. The smile on my face couldn’t have been bigger if I wanted it to be. My wolf began to get angry now, but she’d be okay once she had some time to realize it had all been in good fun. 
 
    “Interesting is one word for it.” Liam laughed. “Now, get out of here before I change my mind and go with my first thought of throwing you down on the bed and not letting you up until you’re putty in my hands, begging for more than I can give you under this roof.” 
 
    “Yup. That’s my cue to leave or nothing will ever get done.” Tonight couldn’t come soon enough. I stood up from the bed and settled myself between Liam’s legs that dangled off the side. “Hurry up.” I pressed against him, giving him a sneak peek of what I hoped later would entail as I kissed him senseless. 
 
    “Yes, Mate.” 
 
    I pulled away, grinning like a fool and loving that we called each other ‘mate’ now. I opened the door and glanced back at him before closing it behind me. He stared at me with so much love and admiration. His green eyes sparkled with the cockiness I had hated so much when we first met, but I adored it now. He kept me on my toes, and I couldn’t wait to see what the future brought for us. 
 
    I winked at him before I shut the door behind me. I headed down the hallway to my dad’s room, but he wasn’t there. I made my way downstairs and found him in his office, feet kicked up on the desk, leaning back in his chair and reading some papers. 
 
    “You’ve certainly bounced back into the thick of things,” I mused. 
 
    “I rise from the dead quick. What can I say?”  
 
    I inwardly cringed at his comment. “Too soon, Dad. Way too soon.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sweet Girl. What do I owe the pleasure of this visit? I figured you’d be packing and moving all day and I wouldn’t see much of you.” 
 
    “Liam kicked me out and suggested I come spend some time with you. I happened to agree with him, so here I am.” I shrugged. 
 
    “He’s a smart man. I like him even more now.” Dad laughed, taking his feet off his desk and facing me. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    I really must have been wearing my emotions on my face. He was the third person to ask me that within the past couple hours. 
 
    “It was a little touch and go while packing, but I’ll be fine. Lots of memories in that room.” 
 
    “There are. Cord wants you to be happy, though. Don’t let your grief overshadow your deserved happiness, Taya. I almost did that when your mother died, but I knew I had two precious lives to care for. She would have kicked my ass if I didn’t give the two of you all I was capable of. Just remember that Cord wants you to continue to live life to the fullest. He’s glad you’ve found Liam.” 
 
    I cleared the emotion from my throat and tried not to cry. I had done enough of that lately to last me a lifetime. “I’m really glad you got to say goodbye to him. I wish I could have done the same.” 
 
    “He knows how you feel. Don’t doubt that for one moment.” 
 
    “How are you doing being back? I know it only felt like a couple days for you, but I’m sure realizing so much has happened over the last few weeks can’t be easy,” I said once I regained my composure. 
 
    “I’m doing fine. I promise to tell you if I’m not. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    “Right,” I drawled. “I will always worry about you just as you will always do the same for me. We’re stuck with each other for life.” 
 
    “How about we get out of here for a while?” he suggested. “Go down to the lake or something?” 
 
    I nodded, eager to get out of the house and spend some time with my dad. We decided on walking to the lake to stretch our legs, then settled in by the dock. On the way there, I reminded him of the day at the lake from the picture I had found while packing. The smile that appeared on my dad’s face at the memory warmed my heart. 
 
    We spent the next few hours enjoying each other’s company. My dad continued to be surprisingly supportive of my relationship with Liam. I had expected at least some pushback, but he let me know I had lasted a week longer than he and my mom did before they moved in together to begin their lives. 
 
    Once the growls in our stomachs became too much to ignore, we made our way back to the house for dinner. We passed by Rick on the way back to the house. His head was down, and he wasn’t looking too good.  
 
    “Have you talked to any of Davis’s team yet?” I asked, nodding in Rick’s direction. 
 
    “I did yesterday. I put Sam in charge of protection rotations and training until Augie gets settled. Rick would have been my first choice, but he asked for some time off. I’ll keep a closer eye on him, I promise.” 
 
    Losing a pack member was rough on us all, and I wasn’t surprised to see Rick seeming so down. I made a mental note to remind Augie to keep an eye on him. I didn’t want to see Rick lose himself to his sorrow. He was a valued pack member. 
 
    “I’m going to get dinner started if Courtney hasn’t already,” Dad said. “Why don’t you go get the others and we can eat together tonight before you officially move out?” 
 
    I leaned up on my tip-toes and kissed his cheek. “That’s a great idea. I’ll be back soon to help you with dinner.” 
 
    “I was counting on it.” He grinned, wrinkles forming on his face. 
 
    We went our separate directions and I found Liam, Aiden, Caleb, and Augie moving my massive bed across the lawn. I decided to stay out of the way until the bed was in its new home. I snuck back up to my room before they could see me and was blown away. 
 
    My dressers were also gone. All the boxes I had packed earlier were gone. All that was left of my childhood room was my favorite chair in the corner, the bathroom stuff I hadn’t packed up yet, and pictures on the walls. I turned around in circles a few times, taking it all in. 
 
    A cool breeze swept through my room, yet none of the windows were open and the door was shut. I smiled, choosing to believe it was Cord’s way of saying hello. I closed my eyes and whispered, “I love you, big brother.” 
 
    The breeze rolled through again and when I opened my eyes, I knew everything was going to be okay. I would be okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night after dinner, Liam and I headed to our new house. It was weird saying goodnight to my dad and leaving the house instead of going to my bedroom upstairs. I walked hand-in-hand with Liam and with every step closer to our house, my nerves kicked up another notch.  
 
    I hadn’t been inside the house since Augie began moving out. I had found them outside before dinner and was worried the house was going to be a disaster. I was also nervous about the fact it was going to be the first time Liam and I were alone, truly alone, with nobody sleeping down the hallway from us. My body swirled with excitement, but my head was making me second guess everything. 
 
    I tried to distract myself by paying closer attention to the house as we approached. It had wood siding painted green with rock accents and tan trim. I thought about the inside with all of its light colors making everything seem open. There were three bedrooms, two living areas, and two bathrooms. A small willow tree swayed in the front yard, helping to calm my nerves. I remembered planting it as a kid with Cord and Augie. 
 
    As we walked into the house, I tried to see it with new eyes, but it was hard. I really should have thought about this a little more. Maybe having our own house, one I wasn’t so familiar with, would have been better. My earlier concerns were coming back full-force. 
 
    “Come see the bedroom first,” Liam suggested, but I was hesitant. I’d been in that bedroom many times. I’d even slept in there too many times to count. Cue full-on freak out mode any moment now. 
 
    Liam tugged on my hand and I finally followed him toward the room. We headed down the hallway, passing the first bedroom, which was crammed with Augie’s stuff he’d still have to move. The next room was filled with some of his parents’ things that had never been dealt with. They hadn’t taken everything with them when they moved. They had promised to come back for it, but never did. Augie had always been the one to visit them, but not so much in the last year. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the master bedroom. The door was shut, and Liam had a grin on his face that was confusing the shit out of me. He was either expecting to get lucky right that very minute, or he’d been up to something. I couldn’t decide which option I preferred. 
 
    “You’re making me edgy,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be making you a lot of things, but I can guarantee edgy isn’t one of them. Go on in.” 
 
    My skin felt like it was on fire and my hands were jittery. I wasn’t used to feeling all over the place like this. I didn’t like it. Love was doing crazy things to me. 
 
    I cracked open the door and the smell of fresh paint assaulted my senses. I pushed the door all the way open and stepped inside the room. My hands covered half of my face as shock consumed me. 
 
    The room had been transformed into something beyond my imagination. The walls had been painted teal with white trim and ceiling. My bed was centered on the far wall and had been draped with white tulle from post to post. Cascading lights hung from the ceiling, casting a warm glow about the room. Everything was so different from how Augie had the room previously. It was even different from how my room in the pack house was. 
 
    “How? When?” I stuttered as I walked about the room, touching the new bedding and heading toward the bathroom. 
 
    “I could tell something more than going through your things was bothering you. I talked to Augie and we decided you deserved something new. Well, at least updated. While you were out with your dad, we got some of the guys together and made it happen. The windows will need to stay open for the night to keep the paint smell to a minimum, but everything is dry and ready to go.” 
 
    I simply nodded in reply. I was speechless, and that didn’t happen very often to me. I flicked on the light in the bathroom and the small room had also been transformed. Instead of teal like the bedroom, the room was soft yellow, which fit perfectly with the beach accents of my old bathroom. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m not sure if you’re just that good, or maybe I’m that easy to read, but I needed this. Even as we were walking into the house, I was wishing we had waited for our own home, but this is perfect. You’ve shown me we can make this our own and create new memories.” 
 
    Damn it, I was getting all weepy again. I straightened my shoulders, reining in my emotions. I would not cry right now. 
 
    He stalked closer to me, wrapping me up in his arms. “You’re welcome. Make sure to thank Augie, Caleb, Aiden, and Sam, too. They all helped.” 
 
    Liam lifted me up and carried me to the bed, making me forget all about my almost breakdown a moment ago. 
 
    The sun was just setting, and with the windows open, everything was perfect. For the first time in a long while, I was able to forget my worries and think of nothing other than Liam and how happy he had made me these past couple weeks. I had kept him at arm’s length, unable to trust that we would be able to make anything work, but now I knew we had a real shot. I wanted to be his in every way possible. 
 
    His eyes caressed my body with their heated stare and, after he had his fill, he began to undress me. Slowly torturing me, but I let him have his moment. He deserved it after what he had done for me today. Once all the layers had been removed from between us, he settled on top of me, kissing up my neck and to my face before he stared into my eyes. 
 
    “I love you, Taya, and I’m going to make you mine tonight. There will be no going back after this. I’m all-in, so if you’re unsure about any of it, if it’s too much, you need to say so now.” 
 
    I dug my nails into his back and pressed tighter against him. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I pressed my lips to his. “I love you, too.” 
 
    His lips crashed down on mine as he pushed into me, slowly and fervently. Passion unlike anything I had ever felt erupted within me and I couldn’t hold it in for long. Within minutes, tremors wracked my body as it reacted to his in ways I’d never felt before. Tears of joy trailed down my face as I made love to my mate for the first time, but definitely not the last of that night. 
 
    Very little sleep happened throughout the late or maybe early hours, but when I woke in the morning, I was more energized than I’d been in a long time. I rolled over to stare at Liam while he still slept. His shaggy blond hair hung loosely over his forehead. I brushed it to the side and watched the smile creep up his face. 
 
    “Good morning, Mate,” he murmured, pulling me closer to him. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too.” 
 
    His eyes cracked open. “Want some breakfast?” 
 
    “We’ll probably have to head to the pack house. I doubt Augie left any food here unless you went shopping for that too yesterday.” 
 
    “Let’s go find out.” 
 
    I rolled out of bed to find my robe. It had been shoved in one of my dresser drawers yesterday and then carried over here. I just had to remember which drawer. After four attempts, I finally located it, then wrapped it around me. Liam sat up in bed, smile firmly in place. 
 
    “You getting out of bed or did I tire you out last night?” I teased. 
 
    “I was just enjoying the view. Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “As long as I’m the only view you’re enjoying, I certainly do not.” 
 
    He leapt from the bed, lifted me up, and kissed me thoroughly before pulling back. “I promise, no other will ever interest me the way you do. You’re stuck with me for life.” 
 
    “I think I can handle that.” I smiled up at him. 
 
    We made our way to the kitchen. Augie had eggs, ham, and a few other things, so we whipped together some omelets and ate at the counter since the living and dining area were a mess from the partial move. Hopefully, we’d have it all worked out within the week. I now wanted to paint the interior of the house and maybe even the exterior, to officially make it ours. I saw a lot of home remodel videos in my future as I thought of other ways to make it home for the both of us. 
 
    *** 
 
    More than a week had passed with little to no news. I was becoming increasingly impatient. The most important thing I had wanted to happen, had yet to come to fruition and I was going crazy. Jaye had her location locked down tight and I was losing faith that Zarai would find a way to break through before Declan decided to attack us first or disappear forever. 
 
    We also continued to poke around the pack to see if we could come up with any ideas on who might have told Declan’s crew where Augie would be. Nothing had yet to raise any red flags, making Augie think it might have just been a coincidence. Regardless, we were going to be more careful with what information we gave out and to whom, until everything was settled. 
 
    Zarai and the other witches finished with the rest of the humans we had saved. They were hanging around long enough to find Jaye and then they’d be out of here, hidden away for however long they thought was necessary. Hopefully, one day shifters and witches could work together again, but until then, I understood their reasons for staying concealed. 
 
    Liam and I had spent our spare time working on the house to keep us distracted. Nearly every wall had been repainted and every piece of furniture replaced or updated to make it our own. I was finally feeling like an adult in my own house instead of a kid still living under her father’s watch. It was freeing in ways I hadn’t expected. 
 
    I had made time to catch up with Jamie over lunch one day last week. She’d laughed at my awkward invitation, calling me out on how hard it seemed to be for me to make new friends, but she assured me that she was happy to take charge on that part of our friendship. 
 
    Later that night, we would be putting the final touches on the house. I hadn’t let anyone come over since we really started working on it. Finally, it was time to have our family over for dinner and I was getting anxious. I’d cooked ribs and let Liam handle everything else. My dad taught me from a young age how to cook any type of meat and I refused to let Liam touch the main course this time. 
 
    “Caleb called and said they’re on their way over,” Liam said as he leaned against the counter. “You ready?” 
 
    I glanced around our house and smiled. “I am. I’m glad we’re making a big deal out of this in the midst of all the mayhem. After all that’s happened, we deserve some happiness.” 
 
    I was getting sappy, but I didn’t care. I was tired of shit being poured down on us. Tonight would be full of laughter and fun with family. 
 
    There was a knock on the door and we walked toward it together. I let Liam open it and I hugged Augie before he even made it past the door frame. 
 
    “Someone’s in a good mood,” he teased. 
 
    “I’m taking full advantage of the celebrations. Deal with it,” I replied as I let him walk in, then proceeded to give my dad the same treatment. Ever since my nightmare on the way back from Colorado and having Augie get attacked, I’d become a little more attached to those I loved. 
 
    So far, it was just the two of them who had arrived. Liam left the door open as we waited for the others to show before we gave any tours of the house. Augie complained about how big our new TV was and the bar in the corner, wishing he had thought to do some of the upgrades we had. 
 
    “No takebacks. The house is ours.” I glared at him. 
 
    “After all the labor we’ve put in the last ten days, you’d have to pry the keys from our dead hands,” Liam agreed. 
 
    Augie held up his hands in mock surrender. “It’s all yours. I’ll steal it back one day when Taya becomes alpha, though. Keep it in good condition in the meantime for me, huh?” 
 
    I picked up a pillow from the couch behind me and chucked it at his face. It was my go-to move when he was annoying me. “Not cool, Augie.” 
 
    Before he could respond, Caleb, Jamie, and Aiden walked in. I had been so relieved when Augie said we were allowed to talk to the others about the potential risk of a traitor. Augie had handled the testing of Liam’s brothers and Jamie, since we were too close to the situation. I would have been majorly disappointed if Jamie had turned out to be a traitor. I liked her and hadn’t wanted to beat the shit out of her for being a dumbass.  
 
    Caleb let out a low whistle. “Nice place, Firecracker. I’m a little disappointed there’s no red wall, but the yellow works, I guess.” 
 
    He came in for a hug first. “I’ll see about some red paintings just for you.” 
 
    I hugged Jamie next. Aiden was last, looking uncomfortable as usual. He wasn’t a hugger, so I thoroughly enjoyed each one I gave to him. “Thanks for coming,” I whispered in his ear when I wrapped my arms around him. His grunt and one-armed stiff hug were the usual response. 
 
    I could tell Aiden was getting restless with nothing productive to do and his brothers being busy with their mates. I almost felt bad for him, but I was a selfish mate and didn’t think twice about keeping Liam to myself for the time being. They’d had twenty years together. It was my time. 
 
    “One of these days, that broody exterior is going to crack, and I can’t wait to be around to see it,” I added. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Caleb snickered. “We’ve been trying to break him for years.” 
 
    My timer for the ribs went off, and I broke away from the group to take care of the meat. Once I had them out to rest, Liam and I gave everyone a tour of the house. Augie continued to grumble. My dad smiled proudly at all we had done, and Caleb looked ready to bolt with Jamie already. Aiden continued to look bored until he was finally able to sit at the table with more food than he knew what to do with. 
 
    We’d bought the biggest table we could find when Liam and I went out looking for one. I wanted a special place where we could have family dinners without everyone from the pack interrupting. Pack was family, but sometimes it was nice to make it a smaller occasion with those closest to us. Tonight was one of those times. 
 
    After everyone had their fill, we made our way to the living room. I sat snuggled between my dad and Liam, happy as I could be, until Caleb made an announcement. 
 
    “Dad called, and we need to go home. Aiden and I bought us a few days, but nothing has been happening here and he needs our help there.” 
 
    I was not ready for this conversation. Liam still hadn’t spoken with his dad about his decision to stay here with me. My dad had been encouraging him to do so, but there hadn’t been time to make a trip back east to do it in person as Liam had wanted. 
 
    I felt him stiffen next to me, so I rubbed my hand up and down his arm in an attempt to calm him. “When are we supposed to be heading back?” Liam asked, voice rough. 
 
    “Tomorrow. We wanted to wait until after you had the house finished to tell you,” Aiden said. “Don’t worry about it. Dad is going to be fine.” 
 
    My dad reached his arm across the back of the couch and grasped Liam’s shoulder. “I agree with your brother, son. Elijah is a good man and alpha. I imagine he’s just as good at being a father. Just explain to him the situation and I know he’ll see reason.” 
 
    Liam nodded, but it was more robotic than willingly. “Yeah, sure. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    So much for having a fun-filled night with no stress. I guessed it was better than finding out an hour before we were supposed to leave tomorrow. “Dad, you don’t care if I go with them, right? We won’t be more than a couple days, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good idea. We can check in with Zarai tomorrow and let her know. Might be good for them to take some time off from searching anyway. They’ve been working day and night it seems.” 
 
    I nodded, taking Liam’s hand in mine. “Enough with the adulting conversation,” I said. “Let’s just enjoy tonight and worry about it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Taya’s right,” Caleb said as he stood. “Who wants another beer?” 
 
    Everyone’s hands went up in the air except mine. My dad had let Cord and I try beer when we were sixteen, but I had never been able to acquire the taste for it. The smell was awful, and our wolf metabolisms burned through the alcohol so fast that we rarely even got drunk, so I didn’t see the point. 
 
    I listened to Caleb and Jamie make plans and was inwardly jealous of how easy their relationship seemed to be. I was happy with Liam, but we still had a few more obstacles to get through before we could be as settled as they seemed to be. 
 
    Liam’s dad had it in his power to refuse his request of stepping down and not allowing him to transfer to our pack. I didn’t think he was the type of person to do so from what I had learned, but I also had only been around him a short time. Liam’s nervousness with the whole thing was not helping, either. 
 
    He seemed to have calmed down some and began to loosen up as the evening continued to go on. When the clock edged past midnight and everyone decided to leave, I was exhausted. Mentally more so than physically. After turning off all the lights, we headed for the bedroom.  
 
    Liam was silent as we got undressed and slipped into bed. I rolled over to lay my head on his shoulder, but he was back to being as tense as he had been when Caleb announced the news to go back to the Catskills. 
 
    “Talk to me,” I said softly. “You put on the appearance of not caring earlier, but I know going back is bothering you. Are you really worried your dad will deny your request?” 
 
    “No. Actually, it isn’t my dad I’m worried about at all. It’s my mom.” 
 
    I scrunched my face and glanced up at him. “Your mom? Why?” 
 
    “She’s going to kick my ass for not telling her about you sooner, but I knew if I told her over the phone, she’d tell my dad, and like I said before, this is a conversation we need to have face-to-face.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled. He was afraid of his mother. Oh, I couldn’t wait to meet her. 
 
    “Keep it up. Just wait until you meet her. You’ll understand. She raised the three of us with an iron fist. My dad had little to do in that department. He might wear the pants in the house, but she picks them out.” 
 
    “Thank you for that. This whole night I thought you were nervous about things not working out, but I am so ready to meet your mother. We’re going to have the best time, I know it.” 
 
    Liam groaned and I laughed some more. If she was anything like he just described and didn’t want to kill me for taking her son away, I had a feeling we were going to get along just fine. 
 
    I kissed him goodnight with promises that everything would be just fine before I rolled over to fall asleep. I was worried about leaving the pack when we didn’t know Declan’s whereabouts, but I wouldn’t let the bastard rule my life with fear. We would find him eventually and we would end him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, we packed everything we needed for the trip before heading to the pack house to have a late breakfast. Caleb and Jamie were nowhere to be found yet, but Aiden, my dad, and Augie joined us. 
 
    Augie nudged my side from his seat next to me. “Are you nervous about meeting the parents?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. “No, I’m awesome. Why would I be nervous?” 
 
    Okay, I was a little worried, but I wasn’t going to admit it out loud. As fabulous as Liam’s mom sounded, she might hate me just because Liam loved me, and that petrified me. 
 
    “Whatever. Keep telling yourself that. I’ll leave my phone on for when you need to call me during your panic attack.” 
 
    “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    “You love me anyway,” he taunted. 
 
    I glared at him. “Only some days. Today is not one of those days.” 
 
    “Enough, children,” my dad said, interrupting our banter. “You’re giving me a headache. Hurry up and eat before you’re late. Due to the last-minute trip, you guys get to fly commercial. In coach.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I whined. We usually flew private or first-class for long distances. Wolves did not like cramped space, and being squished next to human strangers in a tin can was not good for our wolf’s sanity. 
 
    “It’s only on the way there. I have a small plane on stand-by for the way home. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ha! He wasn’t the one who was going to end up squeezed between two strangers while a stir-crazy wolf paced inside his head. 
 
    We finished breakfast and as we stood to say goodbye to my dad and Augie, Zarai burst into the room. As if this day couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    “We found them,” she heaved as she stood next to the counter, glancing between all of us. “They’re moving this direction and they’re not far. You need to act now, or you’ll have a battle right here at the pack.” 
 
    Visiting the Catskills and Liam’s family was going to have to wait. I wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad sign that I was actually calmer about facing Declan and Jaye than I was about meeting Liam’s mother. 
 
    “I’ll cancel our flights and notify Dad,” Aiden said as he walked out of the kitchen. 
 
    That statement reminded me that if Zarai hadn’t broken through Jaye’s shield, we would have been gone and the pack would have been down a lot of help. I shuddered at the thought and hoped this was once again a coincidence. 
 
    Caleb pulled Jamie closer, moving protectively in front of her. I saw the irritation at the move on her face and grinned. “We can’t let this fight reach the pack,” he said. “There are too many shifters here who can’t properly protect themselves.” 
 
    “I agree, Caleb,” my dad nodded. “But we can’t fight them out in the open. What if the humans see or, worse, get caught in the crossfire? We can’t chance that. How long do you think we have before they arrive, Zarai?” 
 
    She unfolded a map of the states, laying it across the counter. Pointing to a black dot, she said, “That’s them. If they keep moving at the same pace, then we have two hours at most.” 
 
    Shit. As far as I knew, we had no plan in place if the fight came to us. Everything had been based off the scenarios of Zarai finding them and us giving chase. My stomach turned at the thought of innocent lives being lost.  
 
    My dad pinched the bridge of his nose, breathing in and out a few times before speaking again. “Okay, we have contingency plans for this.”  
 
    Well, apparently I missed that meeting, I thought with an eye roll.  
 
    Dad glanced down at the map again, then turned toward Augie, Liam, and me. “I need the three of you to get all of the children, and anyone who doesn’t know how to or can’t fight, up the mountain and in the caves. Zarai, can you place extra protections around the caves when everyone is settled?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll have the three sisters stay with your pack just in case. Lex and I can handle Jaye on our own. Now that I’ve broken through her shield to track her, I can tell her strength isn’t what I feared. She hasn’t been a sorceress for very long and her constant use of power is draining her.” 
 
    “Very good. Caleb, will you help me get Rick, Sam, and Tommy? They can begin recruiting others to start patrols. I want every inch of the property surrounded. Just because Jaye is coming in from one direction, doesn’t mean that all of Declan’s team will be coming that way. Once everyone is settled, we’ll take a team of no less than fifteen, plus Zarai and Lex. I want everyone situated within the hour.” 
 
    With no time to waste, I grabbed Liam and Augie by the hands and led them out of the kitchen. This was it. This was what I had been waiting for since the moment I walked into my father’s office and realized that Cord was dead. The day had come for me to get the retribution my brother so deserved. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once our pack members were settled, I followed my dad as he took the lead. We were joined by Augie, Liam, his brothers, and thirteen of our best protectors. We stood in a field on the outskirts of our property where we believed Declan and Jaye would be arriving. Zarai and Lex had their tracking map out, announcing an updated ETA every five minutes. 
 
    According to the witches, we would be seeing signs of Declan’s arrival within ten minutes. I shook my palms out and bounced on the balls of my feet. I was ready. We wouldn’t let Declan get away this time. I was tired of the chase and needed it to end today. 
 
    We’d spent the last hour rounding up all of our shifters. Not one was left in the main area of our pack. If someone wanted to participate in the fight, then we sent them to the boundary lines of our property in case Declan attempted to come at us from different directions than Jaye. Our solid fighters like Rick, Sam, and Tommy, were assigned to be with us where most of the action was likely to take place. 
 
    If pack members weren’t able to fight, Liam and I had led them up into the depths of a mountain behind our pack house along with the three witch sisters for added protection. Everyone was accounted for and we had little to worry about if all went as planned. 
 
    “I’m not sure how I feel about the eagerness rolling off you right now,” Liam said. “It frightens me a little.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “I will never be a damsel in distress. Not that there is anything wrong with those who don’t want to fight, but I will always protect what is mine. Right now, Declan is threatening my pack. I will never not be on the front lines for something like this.” 
 
    He tugged me closer, kissing the top of my head. “And it’s one of the many reasons I love you.” 
 
    “Good, because there’s no changing that part of me. Leaving my dirty clothes on the floor? Maybe. But this? Never going to happen.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remember that.” Liam laughed. 
 
    “Any minute now,” Lex said to my dad. 
 
    He turned, glancing at each of the wolves before him. “I know some of you have seen what Jaye can do already. I want everyone to shift now before they get here, except me and Augie. Once Jaye has been rendered useless by Zarai and Lex, we move in, but not a moment before. I don’t care if they taunt you or cast spells. Unless they are within physical striking distance, hold your place until I say. Do you understand?” 
 
    Nods and yeses went around the group as shifters began shedding their clothes. We spread out even further as each of us shifted. Liam was adorable as he stood in front of me, attempting to hide my body from the others. I shifted quicker than normal to appease his jealous wolf, while ignoring the physical discomfort it caused me to do so. 
 
    As soon as he was shifted as well, our wolves nudged each other, and I found myself nipping at his neck before I even knew what was happening. 
 
    Mate, my wolf murmured. 
 
    Easy, girl. No marking our territory before the big battle. We’ll work on that later. 
 
    Wolves liked to make a blood bond with their mates for a deeper connection, almost like the one Augie now had with my dad and the pack, but on a much more intimate level. The human part of me hadn’t thought of it yet, but listening to my wolf’s thoughts now, it hadn’t been far from her mind. We’d been so busy taking care of the humans, moving, and getting the house ready, that I hadn’t had a lot of time to spend with Liam in our wolf forms. Creating a wolf bond would be something we would need to discuss after our trip to the Catskills to speak with his dad. 
 
    I wasn’t going to create a lifelong bond with him without knowing for certain that nothing stood in our way. The wolf bond tied us together for life. A wolf could have more than one bond in their lifetime if their bonded died, but never multiple bonds at the same time. If a wolf didn’t get along with their bonded mate, they were left with no choice but to figure it out. 
 
    I wasn’t sure about the side effects of committing to Liam on that level, though. It meant that we would be able to sense how the other was feeling and push feelings back and forth with each other. We wouldn’t be able to convey words, but the feelings would be strong enough that we’d rarely be able to hide things from each other. I had been so independent most of my life, the thought of being tied to someone so closely freaked me out. 
 
    Before I could give it too much thought, Liam’s wolf pushed us back toward my dad and we stood on the front lines. My hackles rose as my wolf sensed the others coming near. Her senses were so much more powerful than mine. I almost forgot how in tune she was in a situation like this. 
 
    Liam growled next to me, moving closer without actually being on top of me. His charcoal wolf stood a few inches taller than my silver one, but I was fast, which had proved to be my saving grace on more than one occasion. I knew he was nervous, considering we had been split up during the last fight with Declan, but I’d been proud of him for not trying to hold me back. It made me love him even more than I thought possible. 
 
    “They’re here,” Zarai said softly. 
 
    My ears folded back as I turned toward where she was staring and saw the first wave of wolves coming through the trees. Of course, Declan wouldn’t be man enough to lead his own pack or what was left of it. He was a poor excuse for an alpha. 
 
    Six wolves ranging in color and size were the front line, followed by Declan, Jaye, and Rafe, who were flanked by ten or so more wolves. It appeared Declan had the same idea as my dad by having most of his team shift before facing us. It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t best us. 
 
    Jaye cackled as she strode toward us. “Sisters! How lovely to see you,” she said maniacally. “I’ve longed for this day since I began planning it.” 
 
    Lex sneered and leapt forward, but Zarai stopped her. “We assumed you were dead, Mari. How intriguing that you’ve taken your sister’s name.” 
 
    What the hell was happening right now? 
 
    Jaye or Mari, whatever her name was, had stopped fifty feet back from us. She glowered and spat on the ground. “She was no sister of mine! Though, her name was useful in keeping me under the radar. I got rid of her as soon as she began to question my authority. I will only offer you this opportunity once; leave now before the two of you share the same ending as Jaye.” 
 
    The look on Declan’s face was priceless. He had no idea what was going on, either, and I was enjoying every minute of it. 
 
    “What was your plan, Mari?” Lex snarled. “Use the shifters to attack us? It would have never worked. You’re a pathetic excuse of a witch. Jaye should have ended you when she had the chance.” 
 
    “Oh, dear Alexandria.” I guess we knew what Lex was short for now. “You underestimate me once again. You so foolishly believed the twisted words I forced out of her mouth. I made sure she caused quite the ruckus before I lured her back to me, so you didn’t come looking for her. I knew if she rejected you, your pride would prevent you from doing the right thing.” 
 
    Holy shit, this was some soap opera drama. 
 
    “You little bitch!” Lex roared as she shot out a spell toward Mari, and Zarai didn’t stop her. “You’ll pay for her death and all those after hers.” 
 
    Angry tears trailed down Lex’s face and my heart ached for her broken one. Lex was maintaining her composure so much better than I thought I would have been able to. 
 
    Mari had easily deflected the spell Lex shot at her and proceeded to move toward us. “I’ll give you both one chance to walk away and let me handle these wolves. None of this involves you, anyway.” 
 
    “You brought us into the matter when you decided to turn humans into shifters. We’ve never stopped protecting the humans, even from dark witches like yourself,” Zarai stated. “We won’t walk away until you’re stopped.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean sorceress?” Mari taunted. “Jaye’s sacrifice was the final boost I needed to finally ascend into my full power.” 
 
    Lex snarled, yelling obscenities. I was pretty proud of her then. She rivaled a wolf’s anger. 
 
    “Have it your way then. Be prepared to say hello to Jaye for me, because your only chance at leaving here is gone,” Mari snarled. 
 
    Spells and sparks began flying between the three witches. I moved forward, but my dad halted us by throwing his hand out and blocking my path. Declan did the same, curiosity on his face, not showing an ounce of sympathy for the woman he had called mate not so long ago. Mari lying about whatever plan she had would likely be her undoing. 
 
    Zarai and Lex parted, going toward Mari at an angle, moving strategically. I watched in fascination as both of their bodies became incased in a golden shield and their hands lit up in blue sparks. Shit was about to go down. 
 
    At the same time, my dad stepped forward and with every step he took, the rest of us followed close behind. I watched the witches as we did this, making sure to stay out of the crossfire. Mari wasn’t going down without a fight and she didn’t look the least bit scared of Zarai and Lex, causing me to worry. 
 
    Ja–Mari shot one magical fire ball after the next at the two witches. With each one, a tremor wracked their golden shields, but they continued to move forward with ease. I glanced between their increasingly blue hands and Mari. I hadn’t figured out what their plan was, but it had better be good. Their shield wasn’t going to hold up for much longer. And if they didn’t win, we were all fucked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quit hiding from me!” Mari yelled. “Fight me or surrender. You’re only making this harder on yourself.” 
 
    Mari’s hands raised in the air, followed by her slamming them down into the ground, causing the earth to crack and split in various places, but nothing wide enough for someone to fall through. My wolf yipped at the power that flowed through the field, but we held our stance. 
 
    Lex’s shield finally shattered and I expected her to do something, but certainly not what she had done. She cowered, falling to her knees as Mari rose back up. Lex’s head was lowered, and she let the power she had been building up…fizzle out. 
 
    What the actual hell? 
 
    “Now!” my dad called out. 
 
    I couldn’t pay attention to the witches, nor worry about their safety. If we didn’t fight Declan while Zarai was at least keeping Mari distracted, we were so screwed. 
 
    I charged forward with Liam at my side. My eyes were set on Rafe and his on me. My dad had demanded that the pack leave Declan for him, and I was perfectly okay with that, but Rafe was mine. I knew he had a role in everything that had happened from his snide comments at the Decennial Gathering. He would pay for whatever part that might have been. 
 
    As Rafe’s shift began to take over, he had to get in one last blow while he narrowed his beady eyes on me. He pointed to the left of us. “Over there is where I shot your brother dead. Now, I’m going to tear you to shreds, you little bitch.” 
 
    My wolf howled and roared as we moved faster with Liam at my back. Just as Rafe’s front legs came down, I slammed into his underbelly. I swiped my front right paw up as he ripped into my neck, each of us getting in our blows, but neither willing to back off from the other. 
 
    We circled each other once before going at it again. I got a glimpse of my dad keeping his own with Declan who, surprisingly, was in wolf form. I had assumed he’d use his magic. Maybe he was more of a man than I gave him credit for, but it didn’t make a difference. He needed to die. 
 
    Liam was behind me, keeping Declan’s other wolves from assisting Rafe in his fight with me. What surprised me the most and made me want to stop, though I knew I couldn’t, was the fact that Zarai was still holding her own and Lex was back to standing up. Whatever they had done must have been a ruse to get Mari to lower her guard, because they now had the upper hand. Though, I didn’t get a long enough look to really know how it was going. 
 
    Attention back on Rafe, I charged forward again, snarling and snapping as we slammed into each other. He had killed my brother and I was going to return the favor. He wouldn’t get away with taking my best friend from me. I would do this. There was no stopping me or my wolf until Rafe took his last breath. I’d never considered myself a killer, nor did I believe that two wrongs made a right, but Rafe would only kill again if I didn’t stop him. No more innocent blood would be spilled by his hands. 
 
    I latched onto his neck, quickly taking a chunk out before backing up, counting on my speed once again to give me the upper hand. When I backed away, I used the opportunity to check on Liam. He was still near, but battling another wolf, who was losing poorly. Liam would not fight to kill, though. We had decided before the fight that if we could injure and capture them, then we would try. Our pack would not stoop to their level, but all rules went out the door for me when Rafe admitted to killing Cord. There was no going back after that. No forgiveness to be given. 
 
    Rafe took advantage of my momentary distraction, charging first. He slammed into my side, using his weight to throw me back. The impact cracked something on the inside, but I ignored the pain. It was nothing compared to my anger. I stayed low to the ground, pretending to be worse off than I really was. I saw him coming for me again. Once he was upon me, I rolled over and out of the way, bouncing back up onto all fours, before digging my claws into his back quarters as he passed me. 
 
    We faced off again, more growls and snarls being shared between the two of us. So much hatred poured out of him for me and I had no idea why. I almost felt bad for him but dismissed the feeling as quickly as it came. 
 
    Over and over again, we both took one hit after another, but still, I was faster. I was able to move out of the way before he really sank his teeth or claws into me. Oh, he’d gotten in some good hits, but Rafe was bleeding a hell of a lot more than I was. I could see the fatigue setting in as his wolf huffed heavily with his tongue out. 
 
    I just had to keep it up a little bit longer and my part would be over. My brother would be avenged, and I’d sleep a little better at night, knowing I had done that for him. 
 
    Before I could decide my next move, a loud yelp came from where my dad was. My head jerked in that direction to find my dad pinned beneath Declan. My heart stopped, and the world froze. Get up, Dad, I internally screamed. I would not lose him. Not yet. 
 
    Declan ripped into his throat and I cried out, stepping in their direction. Rafe had other plans, though. Using my distraction against me, he plowed into me harder than any other time before that, knocking the wind out of me. Blood poured from his neck as he towered above me. I twisted my body to get out from underneath him, but he had me pinned. Knowing it wouldn’t do much damage but wanting to fight back in whatever way I could, I latched on to his leg as high as I could reach while he tore into my neck. 
 
    My wolf fought hard, never giving up. Rafe’s blood coated my body. If I hadn’t been worried about my dad, I would have had him. Too soon, I felt my body weakening as Rafe continued to relentlessly attack me from above. His back claws dug into my sides, breaking skin, while he continued sinking his teeth deeper into my neck. If he continued to have the advantage, he’d sever my spinal cord within mere minutes. 
 
    Deciding I needed to go for a Hail Mary, I let go of his front leg to focus on another plan. What little I had been trying to do was not working. I needed a plan B before Rafe won. I began throwing my head from side to side. It was painful as hell, but effective. I managed to dislodge his bite from my neck, and he couldn’t get another decent hold on me as I tossed my head back and forth. 
 
    As my vision began to go black from my efforts, I was pretty certain this was it for me. I began to think about all the things I’d yet to do with my life and wasn’t ready to give up. I wanted more time, but I couldn’t see how I was getting out of my current predicament. 
 
    Before I could completely give up, I heard a feral growl and Rafe’s weight was thrown off me. I didn’t see who my savior was. Instead, I took a minute to breathe and heal. With as much damage as there had been to my neck, I knew the latter was going to be harder than I liked. 
 
    I rolled to the side, noticing Zarai racing my way. The smile on her face was one of victory, making me smile internally, knowing that at least one thing had gone right so far. She placed her hands above my neck, speaking in an old language I wasn’t familiar with, but I didn’t question it. Whatever she was saying was amplifying my healing. I wasn’t going to be back to my normal self anytime soon, but I felt the open wound close and my wolf healing was taking care of whatever internal damage had been done. 
 
    I got back up, only to realize Liam had been the one to knock Rafe off me, and he was livid. Liam’s growls and snarls were drowning out any other noise around me. His teeth and jaw clamped down on Rafe’s front leg, keeping him from getting up for the time being. 
 
    Seeing as though Liam had the situation under control for the moment, I wanted to check on my dad. He, too, had an assist, which made me breathe a little easier. Augie must have swept in to help him get back up, because they were both fighting Declan now, though it was hard to tell who had the upper hand. 
 
    I took another moment to check on the rest of our pack since I wasn’t in any immediate danger. Jaye was now magically bound to a tree about twenty yards away with Lex standing guard. Zarai was going from wolf to wolf, giving them a magical boost like she had done for me. 
 
    A growl ripped from my throat as I saw Tommy lying on the ground, unmoving. Zarai went to him when she saw the direction of my stare. Her hands lowered to Tommy’s chest, but she shook her head in defeat. I howled out in pain knowing we’d lost one of our most valued protectors. Anger built up inside of me as I brought my attention back to Liam and Rafe. I was ready to end this. 
 
    I snarled as I stalked toward them. Liam had Rafe pinned similarly to how I had been just moments ago. I growled at him to move as I approached. His wolf appeared as if he was going to challenge me, but once he got a good look at me, thought better of it. 
 
    Rafe was exhausted. I barely had to nudge him as I switched places with Liam and his wolf groaned in pain. This is for my brother, I thought as I sank my teeth into Rafe’s neck one last time. Coppery liquid invaded my mouth and while the taste made me gag, I didn’t let up until I heard the snap of Rafe’s spinal cord. 
 
    I shook my head back and forth for good measure before throwing my head back and howling in victory. Rafe would never again take a son away from his father. A brother from his siblings. He wouldn’t be allowed to grow old and evil like his father. Maybe the afterlife would teach him to be a better person, but that wasn’t for me to worry about. 
 
    Right then, I needed to find my dad and Augie. I needed to know they were okay. As I glanced around, all I saw were retreating wolves. Anger rose within me as I saw one of those wolves was Declan. I took one step forward, but alpha power washed over me and I froze. 
 
    My dad’s wolf eyes narrowed on me. I was helpless to do anything other than lower my head and obey him. 
 
    Damn it all to hell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    My dad must have put every ounce of energy he had into keeping me in my place, because I fought back with everything I had, but my body continued to lower to the ground until I lay on my side whimpering. I was furious at him for stopping me. My entire body quaked with fury as I watched Declan and what was left of his team disappear into the woods. 
 
    “Taya, calm down,” my dad demanded, but my wolf wouldn’t listen. 
 
    I snarled and snapped at anyone who came near me. Blood coated my face and I was still fuming. Killing Rafe hadn’t made me feel any better about losing Cord, but at least I would sleep better knowing he couldn’t harm another person. 
 
    During my fit of rage, Liam had shifted back to human form, wearing loose sweatpants. He approached me cautiously, but still got closer than anyone else was willing to risk. “It’s going to be okay,” Liam spoke softly, keeping his eyes lowered out of respect to my wolf. He wasn’t talking to me, he was talking to her. 
 
    He slowly reached out a hand, placing it on my head. His touch helped more than I thought it would, but my wolf still whimpered in pain and anger. My ribs were on fire. More than one were broken and my neck was going to be a hot mess on the inside when I shifted back to my human form. 
 
    I felt the alpha power lift from me as well as the adrenaline I had been operating on. I really missed the adrenaline. It had blocked out more aches than I realized. 
 
    Liam’s touch trailed from my head to my back as he continued to stroke back and forth until my wolf rolled over, giving me the opportunity to take control. I hesitated on shifting back, knowing it was going to be one of the most painful things I’d ever done, but I couldn’t avoid it. My bones wouldn’t heal properly if I stayed in my wolf form. 
 
    My body tremored and Liam backed up as my shift took over. I cried out, fighting between wanting to force the shift faster and taking my time. It was a fine balance, because either way was going to hurt like a bitch. 
 
    Augie arrived with a blanket, laying it over me as my body adjusted to my human form and new discomforts. I glanced up at him to make sure he was still in one piece and cringed at the gashes across his midsection. “Augie …” I croaked out. 
 
    He bent slowly, placing his hand under my head. “It’s okay, Taya. Just rest.” 
 
    Liam moved into my line of sight then and he was worse than Augie. Hot tears trailed down my face when I took stock of the blood that covered him. His left shoulder had a chunk missing from it and the right one appeared to be dislocated. Several gashes appeared on his sides, which meant his back was likely shredded, but I couldn’t see it. 
 
    Augie moved out of the way, so Liam could hold me. As he bent to lift me off the ground, I howled out in pain. My ribs were royally screwed and any movement was going to be agonizing for at least the next several hours. 
 
    “Ribs,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Liam growled. “He shouldn’t have been able to hurt you like he did.” His head lowered to mine to press our foreheads together. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for. It ended the way it should have for Rafe. I’ll be fine in a couple days.” I tried to wiggle my way up into a sitting position, but quickly regretted it and gave up. “Help me up. I think if I don’t bend, it won’t hurt as bad.” 
 
    Liam shook his head, but indulged me anyway. He called Caleb over to help and they each took one side of me. I gritted my teeth together as the agony rolled through me, but I wanted to stand on my own two feet. I needed to see the damage to our pack and figure out why my dad let Declan limp away. Now that I was in control of my thoughts as opposed to my wolf, I knew he would have had a valid reason for it. I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    “You look like you had a fight with a chainsaw, Firecracker,” Caleb remarked once I was standing. 
 
    I glanced at him, slightly irritated he somehow managed to walk away from the fight with zero visible injuries. He had no marks that I could see and no dried blood like most of us had. 
 
    “You should see the other guy.” I grinned. 
 
    “I did and it will haunt my dreams for months. You did what any of us would have done after his asshole comment.” 
 
    I visibly flinched at the reminder, while nodding at him. Caleb took that as his cue to walk away. Liam stepped in front of me, placing his hands on the side of my face and carefully trailing them down my neck, checking for open wounds. 
 
    I tightened the blanket Augie had given me around my body and held my breath as he examined me. “The wounds that Zarai closed stayed shut, but I still want you to see Alex when we get back. We all need to,” he said. 
 
    “On that request, I won’t fight you. I probably have several broken ribs and need to be wrapped up, but first a shower. A long, steamy shower with my mate.” 
 
    “That can definitely be done. Let’s go check in on the others first, then I’ll get you home. Zarai and Lex are doing what they can for those most injured and Alex is on his way down here to help.” 
 
    Wolves may have fast healing, but we could still die from blood loss, which reminded me that Liam likely needed some advanced healing as well. I took a closer look at his shoulder. Blood still trickled down from it, but at a decently slow pace. Regardless, I wanted the exposed wound closed before we did anything else. Infection was another thing we weren’t immune to. I didn’t want to risk anything happening to him. 
 
    Walking was easier than I thought as long as I kept a steady gait and didn’t turn too fast. I found Zarai standing up from healing one of the wolves and pulled Liam in her direction. She took one glance at him and went right to work. Liam had already been given sweatpants after he shifted, so I didn’t know if he had any injuries on his bottom half, but the top was almost back to normal after Zarai was done. 
 
    “Lex and I will finish up here, but we need to get Mari back to our coven as soon as possible. It’s not wise to underestimate her, and the sooner we can strip her power, the better.” 
 
    “Thank you for everything today. It meant a lot to have your help today and these past few weeks. I was worried you two weren’t going to make it. How did you finally stop her?” I asked. 
 
    “Lex transferred her power to me and, when Mari headed for Lex’s defenseless body on the ground, I overpowered her. As soon as Mari was incapacitated, Lex used binding cuffs to cut off her access to her power. She’s a sorceress, so the cuffs won’t last forever, but they’ll hold out for a day or two until we handle her with the coven.” 
 
    “You two played that well. You had us all convinced that shit was about to hit the fan and we needed to act quickly. I’m glad it worked out the way it did, though. Thank you, again.” 
 
    Zarai smiled warmly at me as she nodded, acknowledging my statement before moving on to the next injured wolf. 
 
    Liam rolled his shoulder and smiled. “Feels better. I’ll have Caleb or Aiden pop the other one back in place when we’re done.” 
 
    I cringed. He sounded so nonchalant about it, but I knew how it felt to have a shoulder out of place. There was no way he wasn’t in pain right then. 
 
    Most of the men had shifted back to their human forms and bottoms had been passed out to everyone. Dried blood coated most of the pack, but when my gaze finally landed on my dad, his wounds were still freshly bleeding. Whatever Declan had done to him had been way worse than I thought. 
 
    “Dad,” I said softly as we walked up to him, Augie, and Aiden. “What happened?” 
 
    “First, I need this.” He pulled me into his arms, gently hugging me. “I’m very sorry I had to use my alpha power on you, but your wolf was feral, and I didn’t know how else to stop her.” 
 
    I placed my hand on his arm as I pulled back. “It’s okay. I understand and appreciate you looking out for me, but I don’t understand why you let him go.” 
 
    “We took a major hit today. We lost two of our own and most of these injuries will take days to heal even with Zarai’s help. Something snapped in Declan when you killed Rafe. He tore into me good one last time, then retreated. Those in his pack who were able to followed him, but he lost a lot of people today.” 
 
    My dad moved over and nodded behind him. There were eight shifters either laying or sitting on the ground, unable to move. Zarai or Lex must have done something to make them immobile, making it hard to tell who was only injured and who was dead. 
 
    “I saw your injuries and knew the extent of mine. It wasn’t worth the risk to engage him again. I can promise he won’t get away again.” 
 
    “Why are you still bleeding?” I asked. 
 
    “Because he refused my help, like a stubborn old man, until we treated the rest of his pack,” Zarai said as she moved in front of my dad. “I’m done now. Are you going to cooperate?” 
 
    Her attitude made me smile as I waited for my dad to respond. “Thank you. If you’d close up my wounds, I’ll see Alex later about the rest.” 
 
    Zarai went to work and I watched in amazement as blue light incased my dad’s stomach. His skin began to stitch back together as she moved her hands over the wounds, then up to his neck to close up the last of the injuries. 
 
    “Don’t overdo it for the next couple days and you should be fine,” Zarai said. “We have to get Mari out of here. I’m not sure that we’ll be back after this, but if you really need me in the future, I’ll make sure it’s not as hard to track us down. Just don’t abuse it,” she warned. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dad said. “We would never take your help for granted, so you have my word to only call if we have no other options.” 
 
    Zarai nodded, but didn’t say anything else. She was on edge and ready to leave. I couldn’t blame her. My dad lightly wrapped his arm around me, bringing me in for another hug as Zarai walked toward Lex and Mari. “You did well, Sweet Girl.” 
 
    “He killed Cord. I couldn’t let him live.” My voice was rough and filled with emotion. 
 
    “I heard and I wouldn’t have handled it any differently. Are you okay, though?” 
 
    “A little sore, but I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I meant up here.” He pointed to his head. “You’ve never had to fight like that. It can mess with your head, so when you need to, make sure you talk about it. Holding it in and trying to act like everything is okay will only make it worse.” 
 
    “I will, I promise.”  
 
    I turned to find Liam who I thought was right behind me but was now off to the side getting tortured by Aiden. I flinched and closed my eyes as Aiden jerked Liam’s shoulder back into place, causing a loud crunching noise. Liam let out a sigh of relief when it was done, though. 
 
    Once he was back at my side, my dad addressed us both. “Go back home, clean up, and let the other pack members know the fight is over.” 
 
    “For now,” I added with a mutter. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s true, but for today, we’re done. We will worry about everything else tomorrow.” 
 
    Liam tugged on my hand and I willingly followed him back toward the house. It took twice as long to make the walk back home with our internal injuries. Only once we were standing under the scalding water, did the weight of the world crash down on me as I observed the red tinged water swirl down the drain of the shower. Liam stood behind me as my body finally surrendered to the mental and physical assault it had been through as of late. 
 
    I sank to the floor, letting it all out. I cried and screamed over and over again. Liam held onto me for the duration, never loosening his supportive hold on me. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” he whispered as the tremors that wracked my body finally slowed down. “I love you and I’m here for you. Just breathe.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, settling into his embrace. We stayed like that until the water began to go from hot to lukewarm. Liam stood first, helping me up before we finished rinsing and shut off the water. 
 
    We dressed in silence, too emotionally drained from the day, but I couldn’t hide away just yet. My pack needed me and if I really thought about it, I needed them, too. We were family and needed to stick together. 
 
    Liam held his hand out for me. “Are you ready to go get the others?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    We walked outside, then over to the pack house, taking one of the ATVs to head toward the mountain. The ride over was mostly silent, but companionable. Liam kept one hand on me at all times, which eased the emotions storming within me. 
 
    I had killed someone. 
 
    Even though Rafe had taken my brother from me, the thought that I had actually taken a life from this world bothered me a lot. I welcomed the guilt. I’d be more worried if it didn’t bother me that I had been the cause of Rafe’s death. 
 
    My wolf kept rationalizing everything inside my head, but the humanity in me was still struggling to process it. 
 
    “It was you or him, Taya,” Liam said as we came to a stop at the base of the mountain. “You had no choice when it came to Rafe. I know that if he would have surrendered, you would have stopped. I know you might not be ready to talk about how you’re feeling, but I need you to know that you did the right thing.” 
 
    It was me or him. 
 
    That thought repeated several times over in my head until it stuck. Liam was right, and it made me feel slightly better about the situation I found myself in. I’d still need the time to process it, but his statement went a long way to help. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “I needed to hear that.” 
 
    “I’m happy to be of service any time you need it.” His signature cocky grin made an appearance, causing my mind to go momentarily mushy. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go get the others, so they can go home. It’s going to be a lot to process losing two of our own today. Four pack members within the last six weeks.” I shook my head. “It’s just not right.” 
 
    Death seemed to be smacking us in the face at every turn. I wondered when it would stop and at what cost. How much more would we have to lose before we won? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    As expected, once the pack members came down from the mountain with the witches, sorrow rolled through our ranks. Seeing Tommy’s lifeless wolf form earlier had taken a toll on me and I was glad I hadn’t seen Colin. He was the other shifter we lost. I hadn’t known him well. He had lived with our pack for the last few years and, from what I had heard, was a damn good protector. 
 
    I made a promise to myself that once all of this was over, I would try harder to spend more time with our pack and get to know them. I needed to go outside my bubble more often and starting with our pack was the best way. Eventually, I’d have to start socializing with other packs, but… baby steps for me. 
 
    I had a rare moment of alone time as I sat in my dad’s office, waiting for him to get done with the families of the fallen shifters. My feet were propped up on the desk with my head tilted back and eyes closed as I attempted to relax. Liam was off with his brothers, working out the details of rescheduling our trip to New York. I was hoping they’d put it off for a few more days. If I wasn’t emotionally ready to meet Liam’s mother before, I was even more of a hot mess now. 
 
    Large hands squeezed my shoulders as I recognized the smell of my best friend. Augie leaned over me, kissing the top of my head. “How’s my best girl doing?” he asked. 
 
    I opened my eyes as fresh tears obstructed my vision. “I’ve been better.” 
 
    Augie picked me up, walked us over to the tan leather couch against the wall, and settled me in his lap. “I’m sorry for what you had to go through today and that I wasn’t there for you. Your dad needed me, but I should have told him you needed me, too.” 
 
    I rubbed my thumb across the worry lines forming between his eyes. “August James, you are my best friend. I will always need you. There is no denying that, but when the pack needs you, I understand it’s your duty to be there for them as well. I also have Liam now, so you don’t need to worry about me as often.” 
 
    He smiled down at me. “I’m glad you had him today. I saw him knock Rafe off you. I was trying so hard to reach you, but every time I thought we had a handle on Declan, the bastard had a sudden burst of energy.” 
 
    “Everyone did exactly what needed to be done today. Like my dad said earlier, we’ll get Declan next time. His resources are slowly drying up. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    Augie chuckled. “You’re being all grown up and political like your father right now. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Shut your face.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “How’s that for grown up?” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    “What’s perfect?” Dad asked as he walked in the room, taking a seat behind his desk. “By the way, doesn’t it bother Liam how close you two are?” 
 
    I glanced between Augie and me, realizing how the situation probably appeared. I was cradled in his arms on the couch, but there was nothing more than brother-sister love between us. I’d have to make sure to mention that to Liam again. If he did have an issue with it, then the two of us were going to have big problems. I would not be changing my relationship with Augie for anyone. Even a mate whom I loved. 
 
    “Liam understands that Augie is family,” I said. 
 
    “Alright, then. Tomorrow, we need to have a pack meeting. I’d like both of you there along with Liam. If he’s staying here, committed to being a part of your life and this pack, then he will be required to play a much bigger role in this pack than protector. We can discuss what that entails later, but for now, just make sure he understands there will be expectations of him.” 
 
    I nodded as I slid off Augie’s lap to stand up. “I’m sure that won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “There will be round-the-clock patrols of the property and a curfew for everyone until we stop Declan and those who support him. I don’t trust that they won’t come back, and I refuse to lose any more of my people. Augie, I need you to work with Rick on organizing shifts of no less than ten shifters each. Preferably three rotations, if possible, so we’re not overworking people, but if there’s not enough bodies, then two will have to do.” 
 
    Augie stood up as well. “I’ll get on it right now and take first shift tonight with whoever I can get. Tomorrow, we will set a schedule for at least the next couple weeks.” 
 
    I groaned. “We better not be at this for weeks.” 
 
    “Plan for the worst and hope for the best,” Augie said as he walked out the door to put my dad’s request into motion. 
 
    My dad had a look of satisfaction on his face as he watched Augie leave. “I have always seen Augie as nothing more than your best friend. I’m glad Davis brought attention to him. He’s been invaluable to me since I’ve been back.” 
 
    “He grew up watching your every move. You didn’t think he was always around just for me, did you?” I teased. “Augie’s meant for great things.” 
 
    “As are you. How are you holding up?” 
 
    I cleared my throat as I procrastinated answering his question by moving back to the chair in front of his desk. “I’m not going to lie, I’ve been better, but don’t worry about me. I’ve already taken your advice to heart. Liam made sure to talk about it some earlier and it did help. If it gets worse, I’ll come to you, but for now, you have enough on your plate.” 
 
    He reached his hand across the desk, squeezing my own. “Sweet Girl, telling me not to worry about you is like asking me to stop breathing. It will never happen. I will never be too busy to be there for you. Plus, most of the time you’ll be right by my side learning everything I know. I’m here for you whenever you need me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” I let out a yawn. “I’m going to head home. It’s been a long day and I don’t see the following days getting any easier. I’ll see you in the morning?” 
 
    He stood from his desk, coming around to embrace me. “Of course. I love you, Taya. Forever.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    We held on longer than normal, but nothing about the day had been normal. Minutes later, when we pulled apart, I finally headed home for the day. 
 
    Caleb and Aiden were with Liam in the living room, but I only waved as I continued on to our room. I was mentally and physically done with this day and pretending I cared to socialize at this point in time was a lost cause. It just wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    I decided another shower would be exactly what I needed to relax before burrowing into bed. I turned the water as hot as it could get before stepping in, enjoying the burn against my skin. My neck was already feeling better, but still tight. My ribs were nowhere near okay yet, but I expected those to take a couple of days. 
 
    The marble shower filled with steam as I leaned against the wall with my eyes closed, enjoying the quiet time. Love had made me emotional. I wasn’t used to it and didn’t like the number of tears I’d let loose in the time I’d known Liam. I made a silent vow to rebuild my normal walls that kept all the sappy shit at arm’s length and move forward a stronger person. A future alpha who would be the backbone of the pack. 
 
    Strong arms wrapped around me as I was lost in my reverie under the cascading water. I leaned my head back against Liam’s shoulder, soaking in his strength and resolve. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” he whispered in my ear. 
 
    “How you’ve made me a big cry baby and I should rethink our relationship.” 
 
    His grip tightened on me, almost painfully, but more possessive than anything. “Really? I guess I should show you all the reasons that would be a very bad idea.” 
 
    Liam’s tone was dark and sensual, making my whole body shiver in excitement. I decided to keep up the ploy, though, just to see how far I could push him without upsetting his wolf. 
 
    “I’m not really all that interested,” I said casually before opening the shower door and stepping out. I peeked back at him, smiling internally at the appalled look on his face. Poor guy wasn’t sure what to make of my current mood. To be honest, neither was I, but anything was better than focusing on all the losses we’d had lately. 
 
    I made it just outside the bathroom before Liam swooped me up. I had a towel wrapped around me, but he was soaking wet, completely naked, and so damn sexy. I doubted my resolve would last long if he continued to stare at me with his sexy eyes. 
 
    “You shouldn’t walk away from your mate in the middle of a conversation, nor should you say you’re not interested,” he growled into my ear before nipping at me. “It’s not nice.” 
 
    I tilted my head away from him and wiggled my way out of his arms. “You know what’s also not nice? You’re worming your way into my heart and making me go all soft. I was a happy, emotionless shifter with little to no responsibilities before you came along.” 
 
    “Happy, emotionless shifter, huh?” He smirked. “How can you be happy and emotionless?” 
 
    “Whatever. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure I do. How about you explain it to me with less emotion? Because from where I am standing, your emotions are calling for me and I’m going to come to their aid as soon as you decide to stop being difficult.” 
 
    Damn him. He was making my whole plan backfire. I was supposed to be riling him up and there he was, Adonis reincarnated, standing naked and wet before me with the annoying cocky-ass grin I hated to love.  
 
    Water rivulets trailed down his abs, leading my eyes further south than I intended. Before I could shake off the stupor he often put me in, he said, “My face is up here, doll face.” 
 
    Oh, he was fighting dirty. It was the same thing he’d called me the first time we met, and my mind went stupid, irritation and passion warring within me. Not cool, Liam. Not. Cool. 
 
    Deciding I had lost the battle and I might as well take advantage of all that stood in front of me, I dropped my towel and pressed up against him. “What if I’m not interested in your face right now? What if I need something more than that right now?” 
 
    I needed something to take my mind off the shitty day we’d had. I couldn’t think of a better way than letting my mate have his way with me, showing me all the other emotions I could feel besides sorrow. 
 
    “I’ll always have more to give you. No matter where or when. Whatever I have is yours for the taking. Forever.” 
 
    Holy swooning shifters. I was done for. My arms instinctively wrapped around him as his hands reached under my thighs to lift me up. He pinned me against the wall and in one swift motion, demanded entry that had me crying out in pleasure. 
 
    I let all of my earlier worries go and gave in to the passion he coerced from me. He made love to me over and over again until we were both finally sated and exhausted much later. Tomorrow would be a new day and I’d worry about getting my emotions in check then. For now, I was content to show Liam exactly how he made me feel. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning, we had breakfast at our house before heading over to the pack house. I knew the burial ceremonies would be discussed and planning would begin. I hadn’t been ready for all that just yet. I wanted a little bit longer in our bubble of happiness. Selfish as it may be, I needed it, so I could go out there and be strong for my pack. I couldn’t help them if I didn’t help myself first. 
 
    As Liam cooked and I watched from the counter, I asked, “How did things go with your brothers last night?” 
 
    “Fine. The flights got pushed two more days. Do you think you’ll still be able to come? With more notice this time, we were able to hire a pilot and get a private plane, so no cramped wolf.” Liam’s grin was adorable. I could see how much he wanted me to go to his family’s pack, and there was no way I could deny him that. 
 
    “Of course, I’ll be there. I know my dad expected us to leave anyway, so he shouldn’t mind. Are your brothers anxious to go home? They’ve been gone a lot longer than I am sure any of you thought you’d be.” 
 
    Liam laughed. “I was pretty certain you were going to kick us out as soon as we landed in Oregon. I hadn’t expected to be here more than a day, let alone over a month.” 
 
    “I wasn’t that bad,” I replied. 
 
    “Yes, you were, but that’s what attracted me to you. You didn’t put up with any of my bullshit, and I knew I wasn’t going to get away with much around you. It was intriguing to say the least. Back to your original question, they’re both ready to get home. We all are, actually. I’m ready to talk with my father and make all of this official.” 
 
    He finished breakfast and handed me a plate of eggs, fried potatoes, and fruit, but I only took a couple bites, then pushed the rest of the food around my plate. I’d never met another man’s family. I’d never had a motherly figure. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to act around Liam’s family and the uncertainty of it all was driving me insane. 
 
    “Food not good?” Liam asked, a few minutes later. His food was almost devoured. 
 
    “It’s delicious, just not very hungry.” 
 
    “Quit stressing. I can see it on your face. My pack is going to love you and my parents are going to support my decision. I know it.” 
 
    Right, it was easy for him to say. He wasn’t the hussy taking the golden child away from the kingdom. I was. 
 
    I took a few more bites of food to put him at ease, then plastered a smile on my face in a feeble attempt to prove nothing was wrong. Based upon the eye rolling and head shaking that came my way, I was failing miserably. 
 
    We headed toward the pack house and ran into Rick on the way. He was looking worse for the wear, and I was beginning to get really worried about him. The loss of Davis and now Tommy, too. It was a lot for any one person to handle. I had Liam, Augie, and my dad to turn to in times like that, but Davis and Tommy had been those people for Rick. I’d have to talk with my dad and make sure he or someone else from the pack was checking in on Rick. The last thing we needed was for him to go rogue. 
 
    Once inside the pack house, we found my dad and Augie arguing in the kitchen. It was interesting to watch, and I stayed back just so I could listen a little longer. They were just like an old married couple already. 
 
    “Gerald, that’s not how these things work,” Augie said, exasperated. 
 
    “Oh, really? I forgot you would know better than me.” Dad rolled his eyes. “Please, enlighten me on how it’s supposed to work then.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to put the milk in before the flour or it will get clumpy.” 
 
    I walked the rest of the way into the kitchen where baking supplies were spread everywhere and shook my head. “Enough. You two are acting like old women. It all goes in the same and comes out the same. Who cares what ingredients go in the bowl first, and why isn’t Courtney in here doing this?” 
 
    “Your dad thought it would be a good bonding experience for us to cook together,” Augie droned. 
 
    “Apparently, I was wrong in my assumptions that since Augie loved food so much, he enjoyed cooking it, too,” my dad added. 
 
    “I do enjoy cooking it, but only when it’s cooked right!” 
 
    “Dad, how about you go clean up in your room? Augie, you clean up the mess, so that Courtney doesn’t have to. When the two of you are done, how about we sit down and talk about what we’re doing next.” 
 
    “Who made you boss?” Augie asked. 
 
    My dad gave him a high five. “I was just thinking the same thing.” 
 
    “Seriously? Now you’re going to get along?” They were going to make me grey prematurely. 
 
    “Taya, let’s just leave them be,” Liam suggested. “They’ll work it out on their own.” 
 
    “Right, because they were doing so well before we arrived.” 
 
    I left the room, listening to all three of them snickering behind me. Liam could stay with them. I was done with people already and it wasn’t even ten yet. I walked outside and around the back of the house to go sit on the porch swing. It faced the training fields behind the house, so the view wasn’t anything to write home about, but it was usually either entertaining to watch the other wolves beat the crap out of each other or it was peaceful. 
 
    Today, it was quiet while everyone took a day to rest and recharge after yesterday. I sat on the green cushions, pushing off against the deck to get the swing going. Birds flew around in the sky. A mixture of ravens and crows, which were hard to tell apart, soared above. Decades ago, when my grandfather first called this place home, there was a large nest of ravens here. He named our pack after the birds, but over the years, the population had dwindled.  
 
    I enjoyed watching the birds circling in the sky, then disappearing into the trees. It would be quite the experience to fly, but I wouldn’t trade my wolf for anything. I felt the rush of air against my fur just fine on the ground in my wolf form. As convenient and awesome as flying was, I couldn’t fathom being anything other than my wolf when I shifted. 
 
    “Taya?” a voice said, interrupting my thoughts. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    I glanced up to find Jamie standing at the edge of the deck. “Not at all. Have a seat.” 
 
    It felt like it had been forever since I had seen her even though it had just been a couple days. The smile that appeared on my face was sincere, and I was glad to have her as a friend. 
 
    Jamie sat down next to me, giving me a grin that told me I was either going to love or hate whatever came out of her mouth next. “Would you mind training me?” 
 
    “Training you?” Well, I hadn’t expected that. 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t like getting left behind yesterday. When I worked for Declan, he never taught me how to fight. I was always on guard within the house, but never where any action happened. I was basically a glorified monitoring system. I want to be Caleb’s equal like you are with Liam.” 
 
    That was something I was more than happy to focus on while we still had time. I wouldn’t be able to make her Caleb’s equal before we left for the Catskills, but I could at least give her a training regimen that she could continue to work on there. Even talk to Liam and Caleb about making sure she had someone who would help her from their pack. 
 
    “I would be happy to give you the kind of confidence and strength that every woman should have if they choose to. But even if you’re not Caleb’s equal in strength, you should always know that a woman’s strength is not only measured by physical things; it’s also mental. You survived years under Declan’s thumb and still chose to do the right thing when you saw what he was doing and had the opportunity. That takes a tremendous amount of courage that not all people would have.” 
 
    Jamie’s fair-skinned cheeks turned crimson with the compliment as she let her blonde hair fall forward. “Thank you. It means a lot coming from you.” 
 
    “Enough with the mushy stuff. Go get changed and meet me out front. Be prepared to have your ass kicked and discover muscles you never knew existed.” 
 
    She visibly gulped but recovered with a grin. “Give me everything you’ve got.” 
 
    I didn’t think she really meant that, but I’d give her everything I could considering I was still healing from the rounds I went yesterday with Rafe. Wolf healing was quick, but not that quick. I wasn’t too worried about it. As long as Jamie felt better when we were done, then that was all that mattered. Maybe having a sister-in-law would be one of the bright spots of my foreseeable future, if she didn’t hate me after what I was about to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie laid face down on the mats, reminding me much of myself when Davis and Augie had been “preparing me” for the Decennial Gathering. I had to give it to her, though. She’d given almost as good as she got today. She had the basic principles of fighting down. Now, she just had to hone those skills to become the badass I was sure existed inside her. 
 
    “Alright, I think you’ve had enough for the day,” I said as I gave her a hand up. 
 
    “I think I would have cried if you’d said we had to go again.” She laughed. “I know I asked for it, but damn, you kicked my ass.” 
 
    I slapped a hand on her shoulder. “But you took it like a champ. I can tell you with absolute certainty that even grown men wouldn’t have handled the beatings as well as you did.” 
 
    We walked over to get some water and take a seat. Once Jamie downed more than half of her bottle of water, she eyed me carefully, seeming unsure of how to say something. 
 
    “Use your words like a big girl,” I said with a smile as she flipped me off. “I promise, I’m really hard to offend and something tells me I don’t have to worry about you being a bitch.” 
 
    She sighed. “I’ve always hated how easy I am to read.” She blushed. “I just wanted to ask if you were nervous about going to the Catskills. I’m a wreck. Settling in here was easy, but I figured it was temporary, so I really didn’t care what people thought of me. But over there? I’ll be living with the alpha’s son. I don’t imagine that will make me anyone’s favorite person.” 
 
    I shushed her. “Girl, don’t you ever care what people think. You be you and the people who matter will love you regardless. Well, I’d attempt to at least get along with the parents, but everyone else? Screw them if they can’t handle all your awesomeness. I have to say, I’m sad to see you go and I normally never like women, so that should tell you something about yourself.” I laughed. 
 
    “I noticed none of them seemed very friendly around you. It must mean we’re both crazy.” Her laughter joined in with mine. 
 
    “I got burned so many times by girls who I thought were my friends growing up. I used to get close to people only to figure out they only wanted an in to get closer to my brother. I get it, he was easy on the eyes, but damn, I was tired of being a stepping stone in other people’s agenda.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you lost him. I’ve never really had family, so I can’t imagine how hard it was for you, probably still is. You’re a complete badass for all you’ve survived lately.” 
 
    My heart constricted for two reasons; I hated that she didn’t have family and that she’d been raised by Declan. He was no father. Also, for my brother. I missed him more than words could describe. Before this conversation turned emotional, I decided to change the subject. 
 
    “As are you. Just focus on being you and everything else will work itself out. Caleb seems over the moon about you and he had no intentions of settling down anytime soon. If you can do that to him, I think his pack will love you, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Taya. I really appreciate it. I’m going to miss it here. I’m glad you’re going with us tomorrow, though. It makes it easier to know I won’t have to face a new pack by myself. Plus, they’ll all probably hate you for taking Liam away and not even pay attention to me, which I’m totally okay with.” 
 
    I slugged her shoulder, making her cringe from her sore muscles. “Gee, thanks friend.” 
 
    Before she could respond, the side door slammed open and two angry faces appeared. Liam and Caleb didn’t appear to be too happy with us. I guess at least one of us forgot to tell them we were going to be otherwise occupied for the last several hours. 
 
    “What are you doing to my girl?” Caleb screeched like a little baby as Jamie looked over at him with a grin on her face. She’d totally enjoyed getting her ass kicked today, and after her last smartass comment, I didn’t feel bad about it. At all. 
 
    “Oh, calm down. She asked for it. You wouldn’t teach her to be your equal, so I did.” I smirked. “Give her a day to rest and she’ll give you a run for your money.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head at me before swooping Jamie into his arms as if she was a priceless possession. I got that it was meant to be a sweet gesture, but I had a feeling Jamie was only going to tolerate it for so long. She was one chick I had every intention of keeping in touch with. 
 
    Jamie waved at me from her cradled position. “Thank you, again, Taya. I’ll find you later!” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to give him a good jab like I taught you. He may not appear to be very tough, but he can take it,” I joked with pure happiness in my voice. 
 
    Caleb had been such a flirt and little shit when we met. Anything I could do to annoy him was going to be great. I loved him as a brother already, which made it even more enjoyable. 
 
    After they left, it was my turn to get swept up, and I was completely caught off guard. “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked Liam once I caught my breath. 
 
    “It looked like fun when Caleb did it. Thought we should try it, too.” He shrugged as he began to take long strides for the door. 
 
    “Just don’t think that everything your brother does is a great idea. I tend to like you just the way you are.” His cocky smile grew, and he opened his mouth to say something that I was sure would irritate me, so I slapped my hand over his face. “Except when you do that. Don’t. Do. That.” 
 
    His entire body vibrated with laughter as he continued to walk toward the pack house. I kept my hand over his mouth just in case. 
 
    We walked up the wooden steps with me being carried like a damn ninny, and Liam’s body still shook with the after effects of his joy. I didn’t want to rain on his parade by wiggling free. His right hand gripped my ass even tighter as he used the left one to open the door. Once we were inside, he set me on the couch before standing back up. “My brothers want to talk about our trip home, but they wanted you and Jamie in on the conversation. Your pack has that damn training room sealed up like Fort Knox and we couldn’t hear or smell you. Finally, after searching everywhere I could think of and Augie knowing we were looking for you, I realized the smirk on his face meant he was enjoying our suffering more than he should.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to quake in laughter. I had to give Augie props. I had not expected that from him. My best friend was finally taking a page from my book, because it was totally something I would have done. 
 
    “It’s not funny. We had been looking for you for over an hour!” 
 
    “But you never once specifically asked Augie where I was, did you?” 
 
    “No,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Ahhhh, I knew it! He’s getting evil as he matures. I like it.” 
 
    Liam shook his head at me. “Anyway, back to what I was saying. We need to talk about the trip. I know we need to make it short, so things will move pretty quickly once we get there and we wanted to prepare you and Jamie before it all happened.” 
 
    “Awe. Well, isn’t that sweet of you.” I batted my eyes at him like a southern belle. 
 
    “Being adorable doesn’t get you off the hook for disappearing,” he growled. 
 
    “Fine. It was worth a try.” 
 
    Liam left the room and I sat there by myself twiddling my thumbs. I was feeling better about the trip to the Catskills after hanging out with Jamie. The longer I had to process it, the more I felt I had been overreacting for nothing. I had met Elijah. Though it was brief, he had been a kind man. My dad thought the world of him. I couldn’t imagine the man my dad described in high regard would deny his son happiness. 
 
    The only person I still feared was Liam’s mother. I hadn’t been able to glean much from anyone about her without revealing how I was feeling. Casual conversation about someone I didn’t know was harder to do than I thought. 
 
    Caleb and Jamie entered the room. Caleb still looked put out and Jamie was on her last leg. I’d spent over three hours with her in the gym. I showed her a workout routine to build muscle and maintain her stamina. We practiced basic hand-to-hand combat as well as the use of a mixture of weapons. Sometimes when we had to defend ourselves, we couldn’t always count on our wolf. If we would be put at risk of exposure by humans, then we had to count on our human strength and skills. 
 
    “Long time, no see,” I joked when they took a seat. I was pretty sure it had been less than five minutes. 
 
    Jamie glared at me. “I’d prefer not to see you again for at least a week. Now that the excitement of learning something new and adrenaline has worn off, my body feels like it’s been through a blender.” 
 
    I laughed. “I told you that you’d discover muscles you never knew existed. You’ll feel better tomorrow, I promise.” 
 
    She shook her head at me in disbelief, then leaned her head back on the couch, closing her eyes to rest while we waited for Liam and Aiden to join us. I pulled out my phone and shot off a text to Augie, giving him virtual high fives for letting Liam and Caleb freak out for a while. It was a good feeling to know he felt comfortable enough with them to joke around like that. I needed all my favorite men to get along. 
 
    Once the other two arrived, Liam joined me on the loveseat, while Aiden settled into the chair. He cleared his throat and began. “We leave tomorrow morning at six. We should arrive by six that evening.” 
 
    “Twelve hours?” I complained. 
 
    “It’s actually only nine, but with the time difference, it’s technically twelve. Smaller plane, longer travel time. We could switch to coach and get there in six hours if you want.” I shook my head no. No way. The extra three hours was fine by me. “Didn’t think so. When we arrive, the three of us are going to have dinner with our parents. You’ll stay at our house while we do. Later –“ 
 
    “Why can’t we attend?” I interrupted. I figured if they got to make the plans without consulting me or Jamie, then the least I could do was drive them crazy. 
 
    Liam settled his hand on mine. “Because we’ll be telling them right away about our plans and, unless you’d like to be in the middle of what could be a blowout between our family, I’d recommend you hang out at our house. If all goes well, we’ll bring you over right afterwards.” 
 
    “You guys have your own house? What does it look like?” Jamie asked before Aiden could resume speaking again. 
 
    “Are you two plotting against us?” Caleb asked suspiciously. “Liam, we need to keep them apart.” 
 
    “Ha! You try that and both of you will be sleeping outside for at least a month,” I replied, and Jamie nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Can we please get back to the plans and then you can ask all the annoying questions you want,” Aiden said, exasperated. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry, Alpha Aiden. Please, continue.” 
 
    Liam covered my mouth with his hand before I could say any other outrageous comments. I grinned even though nobody could see, then winked at Aiden. 
 
    “Later,” he repeated, “if everything goes well, then you can come back to the house with us. The following day will likely go one of two ways: Elijah announces the switch between Liam and me, as well as his transfer to your pack or Liam announces he’s leaving and forces our father’s hand to go along with it. Elijah won’t want a public show and will back down if Liam makes the announcement without permission. If the latter is the case, Caleb will escort Taya to the landing strip, while Liam handles the backlash. A plane will be waiting to take Liam and Taya back here.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds like a shit plan,” Jamie said for me since I couldn’t speak with Liam’s hand still around my mouth. I nodded vigorously, showing my support of her statement. 
 
    No way in hell would I be swept away as if I couldn’t handle the backlash of this not going our way. I would stand by Liam’s side as his partner. I struggled under his hand, finally biting it before saying just as much to the three of them. 
 
    “Told you that wouldn’t go over well,” Liam said with a smirk. 
 
    Well, at least he knew it was a dumbass plan. 
 
    “Fine, have it your way. Do whatever you want.” Aiden threw his hands in the air. “I was trying to make this easier.” 
 
    I grinned at him. “Easier for who?” 
 
    I had a feeling he wanted me nowhere near his pack if things didn’t go Liam’s way. He knew my mouth spoke before my brain thought. I told people how it was and didn’t care about politics. Especially if someone was hurting my mate. 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Caleb said. “We don’t need to only think about worst case scenario. Our parents do have hearts. This could very easily be something good for everyone. Just because Liam is crushing their hopes and dreams, doesn’t mean it will be a bad thing.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at Caleb. I thought he was actually going to have something constructive to say, but he had to ruin it with his smartass remarks. 
 
    “It’s going to be fine. We just –” Liam clutched his chest at the same time his brothers did. 
 
    I had flashbacks from when I did the same thing and knew something very bad had just happened. 
 
    Liam’s hands went from his chest to his head, gripping his hair as pain assaulted him. 
 
    “What’s happening? Liam, talk to me!” I said with force. 
 
    He shook his head, unable to speak. I held on to him, glancing over my shoulder at Caleb and Aiden. They seemed to be coming down from the pain, but Liam wasn’t. 
 
    “What is happening?” I screamed at them. 
 
    Before either of them could answer, Liam began to recover. I put all my focus on him, backing up a little to give him room to breathe. I heard Jamie’s sharp intake of air but hadn’t heard what Caleb said. 
 
    Liam’s phone began to vibrate, and he pulled it from his pocket. I almost knocked it out of his hand, irritated he would take a call before explaining what happened, but I saw ‘Mom’ on the screen. 
 
    Liam slid the answer button, then clicked ‘speaker,’ knowing we all needed to hear whatever she was about to say. 
 
    “What happened, Mom?” he grunted, still in pain. 
 
    “Our pack was attacked, and Shamus and your father are dead, Liam. Our pack needs their Alpha. It’s time for you to come home.” 
 
    Silence descended on the room. All of us glanced around, each person with a different expression on their face. I held on to Liam, giving him all the support I could while waiting for him to respond. 
 
    “Son? Did you hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom. We’ll be there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Hurry, Liam,” she said urgently before disconnecting. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Find out what happens next in Shades of Deceit, book three 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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