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    To my husband. Even though you’ll never see this, I dedicate this one to you! 
 
    I love you! 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    How the hell had things gone so horribly wrong so fast? After Liam received the news from his mother and the initial shock had worn off, things moved in fast-forward. Liam’s dad was dead. My mate was now the alpha of a pack that was over two thousand miles away from mine, and I had no idea how we were going to work around that. 
 
    Aiden got us on the earliest possible flight, but we still didn’t leave until four o’clock the next morning. I barely saw Liam before the departure, but I knew his brothers needed him more than I did. I figured we’d have all the time together on the plane, but I was wrong.  
 
    Liam remained near his brothers, even on the flight, so I stayed close to Jamie. She didn’t seem concerned with their silence, but it was killing me. Regardless, I had done my best to give him room to grieve in his own way without pushing him to let me in. Maybe that hadn’t been the best way to handle things, because when his mother met us at the airstrip and gave me the cold shoulder, I was gutted. I was nobody. Or at least, that had been the way I took it. 
 
    When we arrived in the Catskills, I hadn’t known what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t what happened. The four of them embraced each other while Jamie and I stood back. We glanced at each other, unsure of how to proceed until Caleb finally pulled back and introduced Jamie. 
 
    “Mom, this is Jamie. My mate.” He pulled her close to his side. “Jamie, this is my mother Sera.” 
 
    Sera wiped the tears from her eyes and embraced Jamie tightly, murmuring about how glad she was that at least one of her sons was finally growing up, but how devastated she was that Elijah wasn’t here to see it. 
 
    I waited for Liam to introduce me and correct her, but he was speaking quietly with Aiden, paying us no attention. 
 
    Sera didn’t acknowledge my presence before turning to her sons again. “Let’s head back to the house. I’ll have Addie show Jamie and her friend to your house when we arrive at the pack house.” 
 
    Jamie’s friend? What the fuckery? I jerked my head toward Liam, but he still said nothing. Caleb glanced from Liam to me and shrugged his shoulders apologetically. This wasn’t going how I had imagined, not one shitty bit. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jamie whispered as we began walking toward a waiting van. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I tried to school my features like I didn’t care, even though my heart was being slowly ripped from my chest. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Apparently, I didn’t hide my emotions very well. 
 
    Aiden cut in front of Liam for the front seat. “Don’t you want to sit in the back?” 
 
    Liam shook his head as if he was trying to clear it. “Oh, yeah. Sure.” 
 
    My mate had just lost his father. I was trying to be considerate, but my patience would only go so far if the behavior continued. I was walking a fine line between being the understanding mate and being a selfish woman. Losing his father so suddenly had not been something we could have anticipated. 
 
    Caleb and Jamie climbed into the back row, and I slid in the middle with Liam. He gave me a small smile, but still, no words were spoken between us. I reached out a hand toward him to offer some comfort. He took it, but his grip was limp as if he didn’t really want to be touching me.  
 
    I tried to focus on something other than my frustration and took the opportunity to study their home. The land was similar to Raven Point, but the trees were spread further apart, almost sparse in comparison to our lush forest. It wasn’t quite as vibrant as the Oregon terrain I was used to.  
 
    We drove past a few outbuildings, but nothing was marked to tell me what they were. I had wanted to ask what they were used for, but for the first time in my life, my self-confidence was lacking. I kept my mouth shut and waited, hoping things would begin to look up once we got settled. 
 
    The house we pulled up to was easily twice the size of ours back home. Large river rock ran up several accent walls, and the remainder of the house was painted a soft beige. 
 
    When the van came to a stop, Liam got out and shut the door behind him before I could get out. It was my last straw. Choice words began slipping from my tongue, but Caleb put his hand over my mouth. 
 
    “Easy, Firecracker,” Caleb whispered as he removed his hand. “Give him some time. When you met Liam, he might have seemed like just a playboy, but there was a reason he wanted to speak with our parents in person. He carried a lot of responsibility on his shoulders for our pack. Expectations for his future were high. Right now, he’s struggling between hurting his mother even more after losing her husband and choosing you. I know it’s hard, but please have some patience.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, glancing behind me to make sure the others were out of the car already. 
 
    “I’ll try, but I won’t stick around here and be ignored for long. He might be my mate, but we’re not bonded. I won’t be treated as if I don’t exist. I might not have lost my father, but I did recently lose a brother. I get grief. I’ll do my best to keep your advice in mind, but patience isn’t my strong suit.” 
 
    He nodded, and I opened the door for us both to get out. Liam was already several yards ahead of us, his arm wrapped around his mother’s hunched form. She was a small thing, maybe five feet tall, with short, blonde hair, and eyes that seemed to be a cross between Liam’s green ones and Caleb’s blue. 
 
    I pushed away my frustration the best I could, knowing it wasn’t her fault she didn’t know who I was. Deep down, I knew she wasn’t to blame for our current predicament, but it didn’t stop the hurt that coursed through me. Or the rejection that was eating away at my confidence, making me doubt the last six weeks with Liam. 
 
    Jamie took my hand in hers, and we followed Caleb into the massive house. I was grateful for her presence and friendship now more than ever. She’d been the only reason I’d held my shit together for the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    I paid little attention to the interior of the house as I tried to keep an eye on Liam, but Caleb and Aiden stopped in front of us, distracting me. 
 
    “Instead of having Addie take you to our house, I think we’re all going to stay here,” Aiden said. “Mom is a lot worse than any of us expected, and it’s better that we’re close to her while still sticking together.” 
 
    Jamie grinned. “I don’t think it will be a hardship for us to stay here.” 
 
    Ha! She’s not the one without her mate. At least if I was at a different house and Liam wasn’t around, I could justify not spending time with him. If we were under the same roof and he continued to ignore me, I was going to have a hard time swallowing that. 
 
    As Aiden led us to wherever we would be staying, my phone buzzed with a text. 
 
    Augie: Did you make it to the house okay? 
 
    Me: Just arrived. It’s been interesting to say the least. 
 
    Augie: Behave, Taya, and get home soon. I’m making your alpha training schedule. 
 
    I had nothing to say to that. I knew I would lose my shit if I said too much, and I needed to hold it together for a while longer. Augie made a good point, though. I needed to start my training and pick up my responsibilities around our pack. If Liam couldn’t work things out here, I may just be going back by myself. I shuddered at the thought, and my wolf whimpered inside me. Neither of us liked that scenario, but Liam and I both had people counting on us. It might be unavoidable to be separated, but I feared that if we parted ways, we might never find our way back to each other. 
 
    I shook off the dark thoughts as we entered an office. It was three times more prominent than my dad’s, and I wondered why they felt the need to make everything so immense around here. 
 
    “Aiden, will you keep Mom company while we show the girls to a room?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Sure.” Aiden guided his mom to the couch against the wall. 
 
    Liam appeared torn between coming with us and leaving his mother, but Caleb tugged on his arm, giving him no choice. 
 
    Liam fell into step beside me as we followed Caleb and Jamie silently down several hallways. My mind raced as I tried to think of something comforting to say, something to break the tension that festered between us, but nothing came. 
 
    When words failed me, I reached for his hand once more. He held on tighter this time and offered me a slight smile. My heart soared for the small victory. 
 
    Caleb pushed open an oversized double-door entrance. “Think you ladies will be comfortable in here until we work out the details later?” 
 
    The room was bright and welcoming. There was a flat-screen TV on the wall with movies and games placed beneath it. A reading nook in the corner held an overflowing bookshelf and the French doors next to it appeared to lead out to a garden. 
 
    “We’ll manage, but do you two think I could have a moment alone with Liam?” I asked. 
 
    “Taya…” Liam drawled. “I have to get back to my mom.” 
 
    “Two minutes. Can you spare your mate that much?” The attitude was evident in my voice, but I couldn’t seem to help it. 
 
    Before Liam could answer and risk getting kicked in the balls for making the wrong choice, Caleb and Jamie slipped out the door and closed it behind them. 
 
    “What’s so important that it couldn’t wait?” Liam asked, seeming to be annoyed with my request. 
 
    “I really am trying to have some patience here, I promise, but it’s been over a day since your mom called and you’ve barely spoken to me. Forgive me for wanting to check in on my mate. Privately.” 
 
    My voice had risen, and he shushed me. He actually raised his finger and placed it on my lips. He was going to pay for that. My blood went from simmering to boiling in less than a second. 
 
    “Don’t say things like that so loud until I’ve spoken with my mother. She needs to hear it from me.” 
 
    “And when will that be, Liam? Caleb didn’t have a problem introducing Jamie as his mate.” Coldness dripped from my words. 
 
    “When I believe she can handle it. You saw how fragile she is. You have no idea what this kind of news will do to her.” 
 
    I pressed my finger into his chest. “Yes, Liam, I do. I knew from the first moment I thought of a future between us. I thought of all the ways this would be too hard for you to leave your family, but you convinced me otherwise. You said everything would work out. I trusted you with my heart, and you are slowly tearing it to shreds. 
 
    “I understand it’s only been a day since your dad died. I know the agony that accompanies that grief. My brother died, and for a while, I thought my dad wasn’t too far behind him, but I didn’t push those I loved away. You need to decide if you’re capable of doing the same. If you’re not, then maybe I should be on my way back to Oregon instead of being in your way.” 
 
    Liam took a step back from me, eyes heavy with fury. My words had hurt him, and guilt instantly slapped at me. I considered apologizing even though it had been the truth, but before I could try, he opened the door, slamming it behind him as he walked away from me. Shit! 
 
    None of this was working out how it was supposed to. 
 
    Jamie came back in. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    “I’m an idiot. That’s what. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I stepped into the hallway, but Caleb and Liam were nowhere in sight. I followed the path we had taken to get to the room, making my way back to the office. 
 
    I had been selfish with my words. I still believed I had every right to feel hurt by Liam, but I also knew I should have been more patient with him. It wasn’t fair of me to expect him to pull the rug out from under his mom so soon after getting here. I would try to be more understanding, but only if he showed an effort as well. Compromise was key to getting through this. 
 
    How things were currently playing out wasn’t fair to either of us, and we each needed to give a little to the other. Even if he only introduced me to his mother as his girlfriend, I’d be happier with that than being labeled Jamie’s friend. 
 
    When I got closer, I heard raised voices and quieted my steps, letting my curiosity take over. I missed whatever had begun the conversation, but the last of it was more than I needed to hear. 
 
    “Liam, if you hadn’t been off screwing Gerald’s daughter, maybe things would be different. Your pack needs you now. Make sure to take care of whatever drama you’ve brought home.” Sera’s words were harsh, and I waited with bated breath for Liam to refute them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mom,” was all he said. 
 
    I took back every remorseful thought I’d had on my way to the office. I was done with Liam. Grief or not, it was inexcusable for him to allow his mother to talk about me that way. I was supposed to be his mate. I would not be treated as some bitch he had a fling with. I turned away from the door and ran back toward the room as hot tears streamed down my face. I was leaving their territory with no intention of saying goodbye to Liam. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stormed into the room to find Jamie half-asleep on the bed. She called out to me, but I headed for the bathroom and slammed the door shut behind me. I needed a minute before I faced her. I pulled out my phone and sent a text to Augie, letting him know I would need him to pick me up from the airport later that day. I ignored his immediate replies of concern, afraid of snapping at him if I chose to respond. 
 
    “Taya?” Jamie’s voice was hesitant through the door. “Can I come in?” 
 
    I glanced in the mirror before answering her. My teal eyes were wide and wild with anger, and my auburn locks were a tangled mess from the earlier flight. I splashed some water on my face and ran my fingers through my hair before pulling the door open. 
 
    I brushed past Jamie and leaned against the bed. “I’m leaving. I can’t stay here anymore.” 
 
    “You just got here. What happened out there?” she asked. 
 
    “Liam is a dick and I should have never trusted him.” I growled. “I’m going to head for the main road and find a ride to the airport. I need to get back to Oregon.” 
 
    Jamie walked over and sat next to me on the bed. “Are you sure that’s the right choice?” 
 
    I huffed. “Well, when your mate’s mom basically blames you for her husband’s death and he does nothing to defend you, it seems ridiculous to stay. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh, Taya. I’m so sorry. He’s not thinking clearly right now. None of them are.” 
 
    I knew she was right, but how many punches to the heart was I supposed to take before he was thinking clearly? I couldn’t imagine treating him as he had me, no matter how much I was hurting. 
 
    “I went to apologize for acting like an immature brat. When he stormed out, I immediately knew I had overreacted earlier and felt horrible, but then I heard his mom… I just can’t deal with that.” 
 
    Jamie turned me toward her. “I get it, but please don’t make a big decision while you’re both upset. It won’t end well for anyone. I can promise you that.” 
 
    I sighed. She was making good points, but my pride was not agreeing with her. I needed some one-on-one time with my wolf to help me sort through everything. 
 
    “I’m going for a run. I’ll be back and decide then.” 
 
    She smiled at me. “I think that’s a good choice. I’ll be waiting here when you’re ready.” 
 
    I hugged her tightly, thankful for her friendship, then left the room to head outdoors. I passed by a few others on my way outside, but nobody paid me any attention. Everyone seemed to be in their own haze, and I wondered how many shifters they had lost when Declan attacked. 
 
    I truly did feel awful for being so selfish before, but I hadn’t been able to control myself. I had feared Liam not being able to choose me over his family from the beginning, and when he ignored me, my insecurity reared its ugly head. I couldn’t manage to rein in my reactions to the shitty situation we were dealing with. 
 
    I headed for the trees to the left of the house and undressed when I was further into the forest. I sent another text to Augie, telling him I was okay and would call him later before tucking my phone into the pile of clothes I made on the ground. 
 
    I stretched my arms out and let the shift take over. When I was on all four legs, I shook my fur out and let out a deep howl. 
 
    Hurt, was my wolf’s first thought. 
 
    I know, girl. Me, too. 
 
    My wolf took off into the woods as fast as we could go, and I reveled in the challenge of the new terrain. Rocks bit at my paws as we took a path less traveled. I smelled water somewhere within the vicinity and decided without much thought that it would be a good place to go to sort through the conflicting emotions within me. 
 
    After a few wrong turns and double-backing on the trails, we finally made it to a small waterfall and stream. My wolf reached the edge, lapping up the water after our rigorous run. Once her thirst was satisfied, we surveyed the area more clearly. 
 
    There was a canopy of trees above us, casting a shadow over the area and blocking out most sounds except the water and a few animals skittering across the forest floor. The creek was clear with a pebbled bottom, and small fish darted around the shallow waters. 
 
    I laid on the cool ground, taking everything in. 
 
    Liam’s dad had been killed just as my brother had. His pack had suffered significant losses. He had completely shut me out, and my dominant personality didn’t like that one bit. Neither did my wolf. She tossed around the thoughts and we both came back to the same conclusion. 
 
    We needed to let Liam go. 
 
    Not out of anger like I had been feeling earlier, but because it was the right thing to do. His pack needed him and mine needed me. I would have resented him if he had ever asked me to choose my pack over him, so I couldn’t ask him to. 
 
    We would go our separate ways for now and hopefully, one day, we’d find our way back to each other. But if we didn’t, I’d have to learn how to be okay with that. 
 
    My wolf stretched out, and with our minds made up, we headed back to their pack house with less urgency than when we had left. Even if I knew it was the right thing to do, I was in no hurry to have my heart ripped from my chest. 
 
    After I got dressed, I checked my phone to find another flood of messages from Augie and several missed calls. I hit the call button and he answered on the first ring. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on over there?” he snapped. 
 
    I smiled. I loved when he cussed. He so rarely did it. 
 
    “A lot. I’m sorry for worrying you, but I’m okay now. Or at least, I will be one day. I won’t be home today like I said, but tomorrow instead. I’ll catch the first flight out.” 
 
    He let out a loud sigh. “Why does it sound like you and Liam won’t be coming back together?” 
 
    “I don’t really want to talk about it right now, but his pack needs him. Things are bad here, Augie. It’s been made clear I’m not welcome and it would be better to give their family some space. I need to focus on Raven Point and finding Declan, while Liam handles his pack.” 
 
    “Taya…” Augie warned. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “No, but it’s the only option I can see. I need to go back in the house and sort out a flight. I’ll text you the details later, okay?” 
 
    “I love you, Tay.” 
 
    “I love you, too. Talk soon.” 
 
    I hung up and put the phone in my pocket. Saying the words out loud had solidified my decision, but also had my heart pounding and palms sweating. If I didn’t get out of this pack soon, I wasn’t sure I would be able to keep my resolve in check. 
 
    When I arrived back in the house, I purposely walked past the office Liam had been in earlier, but the door was shut and I couldn’t hear any voices. I continued toward the room we had been shown earlier and, true to her word, Jamie was still waiting for me. 
 
    She stood from the bed, making her way to me before wrapping her arms around me. I returned the embrace, needing the support more than I realized. 
 
    She pulled back. “What did you decide?” 
 
    “I’m still leaving, but for different reasons. And it won’t be until tomorrow morning. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
     “The right thing for who?” she challenged. 
 
    “For both our packs. They each need us to finish cleaning up the messes Declan left behind. Maybe when it’s all over, things can be different, but for now, this is it.” 
 
    “I see where you’re coming from, but I don’t agree with you. The two of you are stronger together, and defeating Declan is going to take a team effort. Splitting everyone up now isn’t going to do anyone any favors except Declan.” 
 
    I nodded but didn’t say anything else. I wasn’t going to change my mind and I didn’t want to argue with Jamie. I knew she meant well. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door and Caleb walked in without waiting for our reply. He went straight to Jamie and pulled her into his arms like his life depended on it. I could see the sorrow in his stormy blue eyes, but also saw how being near his mate eased the tension in his body. I wished I could have been that comfort for Liam. 
 
    I turned to walk away, but Jamie called for me. “Are you at least telling them?” 
 
    “Telling who what?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Taya’s leaving. Without Liam.” 
 
    Caleb let out a low whistle. “When are you telling him?” 
 
    “Whenever I see him later, assuming I do.” 
 
    “He’s not going to be happy,” Caleb said. 
 
    “Well, sometimes we all have to deal with things that don’t make us happy. It’s called adulting. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Caleb laughed. “Whatever you say, Firecracker. I just came to check on you guys. I have to get back, but we shouldn’t be too much longer. You ladies still good here?” 
 
    “Yeah, Addie brought our bags earlier and said we could join her in the kitchen if we were hungry.” 
 
    Huh. She must have done that when I was gone. 
 
    “Alright, see you soon.” Caleb kissed Jamie and waved at me as he walked back out the door. 
 
    The reminder of food made my stomach growl. The run had taken a lot of energy and it was well past dinner now. 
 
    “Care to show me who Addie is, so I can get some food?” I asked Jamie. 
 
    “Sure. I’m hungry, too. Maybe a full belly will knock some sense into you.” 
 
    I smiled, because I knew she was trying to lighten the mood, but I also knew there was nothing that was going to change my mind. 
 
    I instinctively slowed as we made our way past the office and noticed the door was cracked. I strained my hearing to see how things were going, but I soon regretted it. I should have minded my own damn business. 
 
    “Why did she even come? Liam, you need to clean up your mess and get it together. An alpha doesn’t have mistresses. We’ll be finding you a mate first thing.” 
 
    Jamie sucked in a breath as she tried to pull me along, but I locked my legs once again and waited for Liam’s reply. 
 
    “That’s enough, Mother. Taya is not a mess to be cleaned up. She is Liam’s mate.” Aiden’s voice was full of frustration, sounding similar to what I had brewing inside me. 
 
    “Is this true, Liam?” She ground out the words with rage. 
 
    Before I could hear his answer, someone came around the corner and outed us. 
 
    “What are you two doing?” the man demanded. 
 
    The deep voice made me jump, but Jamie was the first to react. 
 
    “We’re looking for the kitchen or Addie. I’m Caleb’s mate. Can you show us the way?” 
 
    At the mention of Caleb, the young man straightened his shoulders and softened his hard state. “Of course. Right this way.” 
 
    I took a quick glance back, just in time to make eye contact with Liam as he was staring out the door at us, but he didn’t follow, and I didn’t say anything. I had no doubt my face portrayed everything he needed to know. Jamie held on tightly to my hand, and I let her lead me away. I hadn’t heard Liam’s response, but maybe it was for the best. And just maybe, there was no happily ever after for us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced the kitchen as Jamie ate her food. I was no longer able to think about food. I was twisted up in knots on the inside. Yes, I knew leaving Liam here was the right thing to do, but it didn’t lessen the agony storming within. Now that the decision had been made, I was ready to disappear. Sitting around the house without Liam by my side was slowly killing me. 
 
    "You're giving me a headache," Jamie complained. "Will you sit down?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. "No, hurry up and eat, so we can go back to our room. I need to book my flight for tomorrow." 
 
    "Sure. Whatever you think is best." 
 
    She was placating me, but I didn't care. The woman was lucky I adored her. If it had been anyone else, I might have thrown something at them. 
 
    Jamie finished her meal right as Addie skipped back into the kitchen. She had been in there when we arrived but given us some space, which I appreciated, because she was far too happy for my current mood. 
 
    She had a pixie cut, and her brown hair spiked out at the ends. Her smile was wide and inviting, but I didn't have the energy to pretend to be happy around her. 
 
    Her smile dimmed when she noticed my food was untouched. "Was the food okay?" 
 
    I nodded. "Of course, just not as hungry as I thought I was. Thank you for making it. Sorry I wasted it." 
 
    She tsked. "Not to worry, Taya. I'm just not used to food being left over. The shifters around here usually never leave a crumb behind." She laughed, and the sound was like bells. 
 
    I smiled back at her. I couldn't help it. Her energy was contagious. 
 
    Jamie pushed back from the counter. "Thank you, Addie. We're going to head back to our room for the night. We'll see you in the morning." 
 
    "Certainly. I have breakfast ready by six each morning. Any special requests?" 
 
    "Whatever you already have planned will be perfect," Jamie said. 
 
    Jamie and I left the kitchen, and a shadow of gloom covered me again. Addie really had some positive juju going on. She and Augie would have gotten along swimmingly. 
 
    Thinking of him made me miss home. Miss how things were before Cord died and I met Liam. My life hadn't been perfect, but I was content. I knew what to expect out of my days and I was happy with that. Now, everything was screwed up. My heart hurt worse than it ever had, and I had no idea what the future was going to bring me. I didn't like it. 
 
    Jamie looped her arm through mine as we got closer to the office. I really wished I knew of another route to the room, but I was afraid we'd get lost in the labyrinth of a house. Thankfully, when we passed the room, the door was open, but nobody was in there. The only bad part about that was that I would likely have to face Liam now, assuming Caleb told him of my intentions to leave. 
 
    "You ready to talk about it yet?" Jamie asked. 
 
    I shook my head. "There's nothing to say." 
 
    "You're a pain in the ass, you know that?" 
 
    I grinned. "Augie has told me that my whole life. No sense in trying to change now." 
 
    "You're also insufferable. Just know… even if you leave tomorrow, I'm only a phone call away. No matter what happens, we're still friends. If you blow me off, I'll come back to Oregon and use your fighting skills against you." 
 
    I laughed for the first time in over twenty-four hours. Jamie was good for me. 
 
    "Thank you. I needed that. Don't worry, you're stuck with me for life. Remember, besties before testes." 
 
    Now it was her turn to laugh. "That was some quick thinking on my part that day. Poor Caleb hadn't known what hit him." 
 
    When we arrived back in the room, I was shocked to see Sera sitting on the bed. Her red and swollen eyes were the first thing I noticed, followed by her fidgeting hands. She stood when she noticed us walk into the room. 
 
    Her stare focused on me. “Could you spare me a moment of your time?” 
 
    Jamie nudged me before I could respond. "I'm going to go find Caleb and give the two of you some privacy." 
 
    "He's out front with his brothers," Sera said. "I told him I would send you his way when I saw you." 
 
    Jamie nodded and backed out of the door, closing it behind her. My heart was pounding and hands were shaking. I stood there like an idiot, unsure of what to do next. 
 
    "Please, have a seat." Sera patted the spot next to her on the bed. 
 
    I operated on auto-pilot and followed her directions. I sat on the bed, putting as much space between us as possible. She was being nice, but I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just a show after the cruel words I’d heard earlier. 
 
    "Taya, I'm so sorry. I know you have plenty of reasons not to, but I hope you'll be able to find in your heart to forgive me for the unforgivable words I said about you." 
 
    What the what? I didn't know what to say to her. I just sat there staring at her with a blank expression on my face. 
 
    She cleared her throat. "I feel like the worst person in the world. Please, understand it was the grief talking, and if Liam had just told me, I would have welcomed you just the same as I had Jamie. Nothing makes me happier than to see my boys finally settling down. You have no idea the hell they've put me through since they found out girls were something to be admired." 
 
    I cracked a small smile. "I can imagine.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what she expected me to say, but before things got awkward, she continued. 
 
    "Liam has always been closest to me, but it also meant he’s never wanted to hurt me. My sweet boy thought he was protecting me by not telling me about you, but in reality, it was only hurting all of us. I smacked him silly when Aiden said you were Liam's mate. I expect you to give him hell eventually, but even though I have no right to ask for any favors, please, take it easy on him." 
 
    I nodded. "I won't lie. He broke my heart with how he treated me, as did your words, but I’ve come to a realization. You and your pack need him. Now is not the time for us to be putting romance before the safety of our packs. I am leaving tomorrow to head back to Oregon. Declan is still out there, and I need to be with my father and our pack.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but I held my hand up to finish. 
 
    "I had told Liam us being together wouldn't work for many reasons. I knew from the start there was a chance we wouldn’t be able to stay in a relationship. We each have too many responsibilities to our packs, and neither of us should have to choose the other over our family." 
 
    Sera let out a deep sigh, reaching for my hand. "Oh, child. We've all made a mess of things, but if the two of you are truly mates, then you’ll find a way to make it work. I won’t stand in the way, even if it means my son moving to Oregon. I know we don't know each other at all, but I hope you believe my words and we can become close one day. I asked Liam to let me speak with you first, but it's time you saw him. Do you mind if I send him in here?" 
 
    "I think that's probably a good idea." 
 
    She tugged my hand as she stood, and I followed her movements. Her arms wrapped me in a hug I wasn't expecting. She was a completely different person than the one who greeted us at the airstrip and the one whose harsh words broke my heart earlier today. 
 
    She’d given me a lot to think about. I’d try to take all of her words into consideration, though I’d make no promises. I could forgive easily, but I couldn’t forget as quickly. 
 
    I returned her hug and held back the emotional outburst that so desperately wanted to come out. She was everything I pictured in the mother I had never known. Yes, Sera had been awful earlier, but I appreciated as soon as she had all the information, she owned it and apologized. I respected that. 
 
    Her hug was almost therapeutic, making me hesitant to let go, but we eventually pulled apart and she left the room. I sat back on the bed and placed my hands on my head. I might have thought things were screwed up before, but after the conversation with Sera, I was even more confused.  
 
    Regardless of Sera’s acceptance, I knew the right thing to do was to go home, but would Liam hate me for it? Or would he understand and agree with my decision? The hard part was not knowing which would be worse. 
 
    My instinct when things got rough – like in my current situation – was to shift and run. Life made more sense in my wolf form. It was easier. Being a human was messy and frustrating. 
 
    Before I could dwell on it for too long, Liam opened the door and walked in. He didn't make eye contact with me, nor did he say anything. He walked toward me with his eyes on the ground. 
 
    I couldn't take the pain that radiated from him. I slid off the bed and met him in the middle of the room. I wrapped my arms around him and held him as tightly as I could. His arms found their way around me as his whole body began to shake. 
 
    I rubbed my hands up and down his back as he cried and let it all out. My own tears began to fall as his agony became mine. My wolf howled within me and we decided right then, there was no way I could leave Liam tomorrow. 
 
    I had been so sure of my choice before, but seeing him this way… I couldn’t live with myself if I left him in his current state. No matter how much he had hurt me, he needed me, and I wouldn't abandon him, even though I was still angry with him. Just as he had once forced his way into my life, I’d make sure he let me in now. 
 
    Minutes later, he pulled back and wiped at his face. "I'm so fucking sorry, Taya." 
 
    I hushed him. "It's okay." 
 
    "No, it's not. I was a dick, and you deserve so much better than that. At first, I didn't know how to handle everything I was feeling from the pack. It was overwhelming, and I pushed you away. Then, when I saw my mom and how much she was falling apart, I couldn't stand the thought of causing her more pain. I should have spoken to you about it. If I could go back and do it all differently, I would.” 
 
    “I’m not going to say it’s fine, because it wasn’t, and if you ever do something like that again, you’ll be missing body parts. But, I do understand. I came to the conclusion earlier that I was going to leave and head back to Oregon–” 
 
    Liam choked and stuttered. “P-please, don’t leave without me.” His grip tightened almost painfully around my waist. “We’ll figure this out together like we should have done to begin with. I’ll never forgive myself for how I hurt you.” 
 
    He didn’t let me get to the ‘but’ of that sentence and I was glad. Even though I didn’t want to see him hurting, I was perfectly okay with him being remorseful. Though, I did love him, so I’d put him out of his misery. 
 
    “But after speaking with your mother and seeing you now, I know I could never leave you.” 
 
    “I love you, Taya. I’ll make this up to you, I promise.” 
 
    His hands cupped my face as he pressed his lips to mine. The kiss started out slow but turned desperate and pleading within moments. My nails dug into his back as I pushed into him. It had only been a day, but I’d missed his touch. Craved it without realizing it. 
 
    His hands slid down my back, cupping my ass to bring me flush against him. Rumbles shook his chest as we melded together. 
 
    “How could I have ever thought it was better to handle this on my own?” he murmured against my ear, nipping it. 
 
    I tilted my head back, a smartass remark at the tip of my tongue, but the door opened before I could say anything. 
 
    “Quit the kink, you two.” Caleb smirked. “We need to go see Criselle and see if she can try not to kill Aiden and Liam.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I untangled myself from Liam. “Who’s Criselle and why would she kill them?” 
 
    “She’s our oldest pack member and the only one who can transfer power between an alpha and his successor, but she’s also ancient and senile, so it’s a bit of a gamble.” 
 
    As much as I was glad to see a glimpse of the carefree Caleb I had grown to love as my own brother, I didn’t care for the words coming out of his mouth. Nobody else was dying on my watch, even if it meant I didn’t get to keep my mate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nobody listened to me as I continued to protest the idea of letting some old lady mess with ancient powers on my mate. Caleb patted me on the head like a child, but before I could kick him in his balls, he backed away. Liam was still apologizing for being a dick and promised he was going to be just fine. He insisted it was the only way for things to move forward for us. 
 
    I finally threw my hands up in the air. “Fine. If you want to be idiots and get yourselves killed, do it. I’ll make sure to carve ‘I told you so’ into your headstones.” 
 
    I grabbed Jamie’s hand, dragging her out of the door. Too many emotions were storming within me. Even though I had forgiven Liam, the hurt was still lingering. I was battling a war within myself; my head still thought it was best to leave, but my heart and wolf were determined to make things work. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jamie mused. 
 
    “I don’t know. I needed out of there and didn’t want to get lost by myself. That’s what happens when you decide to be my friend. You get dragged into shit you didn’t sign up for.” 
 
    She laughed and continued to let me pull her toward the door. When we got on the front porch, Sera was standing there with another woman. I halted, causing Jamie to slam into my back. 
 
    “A little notice as to when you’re going to put the brakes on would be nice,” she grunted. 
 
    Sera cleared her throat. “Ladies, this is Criselle.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Caleb was such a douche. The lady standing before us was not old or senile. She was older, yes, but she still had a lot of life left in her. 
 
    Jamie came around from behind me and introduced us. “Hi, Criselle. I’m Jamie and this is Taya. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    Criselle reached her hand out to both of us. Her grip was firm, and her voice was strong. “I’ve watched Sera’s boys grow since they were wee pups. It’s nice to see them settling down. Hopefully, I can keep them alive for you.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. Maybe Caleb wasn’t kidding. 
 
    “Transferring the alpha power is actually dangerous?” I screeched. 
 
    Sera smiled and brought her hand to my shoulder. “Only to someone who isn’t trained in how to do it. Power transference isn’t often done forcefully like this, but whenever it’s been needed for the last century-and-a-half, Criselle has always been the go-to wolf for any of the packs.” 
 
    There was no way she was one-hundred-fifty years old. Shifters aged slower than humans, but not that slow. 
 
    “How are you still alive?” I asked. 
 
    “Every time I complete an exchange, I take a bit of power from the alpha. It’s my payment for the service and keeps me young. The alphas get what they want and so do I. A win-win for all involved.” 
 
    I’d never heard of such a thing, but then again, our pack had never had a need for a transference before. 
 
    I let out a breath. “Okay, then. When does this happen?” 
 
    Sera’s face crumbled at the reminder of what came next. “Tomorrow morning, before the funeral. Then, after the services, we will announce the change to the pack.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to comfort her. “I’m very sorry for the losses your pack has had to endure. Is there anything we can do?” I gestured toward Jamie as well, because I knew she’d do whatever was necessary to help without asking. 
 
    “Not tonight. I’ve told the boys to stay with you. Criselle will keep me company for a while. I’ve kept my sons busy enough today. You two should go spend some time with them. I know they need it.” 
 
    I nodded and turned back for the door after we said our goodbyes. 
 
    Now that it appeared Liam and Aiden’s lives weren’t in imminent danger, I could breathe a little easier; being cooped up inside didn’t seem so bad anymore. 
 
    Once the door was shut firmly behind us, I turned to Jamie. “Caleb is going to pay for making me think Criselle wouldn’t be able to handle the exchange.” 
 
    She laughed. “He might be my mate, but even I have to agree, he deserves some payback after everything you went through today.” 
 
    “I don’t know when, but I’ll find the perfect moment and I expect you to play along.” My mind could be twisted enough that Caleb would regret screwing with me. 
 
    She linked her arm through mine. “I’ve got your back.” 
 
    When we got back to the room, we didn’t mention the fact that we had seen their mom or Criselle. I’d let them figure that out on their own. Instead, we chatted for a while about how things had gone today with their mom and what happened when Declan attacked the pack. 
 
    Liam began. “Mom said they came in from all directions and seemed to know exactly where to cause the most damage. Somehow, they had inside information. Mom said there was no other way for Declan’s wolves to know where Dad and his beta Shamus would have been at the exact moment they were attacked.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. “Did you tell her about what happened with Augie?” 
 
    He nodded. “Declan has been planning his coup for a long time. It shouldn’t be surprising to us that he had spies in place. But just like at your pack, there isn’t anyone at the top of the list to suspect. Whoever they are, they’re good.” 
 
    Aiden growled. “They can’t hide forever. We’ll find them, and they will pay.” 
 
    “How did Declan get here so fast?” Jamie asked. “There wasn’t much time between fights.” 
 
    Caleb answered her. “He wasn’t here. His army is bigger than we thought. He has an in with the rogue shifters.” 
 
    Fuckery. Rogue shifters were bad news. No wolf chose to be alone unless they were unstable. Most of them were mercenary-type men and women who worked with humans doing things sane people wouldn’t do. The humans didn’t know who they were, but they didn’t often ask questions as long as the job was done. 
 
    There were a few moments of silence as it all sank in. Declan might have lost his sorceress and source of magic, but he hadn’t shown all his cards yet, and we weren’t even close to winning this fight. 
 
    Caleb stood, pulling Jamie up with him. “We have an even longer day ahead of us tomorrow. Unless you need anything else, we’ll see you all in the morning.” 
 
    I got up as well, while the guys said goodnight. I gave Jamie a hug and thanked her for being there for me earlier. She’d been a voice of reason for me and I wouldn’t soon forget it. 
 
    Once everyone was gone, I went in search of my bag, so we could get ready for bed. It was a little after eleven and I was spent. The day had been emotionally draining for everyone and I hoped a good night’s sleep would help us start over fresh the next day. 
 
    When we were in bed, Liam held me and began humming a sweet tune under his breath. 
 
    I glanced up at him. “What is that?” 
 
    “Huh? What’s what?” 
 
    “The song you were just humming. I’ve never heard it before, but it was soothing.” I closed my eyes, hoping he would continue. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t realize I was. It’s a song my mom used to sing when we were kids. I guess being in the pack house brought back memories.” 
 
    I snuggled in closer. “Keep singing. I like it.” 
 
    “As you wish.” He kissed my forehead, then shifted me on to my back. 
 
    He continued the enchanting melody, but also began placing kisses along my upper body between choruses. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let him overwhelm my senses. I wasn’t going to stop him. The last two days had been hell on our wolves and hearts. I was happy to let him redeem himself by making love to me, and that was exactly what he did. 
 
    *** 
 
    The following morning was solemn. Liam was rightfully withdrawn, but this time he kept me close. A piece of him was always touching me, needing me, letting me be there for him in some way. The way I had wished it had been from the moment we found out about his dad. 
 
    “I know you’re a long way from okay, but are you sure you don’t need to talk about it before we head out there?” I asked, wanting to verbally reach out to him once before we were overwhelmed with everything else happening that day. 
 
    His hands cradled my face. “The depth of how much you care about the people you love is one of the many reasons I adore you, but I can assure you, the breakdown I had with you yesterday was more than enough sharing for me.” He kissed my forehead. “Don’t worry about me. As long as I have you by my side, I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Regardless of his sweet words, I rolled my eyes at him. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    A grin appeared on his face. “You’re one to talk. I seem to recall several times when I had to watch you walk away from me to have some space in order to process the shit that had been thrown your way.” 
 
    I had no reply to that, because he had a point. I wasn’t one for talking about my feelings. I preferred taking action. I pushed up on my toes and gave him a little action just to show I agreed with him. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    We hadn’t said those words much to each other since the first time we said them, but I hadn’t felt it was necessary. We didn’t need words to show how much we cared for each other. Besides the twenty-four-hour period when he put up his walls, I knew our bond was rock solid. If we could get through all that was going on, nothing could take away what we had. 
 
    “I love you, too. Now, let’s go try not to get you killed.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” He smiled. 
 
    He led me from the room, and we met his brothers and Sera in the alpha office where they had been holed up for most of yesterday. 
 
    The sleek room was mostly glass with metal fixtures, giving it a contemporary feel I wouldn’t have expected from the brooding alpha I met back in Arizona. Sera sat behind the oversized desk, appearing like a child in daddy’s chair, as opposed to the late alpha’s wife. 
 
    I wasn’t overly tall by any means, but she made me feel giant until she opened her mouth and I realized how much of a badass she was. 
 
    “I thought a lot about what happened yesterday, and when I was done processing, I wasn’t happy. You boys are on my shit list and if I see any shenanigans today, I’m going to ground you for a month. I don’t care how old you are. I’m still your mother, and if you omit important information from me again, I’ll make sure you pay dearly. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    All three brothers bowed their heads, mumbling their acknowledgements.  
 
    “I have no doubt that Taya and Jamie will help me keep you in line. I know if they were able to put up with you these last several weeks, then they’ve got the backbones they’ll need to be your mates,” Sera added. 
 
    Caleb scoffed. “We need to split them all up. This is not good for our man cards, bros.” 
 
    I stepped toward the desk, grinning. “I’ll add that Caleb tried to get us to believe Criselle was old and senile. That it was more likely she’d kill Aiden and Liam than successfully complete the alpha power exchange.” 
 
    Before I could even blink, an object was thrown across the room, hitting Caleb in his gut. A book tumbled to the ground as he hunched over, sucking in a breath. 
 
    “Thank you, Taya.” Sera smiled. 
 
    I nodded, feeling like Caleb had received only part of my payback. I wasn’t done yet, not by a long shot. 
 
    “Enough of all that,” she continued. “Criselle wants us to meet her by the old oak tree. She’s setting up right now. Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” they all said in unison. 
 
    Sera might have said some awful things about me yesterday, but I had believed her when she said things would have been different had she known who I was. Between her grief and Liam withholding the information, I held no hostility for her previous words. In fact, after that little show, I absolutely adored her. 
 
    It was a ten-minute walk to where Criselle was waiting for us and I began to wonder if she was truly a wolf shifter, or if she was a witch. It looked very similar to how the area had been set up when Zarai performed the soul exchange between my dad and Davis.  
 
    That thought caused me to pause and contemplate whether it was worth it for Liam to do this or not. Caleb might have been joking before, but there was no way the transference was foolproof. There was a chance something could go wrong, and I wasn’t ready to live in a world in which Liam didn’t exist. 
 
    I leaned into him, whispering, “Are you sure this is the right thing?” 
 
    “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. When this is over, I plan to officially make you mine.” 
 
    His words were like hot lava to my insides. I knew exactly what ‘mine’ meant when he said it that way. He wanted to let our wolves bond through a blood exchange. I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to think about that, so I said nothing…like a chicken shit. 
 
    He pulled me closer. “Aiden and I are going to be fine. Stay here with Jamie and it will be over before you know it.” 
 
    “If you die, I’m going to carve ‘dickbags’ as well as ‘I told you so’ into your headstones. Come back to me.” 
 
    He kissed me before pushing me toward Jamie. “I promise.” 
 
    Caleb and Aiden were already with Sera, helping Criselle put the final touches on her set-up. 
 
    I leaned my head against Jamie’s and sighed. “They’re going to be okay, right?” 
 
    “They really are.” She put her arm around me. “Then, we’re going to hunt down Declan and have our happily-ever-after’s like we deserve. This has gone on too long.” 
 
    Jamie was right. I needed to get back to my positive thinking. Liam and Aiden would be fine, and sooner rather than later, Declan would die. 
 
    I brought my attention back to where the others were with Criselle. Liam and Aiden now sat in wooden chairs that had to be hundreds of years old. Criselle stood behind them, with Sera on her left. Caleb had backed away but still hovered nearby, tension set in his shoulders. 
 
    A bowl sat on a stand between the two guys and Criselle dipped her hands into it. When she pulled them back out, they were oily and thick with something that reminded me of mucus. I gagged a little at the thought of it touching them. 
 
    All at once, Sera placed her hands on Criselle’s shoulders, Criselle put one slime-covered hand on each of the guys’ heads, and they closed their eyes. Nothing seemed to be happening, and I wondered for a moment if it would even work. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something to Jamie, but Liam’s eyes opened frantically, and his body stiffened as if he was being electrocuted. Aiden’s body crumbled, and I fell to my knees, unable to bear the weight of what I was seeing. Nobody moved. Time was frozen as I watched my mate wither in pain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamie knelt next to me, whispering words of comfort, but there was nothing anyone could say that would make me feel better until Liam was no longer in agony and was back in my arms. Sera still appeared calm and I tried to explain to my wolf that if something was terribly wrong, then she would have been freaking out, too. Neither my wolf nor I was easy to reason with. 
 
    I couldn’t tear my eyes away from my mate. If they had known this was going to happen and nobody had bothered to warn me, someone was going to get gut-punched. 
 
    Liam’s body began to relax after several minutes, but Aiden was still unconscious. We weren’t out of the woods by any means, but I was glad to see Liam’s pain lessen. 
 
    Finally, Aiden’s eyes opened, and Liam’s body was fully relaxed. He was hunched over, but his eyes were open, and that was enough for me to know he was going to be okay. The whole process took less than five minutes, but to my heart, it felt like hours had passed when I couldn’t function without knowing if the exchange would work. 
 
    When Criselle removed her hands from them, I wasted no time standing back up and rushing toward Liam. I carefully lifted his face, so I could see his green eyes. My heart broke at the depth of pain I could see within him. Tears trailed down his cheeks, causing my own to fall. 
 
    I leaned my head against his chest. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He had done this for me and I hated that it had hurt him so much. He had given up so much for us to be together. I didn’t understand how he thought I was worth it. 
 
    “Shhh,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around me. “Everything is fine. It was just a lot more intense than I imagined. I’m okay.” 
 
    I lifted my head back up. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am.” He turned toward Aiden. “How about you, brother?” 
 
    Aiden grunted. “You could have warned me.” 
 
    Liam laughed. “I wasn’t prepared, either. I figured you could handle it.” 
 
    Aiden pushed up from the chair and flipped Liam off before walking away toward the others. 
 
    “What should you have cautioned him about?” I asked. 
 
    “The reason for my tears wasn’t because of how much the process hurt physically, but emotionally. When I became alpha, my sense of our pack members increased exponentially. Even though I only had access to it for a couple days, watching them all disappear from inside me was quite the experience. Overwhelming to say the least.” 
 
    I let out an audible sigh. Liam and Aiden were okay. I still worried Liam would one day regret this decision, especially after what he just said, but for now, I would take the win that they were both alive and we were moving forward. I stood up and reached out a hand to Liam. 
 
    “Why don’t you kids go get cleaned up and ready for the burial?” Sera suggested. “Meet me in the family room in an hour.” 
 
    “We’ll at least take some of this bigger stuff back to Criselle’s first,” Liam said as he picked up the chair he had been sitting in. 
 
    His brothers did the same, Aiden taking the other chair and Caleb taking the stand that had been between them. 
 
    “Thank you, Criselle,” Liam said before we left. 
 
    She smiled. “It wasn’t a hardship for me. I want to see you boys happy and I’m glad to help.” 
 
    We left then, taking a small detour to drop the items off at Criselle’s home. When we got back to the house, he explained their pack preferred more traditional funerals and he had asked Addie to get me some outfit choices. 
 
    I was glad he had, because I would have stood out like a sore thumb in the items I had brought with me. Nothing in my bag would have been appropriate for what he described.  
 
    I chose black pants and a grey blouse over any of the dress or skirt options. If things went sideways at any point and I needed to defend myself, I much preferred the pants options. 
 
    I went into the bathroom to get ready and, when I came out, Liam was already dressed in a suit. The sight of him took my breath away as I leaned against the doorframe taking all of him in. 
 
    “You should wear a suit more often. It’s sexy on you,” I said. 
 
    “When this is all over and I can take you on a real date, I’ll wear another one just for you, as long as you wear a dress.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll take that deal.” 
 
    We met in the middle of the room and he held on tightly to my hand as we headed for the family room. It hadn’t been an hour yet, but there was no point in staying in the room by ourselves. 
 
    Liam was still quiet, and I hoped that even if he wasn’t ready to talk about how he was feeling with me, that he and his brothers would at least open up to each other. Aiden and Caleb were the only ones to know exactly how Liam was feeling. 
 
    We were the first to arrive and took a seat on the curved sectional couch. Aiden arrived next, followed by Caleb and Jamie. She wore a black dress, similar to the one that had been laid out for me, and looked stunning with her blonde hair pulled back. It made me feel a bit underdressed, but I was comfortable and to me, that was more important. 
 
    Sera arrived last, and my heart hurt for her when I saw her appearance. She was dressed appropriately, and everything on the outside was presentable, but the hunched set of her shoulders, the haunted look in her eyes, and the black runs from old makeup told another story. She’d done her best to cover it up, but there was no hiding three days of heartbreak. 
 
    I stood and welcomed her before the guys could. I opened my arms to her and she practically fell into them. I hugged her tightly and silently cried with her. We were quickly joined by the others, which caused Sera to start laughing. 
 
    “That’s enough hugging for now,” she said. “I have to make it through this, and then I’ll lock myself away and take the time to mourn, but my time isn’t yet. The pack still needs us all together.” 
 
    Each of us nodded and we followed her out the front door. There was an SUV waiting and we all piled in. The driver took us to the burial ground on the pack property. 
 
    There was already a crowd gathered when we arrived a half-hour early. Liam had explained earlier that the burial would be just for Elijah today. Tomorrow, there would be another service for the other fallen shifters, but I could already see the plots. There were seven lost. Seven too many. 
 
    A row of seats had been left empty for us, but Sera led us to the back to work our way through the crowd and proceeded to thank people for coming. She held her head high and handled herself with a grace that I knew I wouldn’t have been able to summon had it been my mate we were burying. 
 
    Liam gently grabbed her elbow after a while. “Come on, Mom. It’s time to take our seats.” 
 
    She nodded and let us guide her down the remainder of the rows without stopping. There was a sleek black casket with silver adornments on risers, along with flowers and a few well-placed photos of Elijah with his family. 
 
    I squeezed Liam’s hand as I admired the happiness showcased in the photos and hated that he would get no more happy moments like those with his father. 
 
    An older man began the ceremony, followed by several pack members who spoke in high regard to their alpha. Finally, it was supposed to be Liam’s turn to speak as the new alpha, but Sera had decided that since the pack was all present, there was no reason to pretend things weren’t changing. 
 
    She, Aiden, and Caleb joined Liam on the platform as a united front, though Liam was still the one to speak first. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming to remember my father for the great alpha he was. We couldn’t have asked for a better dad growing up to show us how to be the men we’ve become. I’m deeply sorry my brothers and I weren’t here when the attacks happened, but I promise you we were doing everything possible to put a stop to all this. We had just finished fighting Declan and some of his people, putting a serious hurt on his ability to best us again. We won’t let him get away with what he has done to the packs.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement ran through the crowd as Liam paused. 
 
    “I know I am supposed to be up here as your new alpha, but I must announce that is not the case today. While I was away tracking down Declan, I met my mate and have decided to join her pack, making Aiden your new alpha.” 
 
    “You’re leaving us when we need you most?” 
 
    “Why are we just learning this now?” 
 
    “Why can’t your mate move here?” 
 
    Questions from the pack members shot out in rapid fire. I hung my head forward, unwilling to meet any of their stares. 
 
    Liam cleared his throat and waited for the crowd to quiet. “It was not an easy decision, but it was one we made together as a family. I truly believe Aiden is the better man for the position. Don’t forget how involved he has been, right alongside me during my trainings. I’m not leaving you to fend for yourselves. My mate and I will be fighting Declan, but it won’t be from here. We will be wherever we need to be to track him down and help to protect the West Coast pack that has also suffered great losses.” 
 
    Sera stepped forward. “We’re sorry to throw this information on you now, but we didn’t want to lie today as we said goodbye to my mate. I hope you can understand there was no time to do it differently. 
 
    “We have a reception planned at the pack house and we welcome anyone who has questions to please join us. Aiden and I will be available the rest of the day. As my son previously said, we thank you for being here. I know Elijah would be proud of the way we have all come together, and I hope this announcement does not change that. Do not let what Declan has done to our pack tear us apart. We are better than that.” 
 
    Liam stepped down from the podium and took his seat next to me as Aiden, then Caleb, stepped up and said their piece. The pack members had calmed some, but I was sure there would be trouble later. I hated that our love had done this to their pack, but Liam hadn’t wanted to be alpha, even before I came along. It truly was for the best. I tried not to feel guilty, but it didn’t work, no matter how much I knew it was right. 
 
    When the speeches were over, Liam, Aiden, and Caleb, along with a few of their close pack guards, lowered Elijah into the ground. As people left, they each took a handful of dirt to throw on top of the casket. Sera and her sons were the last to drop the dirt after Jamie and I took our turns. Two of the men who had helped lower the casket took shovels and finished the burial. 
 
    The ride back to the house was expectedly somber. A decent amount of their pack was already present by the time we arrived, and I saw Addie flitting around the open family room, making sure everything was as it should be. 
 
    When we entered the room, several eyes turned in our direction and the whispers began. Liam tugged me closer and I tried to ignore the stares once more. 
 
    Sera pulled us aside. “If either of you feel at all uncomfortable, you don’t have to stay here. Most of them mean well; they’re just curious.” 
 
    I smiled. “I told my dad we wouldn’t be back until tomorrow, so there is no rush today.” 
 
    For the rest of the late afternoon, we let people come to us instead of intruding on those who might not be ready for the change. Most of the pack was pleasant; only a few snide questions were asked, which Liam quickly deflected. 
 
    As everything came to a close, Liam spent some time with his brothers, and I stayed with Jamie and Sera. 
 
    “Thank you both for being here and loving my boys,” Sera said. “I’m not sure they would have gotten through today without you. Aiden has always been the resilient one. Caleb likely would have made a scene with one of his inappropriate jokes, and Liam might have punched someone if neither of them had their mates to keep them in check.” 
 
    Caleb overheard that last part and butted in. “As much as I wish to deny that statement, I can’t, but I can take my mate and head for bed. It’s been a long day and we’re up early tomorrow to take Liam and Taya to the airport. Our normal pilot had to cancel due to repairs.” 
 
    We said our goodnights, and then it was just Sera and me. I was glad I wasn’t uncomfortable around her anymore. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s okay for us to be leaving so soon?” I asked. “I can schedule some meetings with my dad by phone, and I’m sure we can get some things done from here, too.” 
 
    She laid her hand on top of mine. “I think a clean break from the pack at first is what they need. If Liam hangs around for too long, it might interfere with what Aiden needs to do. There’s a traitor we must look into and, from the sounds of it, you need to do the same. It’s best we all begin doing our part as soon as possible.” 
 
    She was right. In the back of my mind, I had been wracking my brain for who we needed to really look into first when Liam and I got home, and the only person who had stood out to me was Rick. He hadn’t been behaving normally since Cord died. 
 
    I had previously chalked it up to grief, but now that I had more information, I was afraid that wasn’t the case. We were in for some hard decisions when we arrived home. I feared how deep the betrayal went and knew that once we had answers, our pack would never be the same. 
 
    I wasn’t stupid enough to think that Rick was our only defector. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I fought back tears as I hugged Sera goodbye. Our first meeting hadn’t gone as planned, but her hugs did something to me on an emotional level that I hadn’t expected. 
 
    “I’m going to come visit you two soon,” Sera said as she pulled away. 
 
    “I’d really like that, and I know Liam would, too.” 
 
    Caleb honked the horn; he and Jamie were already waiting in the truck. I gave Sera another quick hug and let Liam have one more moment with his mom alone. I slid into the back seat with Jamie, glad that she had sat in the back, waiting for me, instead of in the front with Caleb. 
 
    Liam got in the vehicle with a smile on his face. It made my heart happy to see it there. We’d all been through too much over the last couple months, and I was ready to find a new normal that didn’t consist of hunting down rogue alphas. 
 
    “It feels weird not knowing when we’re going to see each other again,” Jamie said. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    I held my phone up. “That’s what technology is for. We can video chat every day.” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” she pouted. 
 
    “I know. How about this? We plan a trip to somewhere with a beach and little umbrella drinks. We can start thinking of ideas now, so it gives us something to look forward to after we’re done kicking the asses of Declan and all his pansy spies.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to a real beach with an ocean, so it sounds perfect to me,” Jamie admitted. 
 
    I shook my head. I hated that she’d been under Declan’s thumb for so long. I was glad she had Caleb now, though. I knew he’d treat her right and show her the world. If he didn’t, he would wish he had balls of steel, because I’d be throwing cheap shots if he hurt my girl. 
 
    We continued down the property line and hit the mountain roads. The nearest airport was a couple of hours away and it wasn’t even five in the morning; I considered taking a nap but didn’t want to waste my time left with Jamie. 
 
    We continued to talk about random stuff, sticking to lighter topics. We began discussing how the climates were different between Raven Point and the Catskills, and Caleb wondered idly if Liam would lose his fluff. 
 
    I laughed, mostly because I’d never called any of them out on their longer wolf coats, but also because I couldn’t picture Liam any other way. I hoped he would stay just as he was. 
 
    Before we could dive too far into the science of it all and nerd out as if Augie was with us, our front tires blew out. Caleb was quick to react and maintain control of the vehicle, but not before we slid into the guard rail on the opposite side of the road. I peered out the window, grateful we hadn’t flipped the vehicle, because there was no end in sight beyond the rail. It was a straight shot down the mountain. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Liam called out. 
 
    I felt for Jamie, finding her slumped beside me. When my vision cleared, I saw a cut on her head. 
 
    “Jamie hit her head, but I think she’s just passed out.” I felt her neck. “Her vitals are fine.” 
 
    Caleb let out some choice words I hadn’t heard before but made a mental note to remember them for future use. He was blocked in against the rail and couldn’t get out to check on her without climbing over Liam, which I fully expected him to do until I heard pinging sounds against the exterior of the truck. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled. I knew that sound like the back of my hand. Someone was shooting at the truck, and we were sitting ducks with nowhere to take cover. 
 
    Twatwaffles! 
 
    Apparently, I was using Caleb’s words sooner than I thought. 
 
    Liam pulled out his phone. “Get people down on the main road now. We’re being ambushed.” 
 
    I didn’t know who he was talking to, but whoever they were needed to arrive quickly, or we would all be dead. 
 
    I unbuckled Jamie and guided her to the floor, out of the way. As soon as we were out of sight, the shooter stopped wasting bullets. We had two choices: sit in the truck and wait for them to come closer or get out and hope we could find cover before landing back in their line of sight. Neither of those options was ideal. 
 
    “Caleb, can you push that door out at all?” Liam asked. 
 
    Caleb cracked it open a couple inches, but it didn’t budge much further. He twisted his body, so his feet pushed against the door and Liam had his back. Together they used brute force and I heard the guard rail groan in response. 
 
    Before we could claim victory, a shot broke through the window, whizzing right next to Liam’s head. I was pretty sure my heart stopped. His hand went up to clear the broken glass and came away with blood. 
 
    I started to panic, but he shook his head. “Just nicked my ear. I’m fine. Caleb, again.” 
 
    They went back to pushing and I tried to do the same with the back door. It was fine and dandy if they got out, but I wasn’t too keen to be left behind in the truck. Though, I was afraid to leave Jamie alone in the truck with no idea what was happening. She could wake up and get herself killed if she didn’t stay hidden. I wouldn’t risk it. 
 
    Finally, the door opened enough for Caleb to slip through. He began pulling on the back door, while I pushed. The guard rail was already compromised, from us crashing into it and the additional damage they’d done when they got the front door open, so it was easier to get the back door free. 
 
    Caleb moved me out of the way and pulled Jamie into his arms. She was finally starting to come around but was severely disoriented. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” I asked. 
 
    “We need Jamie on her feet. Then, we move and stick behind these trees as much as we can,” Liam answered. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jamie asked. 
 
    Caleb cupped her face. “We’re being attacked. You hit your head when the truck crashed. Are you okay?” 
 
    Her eyes widened in fear. “Put me down.” Her voice was full of the strength I knew she had in her. “I’ll be fine as soon as we kill these dickbags.” 
 
    That’s my girl. I grinned at her confidence. 
 
    Caleb shook his head but complied. “You two have spent too much time together.” 
 
    More shots rang out, coming from two different directions. Whoever was out there, they weren’t working alone. We bent further down behind the truck and I peered out in front of us. The closest section of trees to hide behind was at least ten feet away. It left us in the open for longer than I liked. Now that we were out of the truck, my gut told me staying put was the better plan and I said as much. 
 
    “Taya is probably right. They’ll get impatient and come for us. Our only chance is hand-to-hand fighting. Our wolves aren’t bulletproof,” Liam said. 
 
    “How long until help arrives?” I asked. 
 
    Liam pulled out his phone again. “Ten minutes or less. Not soon enough.” 
 
    A man’s voice boomed from across the road, “Why don’t you come out onto the road and make this easier on everyone? You’re going to die regardless. Why prolong it?” 
 
    “Why don’t you put those guns away and fight like real men instead of fucknuggets?” Caleb called back. 
 
    He was on point today with his cuss words. 
 
    “You want a real fight? Fine. Just remember you asked for it. We were trying to make it quick and painless on you,” the voice taunted, and I was actually a little nervous. 
 
    I heard their footsteps come down off the mountain and hit pavement, followed by the sounds of their guns clattering to the ground. 
 
    Liam and Caleb stepped forward first, and I held Jamie back. “You don’t have to go out there.” 
 
    She flipped me off. “You guys can’t baby me forever. No better training than field training, right?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “Whatever you say, but stick close to me. Caleb and Liam will be their main targets and we’ll likely be underestimated. Keep to the basics I showed you and I’ll watch your back.” 
 
    She nodded, and we moved forward to crouch behind the guys. Neither of them objected to our choice to join in the fight, which was smart on their part. I may have only heard two shooters, but that didn’t mean there were only two of them out there. 
 
    When we came around the front of the truck, I was proven right. Five men stood on the road, dressed in all black. They looked every bit the part of the rogue mercenaries I had heard about. I’d never interacted with one in person, but I wasn’t afraid. I wouldn’t let these asshats hurt my family. 
 
    Once we knew how many we were up against, we didn’t pause. All four of us charged ahead without waiting for them to make the first move. As suspected, three went for Liam and Caleb, while two headed for me and Jamie. 
 
    If these were true rogue wolves, I had no intention of fighting clean, because I knew they wouldn’t. I let my wolf partially shift. My hands became claws and my strength increased. I wouldn’t be able to hold the position for long, as it was painful to stay partially shifted, but at the same time, I was strongest when my human and wolf worked together like this. 
 
    I headed straight for the larger of the two and kept as close to Jamie as I could. I wasn’t sure she was ready to fight on her own, but we didn’t have much of a choice and I’d never be the one to hold her back. 
 
    I raked my claws across the man’s chest, but he was wearing some sort of Kevlar and I didn’t even break skin. He grinned as he punched me in the face, knocking me back several steps. I recovered and headed for him again without hesitation. 
 
    I rammed my shoulder into his midsection as his arms came around my upper body, but my impact was stronger, causing him to crash into the ground and slam his head into the asphalt. 
 
    I didn’t let up when I got the upper hand. I retracted my claws and pounded my fist into his face until the man was unconscious. It was cathartic. Once he went limp beneath me and I heard the crunch of facial bones, I stood up to check on Jamie. 
 
    The dickface she was fighting had control of the fight, but not by much. He was bleeding from his nose and favoring his left side. Jamie had done some damage and I was damn proud of her. Unfortunately, I wasn’t taking the risk that she couldn’t finish the fight on her own. I plowed into the man on top of her and together, we finished the fight.  
 
    Liam and Caleb were holding their own, but not for long. They had managed to take one out, but they each still had an opponent to take care of. 
 
    Three bastards down, two to go. 
 
    The one Caleb was facing pretended to give up, letting his arms go slack, but he was actually reaching for a blade in his side pocket. The guy pulled it out and jammed it into Caleb’s side as he twisted. 
 
    Jamie went nuts and charged. 
 
    Holy shit, my bestie had a crazy side. 
 
    Caleb’s attacker went down hard, but so did Jamie. I took a few steps forward, thinking she needed help, but her arms were swinging before I could make it two feet. 
 
    Caleb was lifting himself off the ground, holding his side as blood poured from it. I heard the screeching of tires coming around the corner and breathed a sigh of relief that someone would be able to stitch him up. From the looks of it, his wolf healing would take too long to fully kick in before the blood loss became too much. 
 
    Liam had tied the one he’d been fighting by his hands and feet, using the rogue wolf’s own supplies against him. I grinned, hoping their pack would be able to take these guys back and interrogate them, providing us with some much-needed information. 
 
    Jamie was lying face-up on the ground with blood covering her chest, but very little of it was her own, thankfully. I helped her up and we made our way to the caravan of shifters who had shown up just a few minutes too late to help. 
 
    “We had to switch vehicles. Twice,” the man before us said angrily. “Batteries were dead in our normal rigs.” 
 
    More fuckery. Someone was getting cocky and they needed to be stopped. 
 
    Aiden came from around the back of the van, scaring the shit out of me with just the look on his face. His eyes were dark, and his demeanor was sinister. He’d been pushed past his breaking point and heads were going to roll. 
 
    “Are you guys okay?” he asked, voice clipped. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Liam answered. “We left them alive for you to have your way with. At least one of them should break.” 
 
    I turned back to watch the one Liam had been fighting fall over from his sitting position. “Um, someone might want to check on that one.” 
 
    The one who greeted us stepped forward for permission to do so. 
 
    “Go ahead, Abel.” Aiden nodded. 
 
    As Abel looked into the rogue’s health, Caleb and Jamie were taken to the van to get fixed up and we stood with Aiden. 
 
    “We’ll find them, brother,” Liam said. “They didn’t win today.” 
 
    Aiden only grunted in reply. 
 
    I rubbed my cheek and hissed. The bastard had hit me hard and likely fractured something. Liam pulled me closer as we waited for Abel to come back. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Abel said. “I smelled cyanide on him.” 
 
    These guys were crazier than I gave them credit for. Aiden would have to search the other four carefully for any other poisons if they were to get anything out of them. 
 
    “Do you want to go back?” I asked Liam. 
 
    He shook his head. “If things are getting worse here, we have no idea what’s happening in Oregon. Aiden and Caleb can handle it.” 
 
    That answer caused conflicting emotions within me; I was grateful he was still ready to go back to my pack but also fearful. I didn’t like being so far away from home, not knowing if we had bigger problems to worry about within our own walls. 
 
    “We’ll take care of the truck; you can take the car I drove here in,” Aiden said. “Call me when you land and I’ll update you then.” 
 
    Caleb and Jamie joined us again. “We’ll still drive you. No more bleeding.” Caleb patted his waist. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m driving there,” Liam replied. 
 
    We made our way to Aiden’s car, which purred as Liam started it. I sat in front with him this time and got a good look at the grin on his face. 
 
    Liam turned toward me. “Aiden has the best toys.” 
 
    I shook my head. At least he had something to make him happy after the attack. We wasted no more time and headed straight for the airport. 
 
    We arrived with barely any time to spare, so our goodbye was quick, but neither Jamie nor I was able to hold back tears. I was going to miss her more than I ever anticipated. 
 
    “Alright, no more crying,” Caleb teased. “Man up and say goodbye like we’ll see each other tomorrow.” 
 
    Jamie snorted. “Ha! Says the man who was tearing up last night about how he’s never lived away from his brother before and how much he’s going to miss him.” 
 
    I laughed as Liam wrapped his arm around Caleb’s shoulders. “I love you, too, bro.” Then, he proceeded to wipe fake tears from his face. 
 
    Caleb gut-checked him. “Get off me, asshole.” 
 
    One last round of hugs was given and goodbyes were said before we raced to our terminal. Once we were settled in our seats – thankfully, in first class with plenty of room and privacy – I pulled out my phone to call Augie before takeoff. 
 
    “Hey, Tay. On your way yet?” Augie asked, his voice sounding a little off. 
 
    “Yeah, we just got on the plane and I wanted to call before I shut my phone down. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    “August James, do not lie to me,” I demanded. 
 
    He groaned. “Can’t you just wait until you’re home?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We found the traitor. Sam caught Rick tampering with some of our equipment. He’s denying it, but there’s a lot of evidence pointing his way.” 
 
    Damn it. My gut had told me our traitor was Rick, but I had still held out hope that I was wrong. Now, we had to hope he was the only one and there wouldn’t be any more surprises within our own ranks, but I was beginning to think that likelihood was slim. Everything in me was screaming that things were going to get much worse before they got better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I really hated planes. They were confining and loud and had too many rules. My wolf was restless. There had been heavy turbulence almost the entire flight, making it impossible for me to even get up to stretch my legs for six hours. Too long of a time span for me. 
 
    There were several times when the flight attendant almost got throat-punched. Once for checking out Liam and two other times for interrupting our conversations. Didn’t they know we had more important shit to worry about than needing a damn pillow? Apparently not. 
 
    When we got off the plane, the torture wasn’t over. We still had to get our bags and it was as if we were in the middle of Black Friday shopping. People pushed and shoved, wanting to be first to the conveyer belt to get their things. I actually growled at some woman who accidentally pushed her tits into Liam’s face, claiming she had tripped. Bull-fucking-shit. 
 
    I wasn’t used to being around other women and Liam. He needed to figure out a way to tone down his hotness if we were going to be in public again. I was going to land myself in jail for assault if we didn’t get out of the airport soon. 
 
    Liam rubbed his hand at the base of my spine. “Easy, killer. We’re almost out of here. Augie is waiting outside for us.” 
 
    I huffed. “I don’t think I’m going to make it outside without knocking someone out.” 
 
    “Go find him and I’ll get our bags, okay? No sense in both of us waiting in this zoo.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Hell, no. The moment I leave you, the vultures are going to swoop in. You need me.” 
 
    He shook his head at me. “Yes, dear.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we were outside and loading our bags into the rear of the truck. I climbed into the back, so I’d have more room while Liam took shotgun. 
 
    Augie glanced back at me. “How was the trip?” 
 
    I groaned. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “You know eventually you’re going to have to explain your crazy texts about coming home, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Later, though. I don’t have it in me to say things in a nice way after dealing with so many people today.” 
 
    Liam winced, and I knew he was nervous about what I would tell Augie about our time in the Catskills. Augie wouldn’t judge him too harshly. He would have likely understood Liam’s position and smacked me for being so self-conscious. 
 
    The drive back home was a couple hours long, so I decided to sleep for most of it. The time change was killing me already, and I knew my dad would want to meet with us as soon as we got in. A little extra rest after the irritating flight sounded like the best idea. 
 
    Liam shook me awake when we got back. It was early evening and the sun was beginning to set. My favorite time of the day was when the sun began moving below the horizon, causing a kaleidoscope of colors to grace the clear skies. Orange, yellow, red, and purple – so much beauty in Oregon. 
 
    Augie grabbed our bags. “Go see your dad. I’ll take these and be right there.” 
 
    I smiled at him and realized I hadn’t hugged him in far too long. I moved toward him as he dropped the bags and met me in the middle. His arms came around me and I held on as if my life depended on it. I hadn’t expected to get emotional, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    Deaths from our pack, deaths in the Catskills, everything with Sera, leaving Jamie, and now someone double-crossing our pack. No, not someone. Rick. A high-ranking member of our pack. I needed a damn vacation from life. 
 
    “I missed you, Tay,” Augie mumbled in my hair. 
 
    I nodded, unable to speak yet. The tears had come, but I had managed to keep the actual crying noises at bay. 
 
    We pulled apart a minute later and I kissed his cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    I walked back to Liam and he took my hand in his as he used his other hand to wipe a stray tear from my face. 
 
    “I know Augie is your best friend and I have no problems with your relationship with him,” Liam said. “In fact, I’m glad you’ve had a friend like him growing up, but I also want you to know that I’m not going anywhere. Whenever you need to vent, whether it be verbally or physically, I’m here for you.” 
 
    I leaned up and pressed my lips to his. “Thank you. For all of that. It means more to me than you could possibly know. I promise there is nothing I can say to Augie that I wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
    Before Liam could reply, my dad stormed out of the house. I was sure something was wrong, but as I was about to ask what happened, his face lit up with a grin. 
 
    He held his arms open for me. “My baby girl.” 
 
    “Hey, Dad.” I went to him with no hesitation, just a bit of confusion. 
 
    I had assumed he’d have been stressed beyond measure with the news about Rick and hadn’t had time to miss me. I was wrong. His grip was tight, and he didn’t show any signs of letting up. 
 
    “Um… Dad, should we go to your office? We have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “Of course.” He released me and turned toward Liam. “I’m glad to see you back with us, son. I spoke with your mom. She called to apologize for the rough start, but promised she’d be here to visit soon. Anyone care to tell me what she meant about the rough start?” 
 
    I answered before Liam could feel pressured. “Just a little misunderstanding when we arrived at the Catskills, but it’s been resolved. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I smiled up at Liam. I wouldn’t put him through my dad’s wrath. 
 
    Dad eyed both of us suspiciously. “All right, then. Let’s head to my office.” 
 
    As soon as we opened the front door, Augie came from the kitchen, fried chicken in hand. 
 
    “Man, I should have grabbed more food, but I thought you’d be started already,” Augie whined. 
 
    I wasn’t sure there was anything he thought of more than food. 
 
    My dad turned toward us. “Are you two hungry? You can grab dinner before we go over what’s been happening?” 
 
    I glanced at Liam and he was eyeballing Augie’s snack. “We’ll grab plates really quickly and eat in the office.” 
 
    I pushed Liam toward the kitchen and Augie followed. “I’m getting seconds,” he called to my dad. 
 
    We each filled up a plate and made our way to the office in record time. Courtney had made fried chicken, mashed potatoes, corn on the cob, and pie. I was in dinner heaven. 
 
    I sank down on the couch in my dad’s office and Liam took the seat next to me. 
 
    My dad’s eyes narrowed on Liam and he put his serious face on. I almost laughed at him but thought better of it. 
 
    “Now, Liam, I know we haven’t spoken much about your role within the pack, but if you’re going to sit in on these meetings, you’re going to be expected to help out a lot more around here. Augie needs more shifters to help with the guard rotations and I could use you for some things around the pack house. Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “Not at all, Gerald,” Liam said confidently. “I fully intend to make Raven Point my permanent home. Wherever I’m needed, you can count on me to be there.” 
 
    I smiled at Liam’s answer.  
 
    “Very well.” My dad nodded. “Let’s get started, then. Augie told you about Rick, correct?” 
 
    “He mentioned you brought him in, but we didn’t get specifics,” I said. “What happened? What was he messing with when Sam caught him?” 
 
    “Sam added some motion sensors to certain entry points on our property to give us a heads up in case someone tries to sneak in. One of them went off the night we put them up. It was late, and Sam was on rotation, so he went to check it out. Rick was there trying to rip one of them out.” 
 
    I didn’t understand why Rick would risk getting caught. If he was relaying information to Declan, then he could have just told him where not to go instead of taking the sensors down. None of it made any sense. 
 
    “What is Rick saying about being caught?” Liam asked. 
 
    “He’s saying he didn’t do anything. That he heard something coming from the sensor when he was passing by it and was only checking it out,” Augie answered. 
 
    My forehead creased in confusion. “So, was Rick on duty that night as well or was he just out wandering around? What was he doing?” 
 
    Dad leaned forward and sighed. “That’s the frustrating part. He won’t tell us what he was doing out there. He wasn’t on rotation. If he had a valid reason for being out there, then we might have believed him. It kills me to think our traitor could be him, but he’s hiding something, and we can’t risk that it may not have anything to do with Declan. There’s too much at stake” 
 
    I wanted to talk with Rick myself. Things weren’t adding up. Even though my head was telling me that Rick was our traitor, my heart told me not to rush to conclusions. Rick had been acting strangely lately, but there was more than one explanation for his out-of-character behavior. My gut was telling me that I needed to get to the bottom of it. 
 
    “I’m exhausted,” I said. “It’s been a long couple of days and I’m ready to go lay in my own bed. Do you mind if I go see Rick in the morning? I’d like to speak with him myself. I’d like to take Liam with me as well.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Dad answered. “He’s in the east holding room of the training facility. We have people scheduled to be outside the door around the clock. I’ll make sure they know you’re free to come and go as you please.” 
 
    I stood up and everyone else followed. I hugged my dad and Augie, then grabbed Liam’s hand to lead us home. My mind was on east coast time and I was ready for bed. 
 
    The door was unlocked, just the way we left it. We didn’t normally lock up the house, but maybe with everything going on, we needed to start. I didn’t even think I owned a house key. I’d have to ask Augie for one tomorrow. 
 
    We entered the bedroom and I didn’t stop walking until I crumbled onto the bed face-first. Jetlag was a twatwaffle and I wanted to punch her in the boob. My wolf was antsy. I was exhausted, but my brain was going over all the shit we had to deal with. I needed to unwind in a bad way. 
 
    I rolled over and propped myself up on my elbows taking in all that was my sexy mate. I was one lucky bitch. My wolf hummed in appreciation at the sight before us. He hadn’t gotten a haircut in the time I knew him, so it fell over his face as he looked down to unbutton his pants. 
 
    I continued to watch him undress, enjoying the show. He finally realized I wasn’t doing the same and stalked toward me. 
 
    “Does my mate need help getting ready for bed?” he murmured. 
 
    I nodded, dropping back on the bed as he crawled on top of me. He nipped at my neck, causing my wolf to push to the surface. 
 
    Mate, she said possessively. 
 
    Calm down, girl. Tonight is not the time for that. 
 
    My wolf wanted a blood bond something fierce and it was getting harder and harder to control her when Liam and I were doing anything more than simply kissing. If I didn’t let it happen soon, she was going to force a shift on me and take care of it herself. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Liam asked with a grin. “Your whole body just tensed up on me, which doesn’t bode well for my confidence.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m fine. My wolf, on the other hand, is rather impatient for us to officially seal the deal.” 
 
    Rumbles from deep within his chest rose to the surface as his eyes fought between wolf and man. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one having control problems. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” he strained. 
 
    I reached a hand up to his face. “Soon, but not tonight. I’m exhausted, and I’d love nothing more than for you to strip me naked and have your way with me while doing all the work.” 
 
    His lips lifted into the cocky smirk I used to hate so much. “I’m going to have my way with you, but you’re going to be begging for me to let you work by the end of it.” 
 
    Holy fuckery. 
 
    He lifted my hands up and swiftly took my shirt off before using it to tie my hands together. I tried to pull them back down, but he shook his head. 
 
    “I’m doing all the work, remember? No touching.” 
 
    My breath hitched, and I was unable to think of anything else but what Liam planned to do to me. He took charge and activated so many of my senses that I was nothing more than putty in his hands, begging for relief. 
 
    When he finally had mercy on me, I exploded from the inside out within seconds. I had never been more thoroughly sated in my life and I had gotten exactly what I asked for. My body, mind, and wolf were happy for the time being. We had our mate and, for the night, that was all we needed. 
 
    Tomorrow, we’d get back to the shit storm, but for a few hours, I let it all fade away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was up at the ass-crack of dawn and not happy about it. My phone sounded from an incoming text. Whoever it was needed to have a spectacular reason for waking me up or heads would roll. I untangled myself from Liam and reached for my phone. I glanced at the screen, blinking several times to clear my vision from the bright screen. 
 
    It was a text from Jamie saying she missed me with a sad selfie included. Shit, I couldn’t be mad at her for that. It hadn’t even been a full day and I missed my friend, too. I did kindly remind her that I was three hours behind her now and, while I missed her, it was better for her life expectancy if she never texted so early again. 
 
    I silenced my phone and crawled back under the covers. Liam wrapped his arms around me, trying to lure me back into sleep, but it was too late. My mind was back to firing on all cylinders and I had too much shit to do today. Lying in bed wasn’t going to get any of it done. 
 
    I began to move, but Liam’s hold tightened on me. 
 
    “Don’t leave,” he mumbled incoherently. 
 
    “Sorry, lover boy. We’ve got adulting to do today.” 
 
    “Fuck adulting. It’s overrated.” 
 
    I leaned over and pressed my lips to his. “On an ordinary day, I would completely agree with you, but I can’t today. I need to begin my official alpha training today with my dad and Augie. We also need to speak with Rick and get an update on how things are going with the hunt for Declan. The longer he stays hidden, the more potential he has to gain resources.” 
 
    We couldn’t handle any more surprises. The sooner we moved in on him, the better for all the packs. We had no idea who he would target next. 
 
    Liam sat up. “Let’s get working, then. We’re going to have decades together. I guess I can wait a little longer to have lazy Sunday mornings in bed with my mate.” 
 
    I slid out of bed and blew him a kiss. I had a feeling that if I touched him again while we were both undressed, I wouldn’t make it out of our room for a while. 
 
    I took a quick shower and got ready in record time, but Liam still beat me. Some days, it was a pain in the ass having long hair, but I loved my red locks, so I dealt with the extra effort they required in the mornings. 
 
    “Ready, Mate?” Liam reached his hand out to me. 
 
    I nodded, taking his hand. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We headed for the training facility. The sun had fully risen, but it was still early, so we didn’t see any pack members on our way until we arrived at the holding room. 
 
    “Morning, Jared. Did my dad or Augie speak with you?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Courtney already brought him breakfast, so he’s awake if you want to go in.” 
 
    “Thank you. By the way, this is Liam. My mate. He should be allowed full access to anything within the pack.” 
 
    Jared reached his hand out. “Nice to meet you, Liam. Gerald already said much the same, so it’s not a problem. The others on rotation should have been notified as well.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” Liam nodded as he shook Jared’s hand. Then, we continued into the room. 
 
    Rick was sitting at a table in the corner of the room, just finishing his food. He pushed it aside and stood to greet us. 
 
    “Taya. Liam. I didn’t expect you to be back yet,” Rick said. 
 
    I glared. “Why? Because people were sent to attack us on our way back and you knew about it?” 
 
    His eyes widened in shock. “No, I assumed Liam would need more time with his family. Are you okay?” 
 
    His face held all the sincerity I was used to from before everything went to shit. It made me hesitate and I didn’t like it. 
 
    “What are you hiding, Rick? What could possibly make you act like this?” I snapped. 
 
    “I didn’t do this. I know you have no reason to believe me right now, but I would never turn against our pack.” 
 
    Liam pulled two chairs out for us. “Then why don’t you explain what you were doing out there?” he asked as we sat. 
 
    Rick’s face downturned. “I can’t. I know it doesn’t make sense why I wouldn’t tell you to save my life, but the reason is more important than my own life.” 
 
    “What about when we went to Hood River and you disappeared for a while? Or how you distanced yourself from all of us these past several weeks? Can you explain any of it?” I demanded. 
 
    I needed something to make sense. Him refusing to say anything, whether it was lie or truth, was not helping. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened in the storm that day. As far as I knew, I slipped and hit my head. If someone attacked me, I never saw it coming and they weren’t there when I came to. As for why I’ve been separating myself, well, my grief was more than anyone else understood. The only person I had to turn to was gone.” 
 
    I sighed. “Rick, you have to give us something. Sam caught you tampering with the sensors. You haven’t denied that. I don’t want to believe you’re capable of turning against our pack, but you’re making yourself look guilty.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    I leaned in closer to him. “I hope whatever you’re hiding is worth dying for, because if we can’t prove you aren’t the traitor, then that’s what is going to happen. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “I do,” he said confidently. 
 
    Internally, I was screaming. He was hiding something, but I had a gut feeling it had nothing to do with Declan. I wanted to help Rick, but he wasn’t making it easy. 
 
    I nodded and stood. “Very well. I think we’re done here.” I turned for the door with Liam right behind me, glancing back at Rick once more. “Just remember, your decisions are not only hurting you, but they’re hurting the pack. Something to think about with what little time you have left.” 
 
    He flinched at the reminder to the consequences of his actions, but still said nothing. We slipped out the door and I slammed it behind us, frustrated. 
 
    I stormed past Jared without saying a word. I needed space, but not from Liam. I made sure to keep him close. Once we were outside, I slowed and ran my hands through my hair. 
 
    “Did any of that make sense?” I asked him. 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Yes and no. I think he’s protecting someone, but I can’t imagine who he would know that would need defending he didn’t think we would provide.” 
 
    Huh. He had a point, but I couldn’t think of who Rick might be protecting, either. It made sense with the way he was acting, but at the same time, it made absolutely no sense. 
 
    “Why don’t we go talk with your dad and Augie?” Liam suggested. “It might help to talk it out some more with people who are closer to the situation. Maybe they haven’t thought of this scenario and it will trigger something for them.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “This is why I keep you around.” I reached up to tap his nose. “You’re pretty to look at and smart.” 
 
    He laughed before swatting my ass. “That mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble you might not be able to get out of one day.” 
 
    I winked at him. “You love my mouth.” 
 
    “That I can’t deny.” He tugged my hand. “Come on. Let’s get breakfast and find the others.” 
 
    We left for the pack house and went in through the back door, right into the kitchen. Courtney was already gone for the morning, but some of the shifters who had just gotten off shift were lounging around. 
 
    “Good morning,” Sam said as we entered. “What are you guys up to?” 
 
    Liam nodded in greeting. “Getting some breakfast before we meet with Gerald and Augie. Everything as it should have been last night?” 
 
    I raised my brow at Liam. He was fitting right in, asking all the right questions to show he cared for the pack business. 
 
    “Yup. I imagine things will be calmer now that Rick is locked up.” 
 
    I turned toward Sam. “You don’t believe him when he says that it’s a misunderstanding?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Isn’t that what all the bad guys say when they’re trying to save their own ass?” 
 
    Hmm. He had a point, so I left it alone. Liam and I took our breakfast to go and headed for the office. 
 
    Augie had just rolled out of bed and was coming around the corner, looking like shit. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I asked. 
 
    He groaned. “We were short a guy last night, pulled a double shift. I haven’t slept since… I don’t know when, but it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Put me on the schedule,” Liam piped up. “I’m perfectly capable of helping out when needed.” 
 
    Augie’s eyes lit up at the words. “Really? That would take a lot of stress off me. For now, I’ll have you be a fill-in until you learn the ropes. Then, we can make a permanent schedule for you.” 
 
    I smiled, enjoying the fact that Liam would soon have a purpose at our pack other than being my mate. I knew that would make him feel a hell of a lot more comfortable. 
 
    The three of us entered the office together to find my dad reading through some papers. He was in full concentration mode and didn’t notice us until Augie closed the door. 
 
    “Augie, why are you in here?” he snapped. “Go to bed.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Augie mumbled. 
 
    My dad leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. “That wasn’t a suggestion. It was an order. Go. Sleep. You’re not good to me like this.” His hand waved up and down. “I don’t want to see you until after lunch time.” 
 
    Augie didn’t even put up a fight. He dragged his feet, heading back toward the door without saying a word.  
 
    Once he was back in the hallway, I turned back to my dad as Liam and I took a seat. 
 
    “What do you have there?” I asked, pointing to the papers. 
 
    His responding grin made me regret asking. “Your training syllabus. Research I want you to do. People I want you to meet with. Training you need to complete with certain pack members. All things that will be expected of you as alpha-in-training.” 
 
    I should have minded my own business. 
 
    “Don’t we have more important matters to discuss besides training schedules?” I asked. 
 
    Dad shook his head. “Declan will not derail our plans. He’s taken enough from us, and I won’t let him hold you back unless this isn’t what you want.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “I want to work alongside you. Nothing there has changed, but I wouldn’t mind postponing whatever it is you have on that sheet.” 
 
    He laughed. “I know, which is why your training will be spread out over a couple years, unless you decide otherwise. You won’t get to kick back by any means, but I still want you to have a life. It’s my one regret with Cord. He never got to be a kid. His whole life was about becoming alpha one day. I don’t want that for you.” 
 
    Emotion choked me from the inside out. Liam squeezed my hand and I held on as if my life depended on it. 
 
    “Anyway, you’ll work with me in here for two days a week and two days a week you’ll shadow Augie. Somewhere in between all that, you’ll mark things off this list.” He slid the paper over to me. 
 
    I glanced it over, trying to distract my mind from the dark reminders of losing my brother. Spiritual training with Edmund, scouting with Sam, farming with Patty, and the list kept going. At the bottom was a reading list with at least twenty books. 
 
    I glanced back up at my dad. “You realize this could take me forever, right?” 
 
    “I think you’ll surprise yourself. I’m not worried about it.” He grinned, then turned toward Liam. “I’ll work on your duties within the pack next. Do you have a preference of what you’d like to do?” 
 
    Liam nodded. “I told Augie before we came in here that I’d like to work with him. Anything that will get me out with the others would be great. I’d like to get to know the pack members.” 
 
    “Very well,” my dad said approvingly. “Now, I know you didn’t come in here to speak about schedules. Are you ready to meet with Rick?” 
 
    “We already did,” I said. “It only confused me further. I don’t know what to think about the tampering situation, but most importantly, we can’t ignore his secret and the way he’s been acting. Have we ever had a traitor within our ranks before?” 
 
    My dad nodded but offered nothing else. 
 
    “What is the punishment for something like this?” Liam asked, but I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Death in front of the pack.” Dad’s face hardened. “A way to show that there is zero tolerance for that level of deceit.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. I wasn’t ready to see Rick killed, but he had to know the consequences of refusing to divulge whatever he was hiding. We couldn’t help him if he refused to open up to us. 
 
    “When do we hold the trial?” 
 
    “We’ll call those who wish to be present together tonight. We don’t have time to sit on this.” 
 
    The pack would be gathered, and Rick would be given one last chance to prove his innocence. If he failed to do so, he would die on the spot. I had never seen a trial of this magnitude happen, so I didn’t know how he would die or who would do it, but it would be public, and it would make a statement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning and afternoon passed by slowly as word began to spread about Rick’s trial. The pack was full of mixed opinions, especially Rick’s family. He still had living parents, and I made sure to give them a wide berth before the gathering. I didn’t know what to say to them. For some reason, their son had a death wish. 
 
    “Would you mind if I went to see Augie?” I asked Liam after lunch. 
 
    We were back at our house, and I hated leaving him now that his brothers weren’t around to entertain him. 
 
    “Taya, I am not your child that you need to mind. Nor do you need to ask permission to leave my side. I am more than capable of taking care of myself while you spend time with your best friend.” 
 
    God, he was perfect. 
 
    I went to him, wrapping my arms around his neck. “You’re pretty amazing, but something tells me you already knew that.” 
 
    He smirked. “Yeah, but only because I love you. Now get out of here before you become dependent on me and I have to do damage control.” 
 
    I laughed and rolled my eyes as I headed for the door. I cracked it open, then looked back at him. “I love you, too, and I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    I slipped out the front with a smile on my face. Without Liam’s bright presence in my life, I wasn’t sure I’d be coping with everything as well as I had been. Augie did a great job of calming me, but Liam reached me on a level no other ever could. 
 
    When I arrived back at the pack house, I checked my dad’s office first, but neither him nor Augie was present. I continued toward the stairs and headed for Augie’s room. His door was still shut, so I tapped lightly on it, not wanting to wake him if he was still sleeping. 
 
    He answered the door, hair wet against his forehead. “Hey.” He pulled me in for a hug. “Where’s Liam?” 
 
    “He’s at our house. I told him I wanted to come spend some time with you. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    I walked into the room, shutting the door behind me. I didn’t plan on talking about anything top secret, but I also didn’t want anyone interrupting my Augie time. 
 
    We sat on the couch in his oversized room. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too,” he said. “Why did we think it was a good idea to grow up and become responsible? I miss our days at the pond and shooting range.” 
 
    “Same here. Who could have predicted I’d have a mate and you’d be the pack beta?” 
 
    It felt like just yesterday that Cord, Augie, and I were running around the forest driving Davis crazy with our antics. Things had changed so much in such a short amount of time. 
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked. “What happened in New York? I was two seconds from jumping on a plane, but Gerald wouldn’t let me. He said you’d work it out on your own.” 
 
    I sighed. “It was bad at the beginning, but we did work it out, so it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    He glared at me. “I smell bullshit. Tell me.” 
 
    “Fine, but don’t say a word until I get through it all, even though it will probably upset you.” 
 
    He laughed. “No promises, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    I relayed a summary of the dirty details of our trip, trying my best to skim past the worst of it, but there was no way to make any of it sound better than it was. 
 
    Augie’s eyes bulged. “How is Liam still alive? I would have helped you hide the body.” 
 
    “Grief makes people do crazy things and, while I’ve forgiven him, I have to admit, my heart is still on edge. His actions hurt like hell, and it will take a while to truly move past what happened.” 
 
    I was glad to have Liam with me back home, but the trip had slammed on the brakes, halting the direction our relationship was going. We had been moving a million miles an hour with our final destination being a blood bond, but now I wasn’t so sure I wanted to be tied to him like that when I still had niggling doubts. 
 
    My wolf growled deep inside me. She didn’t agree. Her black-and-white thought process had fully forgiven Liam and moved past the hurt, but my head wasn’t there, and she didn’t like it. 
 
    I hadn’t let the ache stop me from wanting Liam with me in Oregon, but it had made me second-guess cementing our bond so soon. 
 
    “If I hadn’t seen him with my own eyes earlier, I wouldn’t have believed that you hadn’t put a hurting on him, but I get why you didn’t. I’m glad you cut him slack. I can see how happy he makes you, and that is the only reason I’m not headed to your house to kick his ass right now.” 
 
    I laughed. “Not necessary at all. We will work it out. For now, everything is fine and we’re doing good. That’s good enough for the time being.” 
 
    He nodded. “How did things go with Rick earlier? Screwed up situation, huh?” 
 
    “No, shit. I can’t decide how I feel about it. Whatever is going on, it’s not good for our pack, and Rick needs to be held accountable for his actions. I hate that it could mean he’ll no longer be breathing by the end of the day, but that is nobody’s fault other than his.” 
 
    “I agree. Even if he’s not working for Declan, he’s hiding something, and that’s not how this pack works. Hopefully, we can get him to break at his trial and figure things out. I’d much rather see him banished for lying, instead of executed for treason. It’s been over three decades since we’ve had to deal with this.” 
 
    I grimaced. “It’s going to take everyone a long time to recover from the mess Declan has made, even if this one isn’t his fault. We’re all on edge because of him.” 
 
    Augie stood up from the couch, reaching for my hand. “Let’s go on a run before we have to meet with the pack. Some wolf time might be good for both of us.” 
 
    I nodded eagerly, taking his hand. I hadn’t had a carefree run with my girl in a while. I didn’t count my frantic search for escape in the Catskills as an enjoyable stroll. I was depending on her to help me sort through some of my shit. Not all of it. I wasn’t greedy. I knew everything couldn’t go our way and I was prepared for that. Or so I thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Augie and I got back to the pack house a few hours later, we were bombarded by pack members. Word had officially gotten around that we would hold a public trial for Rick tonight and, for the most part, people didn’t seem happy about it. 
 
    Questions flew at us, left and right. 
 
    “Why are you doing this to our pack?” 
 
    “If he’s a traitor, why does he even get a trial? He should be dead already.” 
 
    “Haven’t we already lost enough?” 
 
    This was my first real moment to act as the alpha I was training to be one day, and I had no fucking clue what to say to them. Where the hell was my dad? I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with unhappy pack members. My first instinct was to tell them to go away and mind their own business, but this was their business. It affected us all. 
 
    Augie held his hands up, silencing those who stood in front of us. “Nothing has been decided yet. Rick will get his chance to defend himself and if he can’t, then we will decide what to do with that information. But that decision will come from Gerald, myself, and Taya. We will listen to your opinions, but ultimately, we have to decide what is best for the overall safety of the pack.” 
 
    A few of them huffed as they stormed away, not appreciating Augie’s answer, but I sure as hell did. I couldn’t have said it better myself. 
 
    Those who stayed turned to me, waiting for my comment. I was now someone they were supposed to be able to count on for guidance. I sent a silent prayer up, hoping I could live up to their expectations. 
 
    “Augie is correct in his statement, but I’ll also add, we are doing everything we can to come to a resolution and figure this out. We won’t jump to conclusions and let what Declan has done destroy our pack from the inside out. We are better than that. Just remember there aren’t always things we can share with everyone, so have faith that we are doing everything we can to keep the pack safe.” 
 
    The remaining shifters began to disperse, and I breathed a sigh of relief when they didn’t question us further. Augie and I headed for the office and it wasn’t until we shut the door behind us that I fully relaxed. 
 
    “Taya, do we need to add more exercise training to your schedule?” my dad teased. “You look exhausted after the run.” 
 
    Augie laughed. “No, she’s just recovering from the lynch mob that was headed your way but saw us first. You would have been proud of her, though. She didn’t lose her shit until after everyone turned away.” 
 
    I straightened and elbowed him in the gut even though he was right. 
 
    “It was just more overwhelming than I thought it would be,” I said. “Everyone wanted something different, but there’s no way to make them all happy. It’s a lot of pressure to say the right thing without upsetting the majority and do what’s right for the pack.” 
 
    Dad smiled, coming around his desk. “Welcome to my world.” He put his arm around me. “You wanted in, and now you are. There’s no backing out even when the going gets tough, but you’ll be okay. We’ll be right beside you every step of the way.” 
 
    “If I can survive tonight, then I’ll be glad,” I said. “For the time being, ‘one day at a time’ is my new motto.” 
 
    He patted my shoulder. “Nothing wrong with that. It’s time to get ready. Why don’t you go get Liam while Augie and I get Rick? We will start everything in about an hour.” 
 
    “That I can do. We’ll come right back over in case you need help with anything else.” 
 
    I hugged each of them goodbye and made my way home. Relief swept over me when nobody else was waiting outside to ask more questions about Rick. I decided on our run that I was going to go with whatever decision my dad made. 
 
    The only thing I hadn’t decided on was whether or not he deserved to die for whatever he was refusing to admit. I was counting on my dad and Augie to help with that decision when the time came. I knew neither of them had fully decided on it either. 
 
    I also thought a lot about Liam, the blood bond, and what the last several days meant for us. He had hurt me deeply by his rejection. I was his mate. I was supposed to be the first person he turned to, not the one he pushed away.  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more my wolf began to see where I was coming from, but she was persistent about the fact that Liam was our mate. When it was all said and done, two wrongs didn’t make it right. We either needed to forgive Liam fully and commit with the blood bond or walk away before we both were hurt even more. She was right, and I knew exactly what I planned to do next. 
 
    I stalked toward the house with my intentions set. Liam deserved the truth from me and he was going to get it. If I didn’t do it now, I’d continue to torture myself with what to do, even though I knew what was right. 
 
    I pushed the door open and found Liam in the kitchen, making lunch. The smile on his face was almost more than my heart could take. He truly did love me. I knew that without a doubt. 
 
    “Did you have a good time with Augie?” he asked. 
 
    “I did. Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    A shadow fell over his face. “Sure. Lunch can wait. What’s going on?” 
 
    I grabbed his hand, pulling him toward the couch. We sat down, and my body began to shake from nerves. I wasn’t sure I was ready for the conversation, but it needed to happen. 
 
    “I’ve thought a lot about what happened in the Catskills over the last two days. I was really hurt, but so were you.” 
 
    “Taya, I really am sorry for acting like a dick. Please, you have to know I’d never do something so stupid again.” His voice was frantic as his grip on my hand tightened. 
 
    I smiled at him. “I know you’re sorry and I forgave you when I said I did, but it is still hard to forget. I kept a lot of how I was feeling inside, because you just lost your dad. I didn’t want to be selfish. I knew you hadn’t hurt me intentionally, but that didn’t change the fact that you did. I should have told you how I felt, so we could move past it.” 
 
    “Why do I feel a ‘but’ coming that I’m not going to like?” 
 
    The crease between his eyes and the shaking of his hands told me I was completely screwing up what I was trying to do. 
 
    “Argh. I’m doing this all wrong. I’m sorry.” I was trying to make him excited, not hysterical. I really needed to get better with my words. “I want the blood bond with you. I wasn’t sure when we got back. I began second-guessing everything, unsure of what I wanted with you, but I know now. I love you, and I fully forgive you.” 
 
    His arms wrapped around me, crushing me to him. “Holy fuck, Taya. Don’t ever do that to me again. I thought you were leaving me. I love you so damn much.” 
 
    He pulled back just enough to push his lips against mine. He demanded entry and I quickly didn’t know where he ended and I began. Our hands desperately ripped clothes off each other and soon, we were naked on the couch. 
 
    He gazed down at me, trailing his hand down my face as he pushed into me. “This is going to be quick, but soon, we’re going to follow through on that blood bond and I’m never letting you go.” 
 
    “I think I can live with that.” 
 
    We made love on the couch for the first time, and my senses were on overload. The passion flying between us was overwhelming and we were sated before we knew it. I held on tight to my mate, not wanting to release him just yet. I wanted to keep the real world at bay for a little while longer. 
 
    Finally, he pushed himself up and headed for the bathroom. I followed, enjoying the view of his perfect ass and wishing our hallway was a hell of a lot longer. We showered together, and he decided a second round was necessary after my profound revelation. I didn’t argue, but I did come to the realization that we needed to find something stronger for our shower walls if we were going to keep this up. Tile didn’t hold up well against the likes of us. 
 
    When we eventually made our way to the pack house and around the back where the trial would take place, the bubble of joy I had been in burst. Rick was tied to a chair on a riser as the crowds began to arrive. Murmurs of mixed feelings coursed through the pack, but what killed me most was the look on Rick’s face that said he had accepted his fate. 
 
    He had no intention of coming clean. He was prepared to die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    I searched for my dad and found him with Augie and Sam on the far side of the area. Liam and I made our way over there, taking the long way to avoid walking through the crowd and getting stopped. People were still curious about Liam and enjoyed asking all kinds of inappropriate questions about him being my mate. At least they were accepting, and I’d take that over protesting any day. 
 
    Augie grinned when he saw us approaching. “I was getting ready to come check on you but thought better of it. Thanks for not making me do that and ruining my innocence.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ve seen the covers of some of those books you read. You’re not as sweet as you portray yourself, August James. I know better.” 
 
    My dad glowered at us. “Enough. I don’t care to be present for either one of these topics. We’re going to give the pack another ten minutes to arrive and then we’ll begin. I’ll be doing all of the talking, but Taya, you need to pay attention. There is a lot you can learn today about our pack. Watch the crowd; listen not only with your ears, but your eyes.” He paused to glance around us. 
 
    “Connect with the pack and soak in their emotions,” Dad continued. “You don’t have the same connection Augie and I do, but if you’re concentrating well enough, then you’ll get the gist of those around you.” 
 
    I nodded. I could do that. It was better than getting up there and speaking to them, or so I hoped. 
 
    We moved toward the stage where Rick waited, eyes closed and body slumped. Sam purposely kicked the chair as he walked by, but Rick didn’t take the bait. He stayed still with no reaction to the move. 
 
    My heart broke for him even though I was pissed at him for holding out. Something was telling me that we were about to make a huge mistake, but there was nothing we could do about it if Rick didn’t want to be helped. 
 
    There were several rows of chairs in front of us, but they quickly filled, and pack members began pushing in closer to stand as close to the front as possible without blocking those in the chairs. When enough time had passed, my dad’s loud voice boomed over the murmurs in the crowd. 
 
    “Welcome, Pack. We thank you for showing up today, whether it’s in support of Rick or against him. We all want the same thing. Truth and safety for our family. If we can’t get the truth, then how do we know our young are safe? We don’t. Today, we will decide the punishment for Rick’s betrayal. Death or banishment.” 
 
    Voices whispered amongst the crowd as my eyes searched their faces. As I made my visual observations, I also attempted to reach the pack’s emotions as my dad had asked, but I only received flickers of feeling from random points. Nothing concrete. I had no idea who the emotions were coming from. 
 
    Realizing it was something I needed to practice in smaller settings, I gave up and went back to people-watching. I didn’t know all of the pack members well, so it was hard to decipher some of their faces, but I did my best. Eyes wide with fear of the unknown were the most prominent, followed by glaring eyes and narrowed faces. Some were confused and uncertain, while others were stoic, giving nothing away. 
 
    My dad turned to Rick, whose eyes were now open, but he was still not looking up. “I’ll ask one last time, what were you doing with the sensors when Sam found you?” 
 
    I held my breath, waiting for an answer that never came. 
 
    “Do you understand that this is your last chance to plead your case with the pack, Rick?” Dad asked. “By refusing to answer, you’re giving us no choice but to believe you’ve been helping Declan.” 
 
    Rick didn’t budge a muscle. I glanced back at the crowd and everything had shifted. Those who had been confused now joined the angry ones, while those who had been in fear turned to acceptance. 
 
    Rick finally glanced up and met my dad’s fierce eyes. “Do what you have to do.” 
 
    I flinched. My first reaction was to smack him upside his head, but I held back. Liam tightened his grip on my hand, expecting the reaction from me as well. I held back my grin, loving how well he knew me. 
 
    Sam growled. “Just finish this, Gerald. We need to move on. He’s cost our pack enough.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement ran through the pack and my heart shattered, because I still didn’t believe killing him was the right thing. 
 
    My dad brought his attention back to the crowd. “As you can see, Rick is refusing to work with us, and typically, these actions would bring someone death, but there is more at play here than any of us realize. Rick will–” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, a scream rang out across the field. A woman staggered toward us, barely able to keep herself upright. Her hysterics captured everyone’s attention. I made a move to go toward her, but Liam held up his hand. 
 
    “Would you mind if Augie and I checked her out?” he asked. “It would make me feel a lot better to do something other than stand here.” 
 
    I nodded as I pushed him forward. Sam joined them as I stayed with my dad next to Rick. Everyone behind us stayed silent, everyone wishing to hear what was happening just as much as us. 
 
    What I didn’t expect was the reaction from Rick. When the screams from the woman finally processed with him, he began bucking in his chair, trying to break free. What the shit? 
 
    I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Calm down. You’re not helping anything right now.” 
 
    “She needs me,” he pleaded. 
 
    I glanced at my dad in confusion, wondering how the hell Rick even knew her just by hearing her call for help. 
 
    “Relax. We will help her and sort out whatever is happening,” my dad said. 
 
    Rick stopped struggling, but his body was rigid and far from calm. The guys made it back with the woman. She had dry, cracked blood on her face and arms as if she’d been badly beaten. 
 
    Even with her weakened state, she fought to get out of Augie’s grasp. When he finally set her down, she rushed for Rick, wrapping her weeping body around him. 
 
    “Please, don’t kill him,” she begged. 
 
    I sighed, feeling resigned. I couldn’t even pretend to be surprised anymore. There was so much fuckery happening around us at every turn. 
 
    “Who are you?” Augie demanded. 
 
    “My name is Elena. I’m from a small outlying pack further north.” Her voice shook as she answered, but she didn’t shy away. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I asked. 
 
    She glanced around the area, taking in the rather large audience. “My pack was attacked by Declan. They thought I was dead, but I held on until they left. As soon as it was safe to do so, I made my way here.” 
 
    My dad addressed the mass behind us. “We’re going to figure out what happened to this woman’s family and, once we do, we will update the pack. Please, respect our need to discuss this privately. We will send news as soon as we can.” 
 
    An uproar came from several sections of the group. There would be no settling them until we had more information, so we left the stage as quickly as possible. I held on to Liam as we headed back toward the pack house. Augie held the woman, Elena, again while my dad and Sam followed behind with Rick. 
 
    When we got into the office, I went to the attached bathroom and got a warm hand towel to give Elena. I considered getting her clothes from my house, too, but I didn’t want to miss any of whatever she had to say. 
 
    I handed her the washcloth and moved to stand next to Liam by the desk. I glanced around the room, noticing Sam was no longer with us, which didn’t surprise me. He’d never sat in on important meetings before, and I had a feeling we really shouldn’t let everything that was about to be said in the room leave it. 
 
    “Elena,” Dad said calmly. “Why were you screaming when you came out of the woods?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to Rick before answering. “I saw Rick tied to the chair and knew something was wrong. I didn’t want to be too late to stop what was happening. Whatever you think he did, it’s not true.” 
 
    I watched Rick, gauging his reaction. He shook his head as if he was exasperated with her, but at the same time, he held a smile I hadn’t seen on him since before Cord and Davis had passed. I had assumed their deaths were the only reasons for his change in mood, but maybe this woman had something to do with it, too. 
 
    “How would you know that?” Augie asked. 
 
    “Because he’s been protecting me for as long as he was able, and I love him. His heart is pure.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised by her words. Her earlier screams for Rick had told me they had feelings for each other, but I was curious as to the ‘how’ of it all. I had never seen this woman before in my life, but she was someone Rick had managed to have a relationship with without anyone else knowing. 
 
    Dad turned to Rick. “Are you ready to tell us the truth now?” 
 
    Rick nodded as Liam cut the ties from his hands. 
 
    Elena ran into his arms as soon as he was free to catch her. Their embrace was full of passion and comfort. 
 
    Rick kept her at his side. “I went on a run for Cord right before he was killed. When I was out, I came across Elena on the side of the road. She had a black eye and her clothes were ripped. I didn’t even know she was a shifter until she was in the truck with me. I just knew she needed help.” 
 
    Elena smiled brightly up at him. “He saved me.” 
 
    Rick shook his head. “I tried to save her. Her pack was in trouble. They had gotten into some debt. Her father was in way over his head with another alpha from the Rocky Mountains. The alpha offered him a way out. Her dad could walk away without paying a dime of his debt if he gave his only daughter over to be the alpha’s mate. When she refused, the alpha beat her, which is when I found her. 
 
    “I took her back to her pack, because I knew I couldn’t bring that kind of drama to our pack without someone’s permission. The first person I saw was Cord when I got back. I told him about her and the situation, and he promised to help. We made a plan to get Elena, and Cord was supposed to talk with Gerald and Davis about it the next day, but Rafe showed up and changed everything.” 
 
    I took a step forward. “Why wouldn’t you have told us still? If her pack was in trouble and in our territory, it’s our responsibility to protect them.” 
 
    I was angry. Rick’s poor decision-making had gotten people killed. I wanted to throttle him, but I held back in hopes that somehow this story got better. 
 
    Elena glared back at me, clearly not liking the irritation in my voice. “I asked him not to. I told him his pack needed to come first and if they could stop Declan, then maybe things would get better for me. I’ll admit I made a poor choice, but Rick did nothing wrong. He was only doing his best to respect my wishes.” 
 
    She was equally upset, and I couldn’t blame her. If people I didn’t know were trying to kill Liam for something I knew he didn’t do, I’d be fighting tooth and nail to save him. Elena was handling everything quite well by comparison. 
 
    “So, what were you doing with the sensors?” my dad asked Rick. 
 
    “I had been with Elena when they were installed. I didn’t know what they were, but when I saw we had triggered them, I sent her away and tried to cover our tracks in case there was any video or listening ability that might have told anyone she’d been here. By the time I realized it was just a motion sensor, Sam had found me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t tell us when it came down to it.” I huffed. “You were going to die for this secret when you had to have known we would help you. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    I began fidgeting so much from my frustration that Liam settled his hand on my shoulder to calm me. I smiled my appreciation at him, but I still wasn’t okay on the inside. Rick was a valued member of our pack, and I was pissed he hadn’t trusted us. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taya,” he said. “I’ve claimed Elena as my mate and there was no way I could break her trust. Not even for my own life. She was convinced she had a handle on things for the time being. The other alpha was busy helping Declan and that would buy us some more time. Her parents were doing everything in their power to find a way to pay their debt and get out of the situation.” 
 
    I took a seat, unable to argue with him. Now that I had a mate, I knew it made you do irrational things. I knew there was nothing I could say or ask that would make sense of what Rick did, because in his head, he was doing the right thing for his mate. To him, nothing else mattered. 
 
    Liam stood behind me and rubbed my shoulders as we continued to listen to the conversation. I let Augie and my dad take over, while gladly becoming a bystander. 
 
    Augie brought his attention to Elena. “What happened today at your pack?” 
 
    “Hayden, that’s the alpha I was supposed to mate. He showed up with some of Declan’s men and said they needed to take over our area to be closer to your pack. They’re planning something, but we didn’t learn what. When my parents refused to be a part of it, the ones who attacked us didn’t blink an eye. They shot them dead, captured several others in our pack, and beat me within an inch of death. I came here to warn you, but saw Rick, and well, you know what happened next.” 
 
    Declan was coming for us again, but we wouldn’t have the witches to give us a heads-up this time. Not only were we unprepared for an attack right at that moment, but we still had a traitor in our pack and no clue who it might be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dad was at ease, as usual, taking everything Elena had just said in stride. I could only hope that as my training continued with him, I’d be able to process things as well as he did. His level head and ability to see the bigger picture when he made decisions was what made him the best alpha I knew. 
 
    “We need to call everyone in for an actual meeting. Mandatory for everyone except the children,” Dad said. “They can stay in the pack house with a few teenagers and Courtney. I want everyone accounted for within two hours.” 
 
    Augie headed for the door to put things in motion but turned back. “What about the guards around the perimeter?” 
 
    “We’ll bring them, but not until we’re ready,” Dad answered. “Make sure they know they’re on call to come in as soon as we’re ready. The meeting won’t last long and it’s better to have everyone together for this. I want the traitor, whoever it may be, to know we won’t go down without a fight and we will be ready.” 
 
    Augie nodded and left the room. 
 
    I glanced from my dad to Rick. “What about them? Until we address the pack, we probably shouldn’t let them walk around, but I don’t believe Rick needs to be locked up, either.” 
 
    “I agree.” Dad faced the two of them. “Do you mind staying here? Taya can bring both of you some clothes and you can use one of the guest rooms to clean up and relax. I will explain as little as I can to the pack, but make sure they understand Rick isn’t to blame here when we gather for the meeting later.” 
 
    Rick stood and pulled Elena up with him. “Thank you, Gerald. I’m sorry I’ve put you in this situation, but I thought I was keeping you out of more trouble rather than bringing it to our doorstep.” 
 
    Dad placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve had a mate. I understand how it changes things. I just hope the two of you know, you can trust me to always be there for any of my outlying packs, no matter what is happening here. I would have found a way to make it work.” 
 
    Rick nodded. “I know that now. Thank you, again.” 
 
    Once they left the room and it was only my dad, Liam, and me, I was ready to pull my hair out. I stood back up and began pacing as my dad took a seat behind his desk. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I asked. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to invite the whole pack? Maybe we should just begin moving those who can’t fight up to the mountain like before and wait. I don’t like not knowing what Declan has planned. Can we call Zarai for a tracking spell?” 
 
    My anxiety was through the roof. There were so many variables that it was hard to determine the right thing to do. 
 
    Dad smiled. “We’re not going to call Zarai. This is all very good. Elena doesn’t realize it, but she likely saved all our lives today. We may not know when Declan plans to attack, but we know he’s not off hiding somewhere. He’s moving in. I have no intention of hiding any of our plans. I want this to be done with, and the sooner Declan knows, the sooner it will be over. One way or another.” 
 
    “How are you so calm?” I was ready to scream in frustration. 
 
    “Years of practice, daughter. This isn’t the first time we have faced an adversary, nor will it be the last. Sit and learn. Both of you. Liam, I expect you to be Taya’s voice of reason when I am no longer able, so this training is just as important for you as it is her.” 
 
    I snorted. “Are you saying I’m not reasonable?” 
 
    Then they both laughed, and the tension broke. I took a seat and got my head where it needed to be. I trusted my dad, and if he was confident in what he was planning, then I would be, too. 
 
    *** 
 
    We didn’t leave my dad’s office until it was time to address the pack. Augie came and went with updates on how things were going with notifying the people. For the most part, it sounded as though people were either angry or afraid. 
 
    They wanted to know who Elena was and what happened to Rick. They wondered if they were safe within our pack anymore and that killed me the most. I hated that Declan had not only taken lives from our pack, but he’d also taken away the sense of security we had always provided. Thankfully, part of our plan should ease some of those fears. 
 
    Liam fit right into the strategy talk with my dad and, between the two of them, I saw how well the plan would work. It was a good plan, as long as the army Declan had been able to recruit since his human-shifter-hybrid plan failed so epically hadn't gotten too large. 
 
    My dad stood. “Times up. Let’s head out there. I don’t think anything else could be added without more information to make this plan any better.” 
 
    Liam and I stood, and I nodded. “You two have scary minds. Remind me to never plan an attack against either of you.” 
 
    We headed to the backyard for the second pack meeting of the day. The atmosphere was completely opposite from earlier today. No one waited on the stage for judgement, and the faces that had been eager to see justice served were no longer angry but confused and almost fearful. 
 
    The crowd before us was easily twice the size it had been earlier. I gripped Liam’s hand and held my head high. We needed to remain united and confident if the pack was going to have faith we knew what we were doing. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming, some of you for the second time,” Dad began. “We appreciate you giving us time to sort through what happened earlier. Now that we have more information, we knew we needed to share everything we could with you. We will let you make the decision to stay and protect or leave.” 
 
    “Why isn’t Rick on trial still?” someone called out. 
 
    “Rick was protecting his mate and willing to die and take blame for something he wasn’t involved in to keep his promises to her. When the woman showed up earlier, it gave Rick the chance to explain things and we have fully vetted the situation. Rick is no longer on trial and will be staying with our pack, along with his mate Elena. I don’t expect everyone to agree with my decision, but it is final. I open my office to discuss your concerns, but first, we have bigger problems.” 
 
    As my dad had mentioned earlier in the morning, I watched our people for their reactions to the news. He had been right that I would learn a lot, but it also cemented what I already knew. Our pack was family. Most everyone seemed relieved with the announcement about Rick. From the faces I could see clearly, less than a dozen were upset with the choice. 
 
    Dad continued. “Elena came from an outlying pack, which was attacked by Declan’s men earlier today. Her family was slaughtered, and she was left for dead. Declan seems to be going to the smaller packs and giving them two options: take his side in his vendetta against me or die. He’s growing an army and I expect him to attack at any moment.” 
 
    Gasps and outrage poured from everyone. My heart continued to break for our pack and I hoped they continued to listen with an open mind. 
 
    “Please, settle down. I know it’s alarming, but we have a plan we believe will benefit everyone. I’ve reached out to other packs, warning them of this potential, and found that Declan’s men have already hit two other packs. One was able to fight them off, not knowing who they were, and the other did not succeed. Our intention is to draw the focus here. We don’t want any more packs losing more people.” 
 
    “But you’ll sacrifice your own family?” another shouted. 
 
    People were always so impatient, and I wanted to step down there and smack whoever it had been upside their head. 
 
    “No, I would never do that. I would have hoped you knew me better by now. I always put my people first. I was trying to propose that we send those who don’t feel confident or safe staying here to other packs temporarily and bring some of their strongest members here to help us.” 
 
    “If they’re sending their guards here, how will we be safe there?” a woman named Deidra asked from the front. 
 
    Now, that was a good question and one we had already thought of. 
 
    This time, Augie moved forward to speak, giving my dad a break from the spotlight. 
 
    “We won’t be allowing all protectors to come from each pack. Plenty of guards will be available and we will make sure to send at least two of our own to the four packs we are going to be working with. Our hope is that by building our army rapidly and calling Declan out, he will be forced to act before he is ready. 
 
    “Once our pack members are safe, we will be getting feet on the ground again, searching for Declan. If we can bring the fight to him, we will. This time, he won’t get away, no matter the consequences.” 
 
    Cheers rose from the majority of the crowd, and I was pleased to know that our plan sounded good to others besides ourselves. I stepped forward with Liam to stand next to my dad as he gave the final information. 
 
    “Taya and Liam will be who you need to see if you decide you want to temporarily move to another pack. We have two options in Nevada and two in California. Sam and Rick will be sorting out which guards will stay here and who will go to the other packs to keep an eye on things. 
 
    “We want everything in motion by tomorrow evening. There will be no time to waste, so make your decisions soon and pack only the essentials if you decide to go for the time being. Please, see one of us if you have any immediate concerns. We will keep everyone updated from here on out on our secure email system. Thank you again for your understanding.” 
 
    I stepped up to the middle of the stage. “Liam and I will be in the training room for the next hour to speak with anyone about the different locations and back again in the morning at eight. We’ll only be letting a select amount in tonight as it’s getting late, but I promise we will be around as long as it takes tomorrow.” 
 
    Each of us went our separate ways. My dad and Augie went back to the office to finish filling Sam in on what he needed to know to work with Rick, and more than twenty members of the pack followed us up to the training facility. 
 
    Augie had set up tables and we had information printed out about each pack: where they were located, how many members they currently had, and living conditions. We had thought of as many outcomes and questions as possible.  
 
    Now we just had to hope we could get those who wanted to leave to another location before Declan showed up. We needed his spy within our pack to relay the information that we weren’t afraid, and our numbers were growing. 
 
    If Declan didn’t act soon, then we’d continue to pull our resources. We weren’t going to sit idly by while he forced shifters to take sides. It was time we forced his hand and finished this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Liam and I spent two hours that night and over five hours the following morning speaking with close to forty of our pack members about relocation. That still left us with more than sixty who wanted to stick around and help in some way. Those willing to fight were checking in with Augie, Rick, and Sam. 
 
    Everything was coming together quicker than I thought, but I was tired and easily irritated. I hated that our pack was being forced to split up and that we weren’t actively looking for whoever was working with Declan. Poor Liam had been subject to the brunt of my irritation several times already, and I knew I was pushing my luck, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from taking my aggression out on him. 
 
    When the last person left the training room, I stood up from the chair I had been planted in for too many hours. I glanced at Liam, feeling like I should apologize for being a bitch, but I didn’t. 
 
    “I’m going for a run. Mind if I meet you back at the house later?” was what I said instead. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “You don’t want any company?” 
 
    “Not really. I just need an hour and I’ll be back.” Maybe two hours, but it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    His response was curt, and I knew I had hurt his feelings, but I wasn’t good company at the moment. I needed a minute to breathe and just be me. Not a mate. Not the alpha’s daughter. Not someone’s friend. I just wanted a little bit of time to myself and my wolf. I refused to feel guilty for that. 
 
    I headed for the woods and stopped at the small structure where we kept clothes at to undress and leave my stuff. Once everything was put away, I shifted to my wolf form. Bones cracked and transformed as silver fur sprouted on my arms, and my hands turned to paws. 
 
    I landed on all fours, immediately stretching out my muscles. My wolf rumbled in satisfaction that it was time for a run, but she was missing Liam. 
 
    I know, girl, but we have to maintain our independence. We don’t need him around all the time, I said. 
 
    She disagreed with my thoughts but took off running regardless. We ran to the perimeter of the property until we sensed we were getting close to some of the shifters on guard, then made our way back. 
 
    I pushed toward the pond and was glad to find it empty when we arrived. The sun was high in the sky as we ventured down to the deck to lay in the sun. I closed my eyes as we soaked in the warm rays, and before I knew it, we were shaken awake. 
 
    “Taya, come on,” Augie said. “People are looking for you.” 
 
    I shook my wolf head and glanced around. The sun was getting ready to set and the temperature had dropped considerably. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been out there, but it was much longer than I had intended. 
 
    I shifted back, and Augie threw me his shirt. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked as I slipped the shirt on. 
 
    “Almost seven. Liam came over to the pack house a little bit ago, seeming annoyed, so I told him I’d come find you.” 
 
    Shit. I hadn’t meant to be gone for so long. I’d have been livid if I was him and he took off on me. 
 
    “Can you take me back to the clothes hut?” I asked. “I need to get my stuff and head home.” 
 
    He grinned. “You’re in so much shit when you get home, you know that, right?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, probably, but you’re supposed to be my best friend. Don’t take so much joy in my misery.” 
 
    He threw his arm around my shoulders. “It’s because I am your best friend that I get to revel in your pain. It’s one of the perks. I thought you knew this.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with him there, and I knew one day I would be enjoying his suffering when he finally met his match. One day, I would get my payback. 
 
    We headed to get my clothes and I quickly got dressed. I grabbed my phone last to find six missed calls and four texts. Not all of them were from Liam, but enough of them were to know he wasn’t going to be happy when I got home. 
 
    The ATV came to a stop in front of my house and I glanced at Augie. “Do you want to come in?” 
 
    He laughed so hard he snorted. “Nope. Go be a big girl and deal with your mate. I’m sure if you explain you were sleeping, he won’t be too upset. Maybe if you… actually, I doubt anything will help you. Good luck.” 
 
    I slid out of my seat and flipped him off before heading into the house. Augie spun out on the ATV, making as much noise as possible in his departure. He would pay for being a pain in my ass. Maybe I’d hide some of his books or steal his tablet. He’d be lost without his tablet. 
 
    I didn’t get much time to think about it. Liam swung open the door as I stepped on the porch. He gave me a once over. 
 
    “Glad to see you’re not hurt, but it would have been nice to know where you’ve been for the last three hours.” He crossed his arms, backing away from the door. 
 
    I followed him inside. “I’m sorry. I went for a run and ended up at the pond. I fell asleep under the sun and didn’t wake up until Augie found me.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He’d only said it twice today, but I was getting tired of his ‘okay’. It was like a woman’s ‘fine’. Nothing was ever fine. 
 
    I pulled out my phone as he got food out for dinner. I answered the text from my dad. He wanted me to come over and train with him, but I didn’t feel like making things worse, so I told him it would have to be the following morning. 
 
    He gave me an update on the pack. The first three groups left for their destinations and the vans would be back with more guards. There was no word from any of the outlying packs about sightings of Declan, but people were looking, including our own. 
 
    I put my phone away. “Can I help?” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “You can cut the peppers.” 
 
    I moved in beside him and began helping, but he remained quiet, no matter how many times I tried to make small talk. We finished cooking and ate in silence. It was awkward as shit and he was beginning to piss me off. Yes, I knew I had hurt his feelings, but it hadn’t been intentional. He was purposely giving me the cold shoulder. Not cool, mate. Not cool at all. 
 
    It was dark by the time we were done eating. I headed for the couch. Normally, we’d watch a movie or do something together until we were both tired, but not tonight. 
 
    “I’m headed to bed,” Liam said. “If you’re not tired, you don’t have to come.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. “Do you want to say something to me? I know you’re pissed, but it’s not like I meant to fall asleep.” 
 
    He sighed. “We’ve both had a long day. Let’s just get some sleep and deal with it tomorrow.” 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to argue. I let it go and followed him into our room. 
 
    By the time I got out of the bathroom, he was in bed, under the covers, and facing the wall. I rolled my eyes at his ridiculousness and got into bed. I stared at the ceiling, crossing my fingers for a resolution the following day. We had just decided to do the blood bond; things couldn’t have gone to shit that fast. Right? 
 
    I had assumed after a good night’s sleep, we would be able to work out our issues, but when I woke up the next morning, Liam was gone. He left a note, saying he had some errands to run in town and he’d be back later. Stupid mate. 
 
    My mood immediately plummeted as I rolled out of bed, stomping to the shower. No kiss goodnight. No kiss goodbye. He was on my shit list and his life expectancy was getting lower with every passing minute. 
 
    I had thought after our conversation about the blood bond that we were moving forward, but apparently, I had read the situation wrong. 
 
    I braided my layered hair back out of my face and headed for the pack house. I couldn’t remember what Augie and my dad had on my training schedule for the day, but I hoped it was physical. I had some pent-up aggression that was dying to come out. 
 
    Augie was walking out of the office when I came in. “Hey, I’m headed out for a while. You’ll be with your dad today.” 
 
    I sighed. That meant it wasn’t physical training. Shit-tastic. 
 
    “Where are you off to?” I asked. 
 
    “Just some scouting with Rick, but not too far out. We’ll be back after lunch.” 
 
    I gave him a hug. “Stay safe.” 
 
    “Always.” He winked, then headed for the door. 
 
    I entered Dad’s office and took a seat. He was on the phone, faced creased in frustration. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll get a few people out there to check it out.” He ran his hand through his greying hair. “Thanks for letting us know.” 
 
    I raised a brow when he hung up the phone. “What was that about?” 
 
    “Iris over near Crater Lake said they chased some wolves off their property. They headed east, so she wanted to give us a heads-up. I’ll send a team of trackers out and see if they can pick up anything. If they ran from Iris’s smaller pack, I doubt they’d venture to ours, but we can’t be too safe right now.” 
 
    I nodded. “Any other reports of attacks?” 
 
    “No, and that’s what I’m most worried about. What’s Declan up to if he’s not growing his army with our packs?” 
 
    The question was rhetorical, but it made me think, regardless. We needed to find him and move in. I was tired of waiting. As soon as our pack was situated, I’d be pushing for bigger groups to go out and hunt. I’d also make sure to lead my own team. I wouldn’t be sitting out any part of the following days or weeks until we found Declan. 
 
    Dad leaned back in his chair. “Let’s not stress about it right now, though. Today, I want to work with you on pack connection and maintaining your own emotions.” 
 
    I shuddered at his words. I was more of a surface-level person. I didn’t care for emotions. They were messy and complicated. I preferred straightforward and easy. 
 
    “Like I said before, you won’t feel a strong connection to the pack like I do until you’re officially alpha… many years from now,” he continued. “You will, however, be able to sense specific emotions that are heavily weighing on another wolf as long as you’re within close proximity. If you’re overwhelmed, then you likely won’t be able to until you’ve had a lot of practice, but happiness, fear, anger, and sadness will be the most prominent.” 
 
    “Can’t all the pack members do that?” I asked, confused, because I could already do that in my wolf form. 
 
    “Yes, with the assistance of your wolf, but as alpha-in-training, you’ll be able to do it in your human form as well.” 
 
    That made more sense. I wasn’t sure I liked the perk. I’d have to be careful not to let others’ emotions mess with mine. 
 
    “So, how do I trigger this particular gift?” I kicked my feet up on the desk and leaned back. 
 
    He grinned at my casual position. “I’m going to think of a memory that will activate an emotion. I won’t tell you what the memory is, but I want you to tell me how you think I’m feeling.” 
 
    Easy enough, I thought. 
 
    My dad closed his eyes and I concentrated on his face, watching for any tells as to what he might be feeling, but his poker face was on point. I copied his movements, closing my eyes as well, trying to focus on nothing other than him. 
 
    We tried several times and he was supposedly changing emotions each time we did, but I got nothing from him. Not even an inkling as to his feelings at the moment. I sat there drumming my fingers on the arm of the chair. It wasn’t going to work, and I felt like an idiot. 
 
    “It takes practice, Taya. If you get frustrated with yourself so quickly, you’ll never get it down,” he chastised. 
 
    I knew he was right, but I wanted it to be easy. I didn’t want to dig deep and deal with emotions. I just wanted to be able to say I could do it and move on. My own emotions were messy enough. I didn’t see why feeling the pack’s emotions mattered anyway and I said as much. 
 
    “For you to truly understand your pack, you need to see beyond what they show you,” he answered. “Someone might tell you they’re fine, but on the inside, they’re struggling, and it will be your job to make sure they are okay. One day, all of our pack members will be your children. You have to be willing to strip away all your insecurities if you plan on helping anyone other than yourself.” 
 
    His words were like a punch to the gut. I was confident on the outside and I knew I was capable of beating the shit out of a lot of people, but as I said before, emotions were not my thing. I wasn’t sure I could do what he was asking. 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said, “but I make no promises.” 
 
    He smiled at me. “You’ll get it. Just keep trying and one day, it will click. We can meet once a week and practice. For today, go sort out whatever is bothering you. I know you’re hurting and frustrated. Until you’re free of whatever is bothering you, there’s no point in continuing.” 
 
    I huffed. “Then why did we even try to begin with?” 
 
    “I wanted you to at least know what to expect next time, and maybe you can practice at home or with Augie. You still learned something even if you didn’t accomplish it.” 
 
    Pain in my ass. That’s what he was. I stood from the chair, ready to go find Liam and do as my dad said. Sort our shit out. Well, he hadn’t been as colorful with his words, but he had said the same thing, essentially. I had just made it sound better. 
 
    I gave him a hug, then headed back to my house, uncertain if Liam would be around or not. He hadn’t called or texted, and it was nearing lunch. He couldn’t still be mad about last night. Could he? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked up the porch steps and held my breath. I was incredibly nervous and felt ridiculous about it. Liam was my mate. This was our house. I had no reason not to waltz right in and be comfortable in my own home. Our home. 
 
    I placed my hand on the door knob, taking a deep breath first. Once I was more in control, I turned the handle, but the door didn’t budge. What the fuckery? Our door was never locked. 
 
    I tried again, but still nothing. I pounded on the door and heard something drop, followed by multiple cuss words. 
 
    “Liam,” I yelled. “What the hell is going on? Open this door before I bust it in!” 
 
    His loud footsteps pounded through the house. “You weren’t supposed to be home yet.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be hiding things from me, so I guess we’re even,” I snapped. 
 
    I had foreseen the afternoon going better than this. My walls immediately went up. He was hiding something, which made my blood boil. Now, my poor door was going to pay the price for Liam’s mistakes. 
 
    He cracked open the door but stood firmly in place in front of it, so I couldn’t push my way in. I cocked my head at him, glaring. 
 
    “Can you give me five more minutes?” he begged. 
 
    I shook my head, crossing my arms like a stubborn child. I didn’t like surprises, even ones that made him smile bigger than I’d ever seen before. 
 
    His grin broke me, and I threw my hands in the air. “Fine, but only three minutes and then I’m kicking the door in.” 
 
    He didn’t even blink before he slammed the door shut in my face. I tried peeking through the windows on the porch to see in, but everything was locked down. It was really annoying. 
 
    I counted down the minutes, and when I got down to the ten second mark, I began yelling the numbers, so he had plenty of time to save himself from replacing the front door. I got down to ‘two’ as he pulled the entry open, huffing from his run across the house. 
 
    “You’re scary when you don’t get your way.” He bent over at the waist, catching his breath. 
 
    “Yeah, well, when your mate goes to bed pissed off at you, then isn’t home when you wake, and when he finally does make it home, he locks you out… I’m sure you can see where my patience ran out. You know, somewhere between what the hell is going on with you and why the shit was the door locked?” 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head and further fueling my irritation. I’m not sure which part he thought was funny, because I saw nothing funny about the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    He reached a hand out to me. “If you had been home on time yesterday, then you would have known what I had planned, and I wouldn’t have had to go back to the store today or lock you out. Now, you’ve gone and ruined my surprise twice. I should be the one upset with you, but you’re adorable like this and I can’t help but love you even more.” 
 
    I glared at him, still ignoring his hand. “Adorable like this? When I’m furious?” He was going to be wishing he had balls of steel in a second. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He laughed before taking two long strides and throwing me over his shoulder. “You’re coming inside before you completely ruin it.” 
 
    “Ruin what?” I screeched. 
 
    Before responding, he hauled me through the doorway and kicked the door shut behind him. 
 
    “Just be quiet for two seconds and see for yourself.” He lowered me back to the ground and turned me around to face the hallway. 
 
    Holy-fucking-shit. I was a piss-poor mate. Bottom of the scum bucket. 
 
    “I didn’t get to do everything I did last night, but I think it still makes its point.” He smirked. 
 
    I glanced from him to the hallway several times, taking it all in. There were tiny twinkling lights strung from the ceiling, cascading down the hall, along with yellow and pink rose petals scattered on the floor. Tiny floating candles in small glass bowls were placed every four-or-so feet, making a trail toward our bedroom. 
 
    “What? When? Why?” I stammered, unable to form a coherent thought, but also knowing he’d get the point. 
 
    His hand cupped my cheek. “I love you. Even when you’re being stubborn, pissy, and impatient. I knew the day you couldn’t take your eyes off me but refused to fall for my charm that I wouldn’t be able to live without you. You are mine forever and I’m hoping this is enough to make you want to complete the blood bond. Tonight. 
 
    “Our lives may never be calm again and when you said you were ready, I knew I just needed to make it happen. I was upset last night, because I spent two hours making everything perfect, then had no idea where you were. I’m sorry for being angry, but I hope this makes up for it.” 
 
    I stared, dumbfounded for a few seconds, before jumping into his arms and wrapping my legs around his waist. I pressed my lips to his and kissed him as if I would never get the chance again, whispering my gratitude between kisses. 
 
    He pulled back, grinning. “If this is what I get for the hallway, I can’t wait to see what you think of the bedroom.” 
 
    “Show me,” I demanded. 
 
    He carried me down the hall, but before we reached the bedroom, he set me down and covered my eyes. 
 
    “I want you to get the full effect when you first see it,” Liam whispered. 
 
    My body shivered in response. He was on his game tonight, and I wasn’t sure I’d survive whatever else he had in store for me. I’d yet to say with words how I was feeling, but I had hoped my body was telling him what I couldn’t. 
 
    He nudged me forward, and I trusted him to keep me from slamming into the wall. I held my breath in anticipation, but when he removed his hand, I forgot to release it until he whispered in my ear to do so. 
 
    The floor was nearly covered in fresh red rose petals, and the bed was sprinkled with pink ones surrounding a bottle of wine and plate of chocolate-dipped fruits. More twinkling lights dangled from the ceiling and the curtains were pulled closed, making it feel like night instead of the middle of the day. 
 
    “This is perfect, and I love you for it. Though, I do have to ask… why now?” I asked as I turned to face him. 
 
    I was genuinely curious, because it sure as hell seemed like an odd time to me with everything going on within the pack. I wasn’t about to argue with him, but I was curious, nonetheless. 
 
    “As I mentioned earlier, there won’t ever be a right time if we keep waiting. I would have preferred last night instead of the middle of the day,” he shrugged, “but that’s okay. Now is going to be just as perfect as long as you don’t want to murder me for being overly sensitive last night and taking out my frustrations on you that my surprise didn’t go as planned.” 
 
    I had been equally confused and upset by his previous actions, but it didn’t mean I didn’t still love him and want the blood bond. I knew life wasn’t going to be sunshine and roses for us every day. If I couldn’t take the good with the tolerable, I didn’t deserve him. I knew in my heart Liam was a good man. He’d make mistakes, but he’d also learn from them, just as I knew I would. 
 
    “Neither of us is perfect,” I said. “I’m ready for forever if you are.” 
 
    His lips curved up into a slow, sexy smile as he swooped me into his arms before walking toward the bed. I used my vantage point to show his neck some love before things got heated. I had always thought the blood bond was archaic, but now that I was moments from sinking my teeth into my mate’s neck, I couldn’t imagine it any other way. 
 
    My wolf paced frantically inside me, begging to be let out. I half-worried I wouldn’t be able to control the partial shift necessary to complete the blood bond, but as my doubts reached her, she calmed enough to lift my unease. 
 
    Liam laid me on the bed, coming down on top of me. He kissed me senseless before abruptly lifting himself up. 
 
    I pouted, and he pressed his finger to my lips. “Clothes off first, then more.” 
 
    Well, I couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    Neither of us waited a second longer. Clothes flew from our bodies in record time. The romantic notions had already been made. He’d made me swoon. I was ready for more now. The time for romancing had passed. Need was taking control of the situation and I had no intention of stopping it. 
 
    When not even a stitch lay between us, Liam settled between my legs as I raised myself up to meet him. He pushed into me with no restraint, proving how ready we both were. 
 
    His eyes changed to narrowed slits as he called his wolf forward, so I did the same. 
 
    Don’t overpower me or I’ll keep you locked up for a month, I threatened. 
 
    She growled in reply, but I felt her excitement lessen. I knew better, and if I hadn’t reminded her of the consequences if she forced a shift on me, then our blood bond could have turned into a blood bath. 
 
    My canines lengthened as I called my wolf forward just enough. My nails began to form claws, but I reigned the change in before it went any further. I could hear the panting of my wolf as the euphoria of what was about to happen truly set in. If we didn’t fuck this up, I owed her at least a half day in wolf form to do as she pleased. 
 
    Liam began to make love to me, bringing my attention to where it needed to be. I wrapped my legs around him, pressing where I wanted to make it quick. For the blood bond to be successful, we both needed to be in climax before biting the other. I had no more desire to wait. 
 
    Tremors began to rock my body as Liam’s chin went rigid. He made one last motion, and I screamed out as his teeth sank into my shoulder. I immediately followed his actions, hesitating for only a moment at the thought of drinking his blood before my wolf reminded me of the benefits, taking away the last of my worries. 
 
    Emotions slammed into my body I’d never known existed. I was riding a cloud of euphoria as everything came to fruition. I didn’t want to pull back, afraid the feelings would fade, but Liam gently brought me back to reality as I lifted my mouth from his body. 
 
    Love. Happiness. Desire. So much of everything, it was almost overwhelming. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me as we came down from the high to a more manageable level. My body shook from the adrenaline, and I couldn’t figure out where I ended and he began. We were now one in every way possible. 
 
    He kissed his way from my shoulder to my face, then stared longingly into my eyes. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better than I’ve ever been in my entire life.” I sighed. “You?” 
 
    His grin said all I needed to know. 
 
    “I love you more than I thought possible, and now I know without a doubt that you love me just the same.” 
 
    I laughed. “You had doubts and still wanted to complete the blood bond?” 
 
    He winked. “I had to lock you down somehow before you realized you could do so much better than me. I’m far from perfect, but I couldn’t live without you.” 
 
    He was laying on the romance like I’d never seen before. I didn’t understand his doubts, but I wasn’t going to argue with him. Instead, I planned on showing him how much he truly deserved my love over and over again. 
 
    The pack would have to wait for the day. Our door remained locked and we cemented our blood bond several times until we both passed out, sated in pleasure. 
 
    Tomorrow would be soon enough to return to the real world. It was just as important for Liam and me to be in a strong place emotionally as physically, but I’d have to disappoint him in the morning. I had no intention of revealing our bond to anyone else. At least, not yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, we woke before dawn. Normally, I would have forced myself back to sleep, but we’d gone to bed earlier than usual after the blood bond and I was wide awake, completely refreshed. I was a new woman. 
 
    My mind was more aware of Liam. My entire being had been changed on the inside. As he was cooking breakfast, I tested our bond for the hundredth time, sending doses of love his way. My favorite part was the smirk that graced his face when he felt it. When he knew exactly how I was feeling in that moment. The gift was priceless between bonded mates. 
 
    “We should probably check in with my dad and Augie this morning.” I pushed back from the counter to walk around and get the cooked food. 
 
    “I’m surprised neither of them attempted to bust through the door last night.” He laughed. 
 
    I shrugged. “Dad knew we needed some time. It’s why I came home early.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “What did you tell him? Does he hate me now? Shit, you need to tell him it wasn’t what you thought.” 
 
    “Easy there, lover boy. He didn’t know why I was upset, just that I was. I don’t plan on telling anyone why we were missing last night, though.” 
 
    His head cocked to the side. “Should I be worried as to the reason why?” 
 
    “As of right now, people know you’re my mate, but they can also guess to the tension our mating has brought. If anyone tried to use you against me, I’d be able to convince them you meant nothing to me, hopefully sparing your life. Until we find Declan and the traitors within our packs, I don’t want them having more information than necessary.” 
 
    “It worries me that you’d feel so confident in convincing someone I didn’t mean anything to you. Yet another thing that doesn’t bode well for my self-esteem.” 
 
    I grinned. “My favorite part of my job as your mate is knocking you down a peg or two, so that works.” 
 
    He shook his head at me. Then, we finished the rest of our breakfast before heading to the pack house. 
 
    When we arrived, my dad was already in his office on the phone. 
 
    He waved us in. “Got it. They just walked in, so I’ll let them know. Yup, see you soon.” 
 
    Liam and I took a seat in front of the desk. 
 
    “Who’s coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too.” He smiled. “Caleb and Jamie will be here to help out this afternoon, and Sera will be here within the week.” 
 
    As if things couldn’t get any better after our blood bond. I missed Jamie so much, and I knew Liam missed his brothers. I was also excited to see Sera and get to show her the home her son now called his own. I wanted her to know he had made the right decision in a mate and a pack. 
 
    “Do we need to go pick them up?” Liam asked. 
 
    Dad shook his head. “Caleb wanted to grab his own car from the airport. Sera said we’d see them after lunch sometime.” He picked up a paper before changing the subject. “We have two more groups being transported out of the area and then the only members present on pack land will be those trained to protect.” 
 
    I leaned forward. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Contact Aiden and see if he’s picked anything up through his resources. No detail too small,” he said. “Also, keep an eye out for the next wave of visitors. Augie might need help with getting them settled.” 
 
    Liam stood. “I’ll go give my brother a call right now. I wanted to check in with him on a few other things anyway.” He leaned down, giving me a goodbye kiss on the cheek, then shut the door behind him when he walked out. 
 
    Dad eyeballed me. “You’re feeling better. I take it your talk went well yesterday?” 
 
    I nodded. “Everything is great. It was a misunderstanding, and we worked it out.” 
 
    “You’re going to have many of those over the years. Try to remember to talk with one another before jumping to conclusions when they happen. It will save you a lot of grief throughout the years.” 
 
    “Yes, Dad.” I laughed. 
 
    It was an odd feeling, getting mate advice from my father. So much had changed in the past few months. If this was me sitting here before we lost Cord, I’d likely be getting reprimanded for something I had refused to do or did when I wasn’t supposed to. 
 
    There hadn’t been many adult conversations between my father and I over the years, and I was beginning to realize he was smarter than I had given him credit for. I’d never tell him that, but the fact that I knew it made our relationship that much stronger. 
 
    “Do you know where Augie is? I can go see what he needs.” 
 
    “He was on mid-shift last night, so he’s probably still sleeping. I told him I didn’t expect to see him before ten this morning.” 
 
    I glanced at my phone. It wasn’t even seven yet. “I’m going to head to the training center, then maybe go for a run. I’ll be back by ten to meet Augie. Tell him not to disappear without me if you see him before me.” 
 
    He grinned, causing his wrinkles to show. “What do you think about us leaving Augie a note and I’ll come with you?” 
 
    “I think that’s one of the best ideas you’ve had in a long time.” 
 
    I snatched a pen and paper from the desk, scribbling out a message for Augie. He might be butthurt that we did something fun without him, but at least he’d smile when he read it. 
 
    I taped the note to the back of the chair, so it wouldn’t be hard to miss, and then we left the pack house. I sent Liam a text, letting him know I wouldn’t be around my phone for a while. His reply was quick and sweet, telling me to have fun. 
 
    I headed for my locker in the training room and changed in the stalls, while my dad set up an area for us. When I got back out, I was even more excited, because we would be going hand-to-hand. 
 
    I slipped on the grappling gloves and bounced on the balls of my feet. I hadn’t done any sparring in a while and it got my blood pumping. 
 
    Dad laughed. “It’s scary how excited this stuff makes you. You never were one for dolls and dresses.” 
 
    “Nope. Never going to be, either. Now, quit procrastinating and let’s do this. Don’t go easy on me, either, because I won’t be going easy on you, old man.” 
 
    He shook his head at me, and we both moved on to the mats. He surprised me by not hesitating, instead, taking the first swing. I ducked and rolled, evading him, but not by much. He must not have liked my ‘old man’ comment. 
 
    We continued to jab, punch, and take each other down until we were both covered in sweat. I tapped first, completely out of breath.  
 
    “Whatever stamina pill you’re taking, I want some,” I huffed. 
 
    “Come join me in here more often and you’ll be the same way.” 
 
    I was going to take him up on that offer, as long as he changed his training time to dawn instead of four in the morning. No way was I getting up that early every other day to get my ass kicked. 
 
    The door in the training room slammed open, causing both of us to jerk our heads in the same direction. Augie was headed for us and I had been right about one thing. He wasn’t happy to have been left out. 
 
    “Did you read the note?” I asked. “I’m thinking not, because you’re doing the exact opposite of what I said.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes, I saw the note. No, it did not make me smile. I never get to see you anymore. You should have woken me up.” 
 
    Awe, poor Augie was jealous. 
 
    I patted his shoulder. “Well, you’re here now. Want to go for a run? That’s where we’re headed next.” 
 
    Dad cleared his throat. “Actually, why don’t you two kids go do that? I really shouldn’t be away from the office for longer than I already have been.” 
 
    Liar. He was trying to make Augie feel better by giving us some best friend time. I didn’t mind, though. Especially with Jamie and Caleb coming into town later today, spending some quality time with Augie was a great idea. 
 
    I gave my dad a hug. “Love you. We’ll check in soon.” 
 
    I turned toward Augie. “So, do you want to go for a run or something else? I’m up for whatever until you need to be back on duty.” 
 
    His mood seemed to be a little better now that he knew he was getting one-on-one time, but I knew I wasn’t completely off the hook for not checking in with him more often. 
 
    “How about ice cream and taking it down to the pond?” he suggested. 
 
    I laughed, because that was something we used to do all the time as kids, but it was still early. Ice cream wasn’t exactly a breakfast or even brunch food. 
 
    “Pond, definitely. Ice cream should probably wait until it’s officially afternoon, don’t you think?” I teased. 
 
    “Nope. Ice cream is acceptable at any time of day when you’re hanging out with your best friend. Didn’t you know that?” 
 
    His face was serious, but I saw the twinkle of amusement in his eyes. I was never good at telling him no, and today would be no different. Ice cream it was. 
 
    “I’ll shower and change, then meet you in the kitchen in ten?” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s a date.” 
 
    I hurried to get cleaned up, ready to spend some time with Augie. I was even more ready for life to just settle down and Declan to be dealt with, but he just barely kept slipping through the cracks. I was fed up with it. The anger I felt at watching him limp away before still simmered beneath the surface. 
 
    I’d kept it in check for the most part, but when I was alone and let my mind wander to Declan, it went dark. I was afraid of what I would sacrifice just to make sure he paid the ultimate price for all he had done. 
 
    I did my best to shake off the thoughts and focus on the much-needed time with my best friend. I finished getting ready and headed toward the back side of the pack house. Before I came all the way around the corner, I heard someone getting angry, so I slowed down and listened. By the time I made it close enough to make out what they were saying, the man began whispering, making it hard to identify who was speaking. 
 
    “I told you I’d deal with it. Don’t hound me when I’m working. There’s too many people around here. I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    I turned the corner, but nobody was there. I ran forward, but just as the man had said, there were too many people. Whoever he was, he managed to get lost in the crowd of shifters on their way from the pack house. What the hell were so many people doing out here? 
 
    Fuckery! I almost had him, but I did have clues. He said he was working. Nobody worked this close to the pack house unless they were on one of the guard patrols. Any of the farm workers would be in the fields already. The rest of the pack had jobs outside of the pack area if they even had one at all. 
 
    I needed to find Augie and ask who was on day shift. Whoever it was, I hoped it was worth it, because I’d make sure they rotted in a tiny cage for the rest of their life. Traitors didn’t deserve a quick death. They deserved to be reminded of their mistakes every day for the rest of their lives. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stormed into the kitchen in search of Augie, but I couldn’t see him. I didn’t have the patience to search the house, so instead I did the adult thing, and screamed his name, hoping he’d hear me. 
 
    “Holy shit, woman!” Augie’s head slammed against the counter. “Was that necessary? I was just getting bowls for our desserts.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “We need to speak in private.” I paused, then added, “Now,” for emphasis. 
 
    “Can I at least get the ice cream first?” He pouted. 
 
    I growled. “No.” 
 
    “You’re such a party-pooper sometimes.” His eyes rolled, but he followed me to my dad’s office. 
 
    The room was empty. I turned toward Augie. “Where is Dad?” 
 
    “He’s greeting the shifters who just arrived. They came in early and Gerald said he’d fill in for me, since you and I had made plans.” 
 
    Ugh. That’s the crowd of people I saw. It made more sense now. 
 
    “I need a list of guards who would have been outside just now with that group,” I demanded. 
 
    Augie eyed me curiously. “Why? What the hell happened?” 
 
    I turned for the door to make sure it was closed tightly. I motioned for him to sit on the couch near the far wall. I didn’t want to chance anyone overhearing what I told him. 
 
    “I heard the traitor whispering to someone on the phone outside the pack house. By the time I turned the corner, he was lost in the group of people that had just arrived. I have no idea who it could have been, but they said they were working. That should narrow it down to a guard, right?” 
 
    Augie leaned back and sighed. “It should. None of the other workers should have been up near the house just now.” He tapped his finger against his chin. “Let me grab my tablet. I left it in the kitchen when you yelled at me.” 
 
    He glared at me as he stood, but I had no sympathy. I bounced my legs up and down as I waited for him to come back and tried to think of who it was I heard, but nothing came to me. 
 
    Augie waltzed back in like he didn’t have a care in the world. I hated that he had so much control over his emotions when I had so little. He seemed to have already learned so much from my dad in the short time he’d been beta. 
 
    His fingers were already flying across the screen as he pulled up the patrol schedule. He handed me the tablet as he took his seat next to me. 
 
    I gave it a good look and recognized all the names, but only a handful of them I knew well enough to doubt we’d have any issues with them. 
 
    “Why is this list so long?” I asked. “How many shifters do we have on guard right now?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there were two shifts outside the pack house when you were coming. Night shift and day shift were split up. A third of each group was responsible for delivering the last of our pack members to the other packs and then bringing the borrowed shifters back who would help us fight.” 
 
    I scrunched my face in confusion. “So, the pack was left short-handed last night and this morning?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We extended shift times. Instead of eight hours, they did twelve-hour rotations and we mixed in swing shift. It was the best short-term solution.” 
 
    It made sense, so I went back to glancing at the names. There were a few people I began to immediately cross off in my head: Rick, Sam, Greg, Jessica, and Marshall to name a few. 
 
    “There are a lot of names on here,” I said. “How are we going to narrow them down?” 
 
    Augie sighed. “I don’t know. We’ll have to mention it to your dad. So much for our friend-date. I want a piece of Declan when it comes time. He’s screwed with too many people and I’m tired of having to live our lives based on his actions. He needs to die.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yes, he does and he will. I can promise you that. Dad’s still busy for a little while with the visiting shifters. Let’s go at least enjoy ice cream in the kitchen while we wait for him.” 
 
    He nodded, and we headed back to enjoy some time in which we attempted not to think about all the bad shit and focus on what was good. I’d yet to tell anyone about my blood bond with Liam. I knew I could trust Augie and my dad with anything, but something told me it was better nobody knew. 
 
    A storm was brewing and, at some point, I was going to be in the eye of it, whether by choice or not, and I was going to be ready for it. I wouldn’t accept any other outcome. Declan would not ruin any other parts of my life. 
 
    Before Dad came back, I got a text from Liam. Caleb and Jamie had arrived early. 
 
    I gave Augie a hug and told him to call me when he spoke with my dad before rushing home. I was excited to see my new family. Technically, Jamie was now my sister-in-law. 
 
    Laughter could be heard from outside when I stepped on to the porch and it made my heart happy. Our pack needed more of it. I could feel the joy from my bond with Liam and wasted no more time before joining them. 
 
    When I entered the room, Caleb was dangling a set of keys from his fingers. 
 
    “It took me a few days, but the family finally caved.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Who did what now?” 
 
    Jamie’s face lit up as she hugged me. “We bought a house right next door.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. “There aren’t any houses for sale right now or we would have bought it already. How did you do that?” 
 
    Caleb grinned. “One of your neighbors passed away last year and his daughter was living there with her city slicker husband. He was miserable. I made an offer they couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    Jamie nudged him. “He means he paid triple the property value just so he could have a reason to visit his brother more often.” 
 
    “Well, there was that and they have a really good view, too. Scratch that, we have a really good view.” 
 
    I laughed and hugged Jamie again, then Caleb. This was just the kind of news I needed after coming so close to catching the traitor and failing. 
 
    When we settled at the table, I made sure everyone had a drink in hand before telling them what I had learned. Moscato for me and Jamie, beers for the guys. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Liam asked me. 
 
    “I don’t know. I told Augie to–” 
 
    The door burst open and Augie strode in as if he still owned the place. 
 
    “I thought you were going to call me?” I glared. 
 
    He smirked. “That was so much more fun than a phone call. Plus, did you think you were the only one who missed them?” 
 
    Caleb and Augie did some weird man handshake. Then, he gave Jamie a hug before he sat down at the table with us. 
 
    “Your dad wants us to go out on patrols tomorrow. Split up into key groups and see if anything stands out. Give the traitor every opportunity to make a move without thinking they’ll be caught. Liam and Taya will lead one, Caleb and Jamie, me and Rick, followed by Sam and Gerald.” 
 
    I hesitated but couldn’t hold my tongue. “Do we really want to include Rick and Sam? What if…” 
 
    Augie nodded. “I said as much, but your dad said they’d proven themselves and it was time we brought them in. He’s briefing them now. I told him I’d come here while he did so.” 
 
    I guess it made sense. We had to trust others at some point or we’d never get anywhere. 
 
    “So, what do we need to do today?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “I need to check in with the patrols and make sure the new shifters are settled,” Augie answered. “Other than that, until we leave tomorrow morning, there’s nothing we need to take care of. There’s a whole team looking for other holdings Declan might have had, but we haven’t found anything.” 
 
    I glanced at Jamie. “I’m sure you’ve been asked already, but any other ideas?” 
 
    “I told Aiden everything I could think of, but it wasn’t much.” Jamie shrugged. “Looking back now, I realize I was only a glorified babysitter. I never really had a purpose.” 
 
    Caleb pulled her closer and whispered something in her ear that had Jamie blushing. I smiled, glad they were doing so well. I would have hated to harm Caleb if he had hurt her. Actually, I would have enjoyed it, but that was neither here nor there. 
 
    We made plans to still go down by the pond as soon as Caleb and Jamie were settled. They were going to be staying with us even though they technically had their own house nearby. It wasn’t furnished and still needed some updates before Caleb deemed it worthy of his presence. 
 
    I didn’t mind his pickiness. It just meant that they’d be around longer to fix it up. 
 
    Since we weren’t in a hurry and it was a gorgeous day out, we walked to the water. Once we arrived, Jamie and I kicked back in the chairs, while the guys went fishing. 
 
    “How have things been in the new pack?” I asked Jamie when we were alone. 
 
    “They’re getting better. Aiden is handling everything really well. Sera is by his side for everything even though he doesn’t really need it, but it keeps her busy and that’s what she needs. Caleb has been great. We took over their house and Aiden moved into the pack house.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “That’s great. I know how much of a difference it made for Liam and me when we got our own space. How is the pack doing? Are they healing after the attack?” 
 
    Her face downturned. “There’s been a lot of fighting. Nobody trusts their neighbor anymore. Until we figure out who helped facilitate the attack, I don’t see it getting any better.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m really sorry. Hopefully, we can capture some of Declan’s men and get names.” 
 
    “Enough of the bad,” she said. “How about things here? How are you and Liam doing?” 
 
    I grinned and came really close to telling her about the blood bond, but Augie interrupted us. 
 
    “They’ve each caught three fish and I haven’t even had a bite on my hook,” he whined. “I’m over it. I don’t have the patience for fishing anymore.” 
 
    I laughed. “But you can read a book for six hours instead of watching the movie in two?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at me. “It’s not even close to the same thing.” 
 
    Jamie winked at Augie. “I have to agree with him. I’ve grown quite fond of reading since meeting Augie. He gave me a decent list of recommendations and I’m almost in need of more.” 
 
    “You, too? How did I end up with book nerds for my two closest friends? It doesn’t make any sense,” I teased. 
 
    I heard one of the ATVs getting close and glanced up to find my dad coming down the path toward us. His face was tight with tension and I was afraid to hear what he had to say. 
 
    I sat up. “What happened?” 
 
    “I sent Sam out with Jessica and Marshall to check on Iris this morning, but I just received a frantic call from Jessica. They didn’t make it to the Crater Lake pack before they were attacked. The phone cut out, so I didn’t get much info, but they should have been about halfway there. They left after the group arrived earlier.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Augie was already up on his feet, and I called for the guys to join us. We were going hunting sooner than we planned, but I was ready. The only thing I worried about now was how eager I was to make something happen. 
 
    I needed to get control of my emotions before I got myself or someone I cared about killed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    We raced home and packed what we needed for a quick trip. My dad was staying behind in case it was a trap set for us to leave our home unprotected. Everyone who hadn’t worked the night before was called in to start rotations around the property. Declan wouldn’t slip away again. 
 
    I threw my bag into the bed of the truck. Augie and Jamie were already in the back seat, so I joined them. Caleb was passenger, so that left Liam to drive, which I preferred. Last time Caleb drove me somewhere, I got shot at. I had my fingers crossed that today would not be a repeat. 
 
    Augie had his tablet out with the area map showing. “We need to head west until we hit highway 97 and follow that south. They should be somewhere on that highway.” 
 
    Liam put the truck in drive and we headed out. It had been several hours since the group arrived earlier, so we had a while before we were likely to find their vehicle, if we could even find it at all. 
 
    “Wouldn’t they have pulled off somewhere?” Jamie asked, mirroring my thoughts. “What are the chances we’ll even find where they stopped? I can’t imagine they would have made a scene on a main road to fight with rogue shifters if they were being provoked.” 
 
    Caleb grinned at his mate. “Good thinking, babe. Let me give Aiden a call. Maybe he can pick up their location from the phone call Gerald got. He’s got all those techy things that he can do scary stuff with.” 
 
    Augie clicked off his tablet. “That will save me hours of calculating possible routes, so please do. We might be out here for days trying to find them if he can’t narrow down the search field for us.” 
 
    “We don’t have days,” I said. “Declan is moving in. I can feel it. We need to find these guys and get one of them to break, so we’re not blind-sided when Declan attacks. Even better would be if we could strike first.” 
 
    “Oh, that reminds me,” Caleb said. “We’re still working on the guys that attacked us, but Aiden did a background on them. They’re rogues, so we’re thinking Declan just hired them and we won’t learn anything, but we’re still keeping them around just in case.” 
 
    I nodded. I wasn’t surprised. I was continually frustrated, but very little surprised me anymore when it came to Declan. 
 
    Caleb made his call to Aiden while Liam drove. I closed my eyes and concentrated on my bond with Liam. I was getting worked up over Declan and needed to calm down. Tapping into our link and feeling his calm presence was exactly what I needed to relax. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find him staring at me through the mirror. He winked before going back to paying attention to the road. I really did love that man. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Aiden called Caleb’s phone back and he answered, putting it on speaker. 
 
    “What do you have for us, brother?” 
 
    He sighed. “Either a trap or a bunch of idiots. You won’t know until you get there.” 
 
    I leaned forward, wanting to make sure I heard everything. 
 
    Aiden continued, “Jessica’s phone is still on. I narrowed down the vicinity where the call was placed, but then I noticed the phone was still active. I continued to track it and it’s sitting in what could be a cabin twenty miles east of where they got attacked. I’m texting Liam the coordinates now.” 
 
    “Got it,” Liam said. “Thanks, Aiden. We’ll check in as soon as we’re done there.” 
 
    “Stay safe,” Aiden replied before disconnecting. 
 
    Caleb tucked his phone away and grabbed Liam’s, so he could put the coordinates in the GPS. I couldn’t see the screen and I bounced my leg anxiously until I could. 
 
    “Looks like we’re about two hours out and need to go down a different route than 97.” Caleb placed the phone in the cradle on the dash. 
 
    I glanced at it and we’d be taking some interesting back roads. It didn’t make sense why the others would have traveled that far out of the way before stopping to engage with the other wolves. 
 
    We continued down the road in relative silence. Liam and I kept exchanging emotions and I finally had to stop because I kept laughing randomly. Jamie and Augie were beginning to think I’d finally gone off the deep end into crazy town. 
 
    Liam finally turned off the main road onto a dirt one. The path was rough and barren. Tree branches reached into the road, scraping along the side of the truck. 
 
    “What were they thinking coming down here?” I asked. 
 
    Liam slowed the truck. “I don’t know, but they didn’t make it far.” 
 
    I glanced up ahead and saw one of our pack SUVs. Two of the doors were open and I saw a body lying on the ground. Shit. 
 
    We each got out of the truck slowly with our eyes watching the woods. We had no idea if there was anyone still out there, waiting for us to come help our packmates. 
 
    I called on my wolf hearing, using a partial shift to heighten my senses for a few seconds. It was painful, but worth it. I didn’t hear or sense anyone else in the area. 
 
    “There’s no one else here,” I said, then moved for the body on the ground. 
 
    Liam was right behind me, but let me take lead, which I appreciated. 
 
    I leaned down to find Marshall. His eyes were closed, body badly beaten by a wolf. I pressed my fingers to his neck. His skin was still warm, so I pushed harder, searching for a pulse. 
 
    I shook with so much anger that I finally stood back. “Liam, check his pulse.” 
 
    He didn’t ask for an explanation, just did what I couldn’t calm down enough to do. 
 
    “He’s alive. Barely, but he’s fighting hard to survive,” Liam said. “We need to get him back to the pack.” 
 
    I turned to Augie. “Did you find Jessica or Sam?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No sign of either of them. There was a struggle over here on the other side. I’m thinking they took some of ours to use as bargaining chips.” 
 
    My vision turned red. We needed to hurry to the location Aiden gave us before they moved on, if they hadn’t already. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” I said. 
 
    Liam stood. “If we don’t get Marshall back to the pack soon, he’s going to die. His wounds aren’t closing quickly enough on their own. He’ll bleed out if he doesn’t get medical help.” 
 
    Fuck, we didn’t have time to do both and stay together. 
 
    “We have to split up,” I said. “One person needs to take the SUV they came in and drive Marshall back.” 
 
    Everyone looked at each other, nobody wanting to leave the group. 
 
    Jamie let out a huff. “Get him settled in the back. I’ll do it. The rest of you are too damn stubborn and we’d be here all day trying to decide if nobody volunteered.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “You know us so well.” 
 
    Liam and Augie got to work while Caleb helped Jamie get settled with a route and clear instruction not to stop for any reason until she was safely back at the pack. I didn’t like leaving her alone, either, but we had no idea what we’d be facing at the next location, so we needed the strongest fighters possible. We couldn’t risk letting more of us go with her. Especially seeing Marshall’s battered body. He was a strong wolf and wouldn’t have gone down easily, meaning we needed to be prepared for a bloody fight. 
 
    We got into the truck, backing out of the way, so Jamie could turn around and head home. The cell service was crap where we were, so she was instructed to call my dad as soon as she got back on the main road. 
 
    The next location was further down the dirt road. According to the map on Liam’s phone, it ended a few miles before the coordinates we had been given, but I trusted Aiden’s resources more. There was something out there and we were going to find it. 
 
    Caleb glanced behind us several times, still trying to watch Jamie drive away, but she was no longer in sight. 
 
    “Are you going to survive, Caleb?” I asked, trying to break the tension I was feeling inside. 
 
    His jaw twitched. “Not sure yet. I probably should have gone with her. What if something happens? What if she doesn’t make it back and we can’t find her?” Caleb’s hands raked through his hair. “Fuck!” 
 
    My eyes widened. I had just been joking, but he really was worried and now I felt bad for poking at him. 
 
    I reached my hand out to him. “She’s going to be fine. We didn’t see anything suspicious on our way here. She’ll be in touch with my dad soon and I have no doubt he’ll send someone to meet her halfway.” 
 
    His shoulders drooped. “You think he’ll do that?” 
 
    “I know he will.” 
 
    “She’s going to be okay.” He nodded, seeming to say it more for himself than for any of us. 
 
    “Yes, she is,” I promised. “You need to focus on what we’re about to walk into. If you get yourself hurt or worse because you were too distracted thinking about Jamie’s safety, she’ll kick your ass. Just remember that.” 
 
    The evil grin I’d grown to love appeared on his face. “She’s got a lot of spunk. You’re right. I don’t need her harming my boys, because I was acting like a baby.” 
 
    Liam laughed. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but yeah. Man up, bro.” 
 
    Augie cleared his throat. “Nobody in this truck has room to talk. I’ve seen all of you act like idiots since you’ve met each other. Caleb, don’t let them fool you into thinking they haven’t acted just the same way at some point.” 
 
    I reached my hand over, smacking him in the head. “Secrets, Augie. You’re not supposed to share or else I won’t tell you more.” 
 
    “I’m just keeping it real.” He grinned. 
 
    I sat back in my seat and smiled. Augie was right. Caleb wasn’t acting any crazier than Liam or I had in the past when things weren’t going our way. Having a mate made people irrational, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    The tension still simmered within the cab of the truck as we got closer to the next location. I kept my eyes focused on the outside, watching our left, while Augie took the right. The forest was overgrown, and I was beginning to think we’d missed a turn somewhere, because I couldn’t see any sign of activity from my position. 
 
    Liam stopped the truck a few minutes later. “There’s another vehicle ahead. I’m going to turn the truck around, so it’s ready for us to make a quick escape if necessary. Probably better if we walk from here.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good idea. Leave the keys under the floor mat so any of us can get in the driver’s seat if we need.” 
 
    I hated thinking for one second that Liam wouldn’t be capable of driving home when we needed to leave, but we needed to think realistically, not optimistically.  
 
    Once the truck was situated, we all got out. I climbed into the bed and grabbed my bag. It had some minor first aid items that probably wouldn’t do anything to help Sam or Jessica if they had been beaten like Marshall, but it didn’t hurt to have just in case. Along with the medical supplies, I had a couple of knives, a small pistol, and extra ammo. 
 
    If it was at all possible to hurt one of them without engaging in a fight, then I was going to do just that. I was tired of fighting fair and losing. It was time to start fighting smarter and saving our resources. 
 
    The guys each grabbed their own items, and we headed out. Liam fell into step beside me and grasped my hand. I could feel the fear rolling off him, but I tried to block it out. I didn’t want to feel any emotions at that moment. I wanted vengeance. I wanted to act without thought. 
 
    Picturing Marshall’s broken form, I let the anger take over. Declan and his men had crossed the line too many times, and every time they harmed one of my people, I lost a little bit more of my ability to think rationally. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we approached the structure, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. It wasn’t a house or even an outbuilding. Just five pieces of wood appearing to be haphazardly put together. There were no windows, and the door must have been on the other side, because I couldn’t see one. 
 
    A car was parked in front of it, and we continued to step carefully to take a position behind it. I peeked in the car, noticing there was blood staining the back seat. My heart constricted, wondering whose it might be. 
 
    Augie nudged me and nodded toward the structure. 
 
    I focused and listened. I could hear raised voices, but the sounds were garbled, making no sense. 
 
    “We need to move in,” Liam said. 
 
    I pulled out my knife, thinking it would be a better fit for fighting in close quarters. 
 
    Caleb eyed my knife. “I’m going to steal that from you one of these days.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Over my dead body.” 
 
    Liam glared at me. “Can we not talk about your dead body when we’re invading an unknown situation?” 
 
    I cringed at the stress in his voice. “Sorry, babe.”  
 
    We continued forward. When I was near the door, I heard a scream, and then people began fighting. I didn’t wait a second longer before kicking in the door, even as Liam yelled at me to wait. I wasn’t in control anymore. Instinct was taking over, and I knew I had to get in there. 
 
    The door fell to the floor, landing on two men. Jessica was tied to a chair, unmoving, with a nasty gash on her forehead that was healing on its own. Since she didn’t appear to be in immediate danger, I focused my attention on the two men on the ground. Sam was one of them and he appeared to be struggling out of the grasp of the other guy. 
 
    Liam and Augie pulled the door out of the way as Caleb tried to move me away from the fight. 
 
    “Help Jessica,” he said, but I ignored him. 
 
    My focus was on the man next to Sam, the one who had likely tried to kill Marshall but hopefully hadn’t succeeded. As I leaned forward to get my hands on him, two more men stormed in. 
 
    Caleb and Augie pushed them back out. The structure was too small for all of us to be there, and I was glad to have one less person in there trying to rein me in. 
 
    The momentary distraction gave the guy on the ground enough time to get up and he headed for me. I tucked the knife into my boot, deciding I could take this guy without any assistance.  
 
    He was already bleeding from either the door or Sam. His grey eyes narrowed on me as he growled. He opened his mouth to speak, but I didn’t give him a chance. 
 
    I pulled my arm back, then punched as hard as I could up into his jaw. His head snapped back, but he recovered fast and continued forward for more. 
 
    Liam must have agreed that I had a handle on things, because he reached for Sam and dragged him out of the way. Jessica was still slumped over in the chair, unconscious but out of the way. 
 
    The guy swung at me, but I ducked out of the way, sneaking in another hit, this time to his gut. He fell to the floor, groaning in the fetal position. 
 
    Well, that was easier than I thought it would be. 
 
    I turned for Liam. He had Sam up and settled into a chair next to Jessica. I glanced out the door just in time to catch Caleb and Augie fist-bumping. I was pretty sure neither of them would ever truly grow up and that made me smile on the inside. 
 
    I focused back on the shifter at my feet. He was still whining on the ground, trying to catch his breath. I gave him a solid kick in the ribs for good measure before taking the few steps to Jessica. 
 
    I reached for my knife to cut the rope off her, but my hand only felt laces from my boots. I thought maybe I stuck it in the other boot, but as I focused downward, I realized my knife was missing. I turned around just in time to see the guy I had thought was down for the count, glaring at me with my knife in his hand. 
 
    Time seemed to blur as several things happened simultaneously. 
 
    Augie yelled my name, Liam charged forward two seconds too late, and the man before me sank the knife into my side. 
 
    I howled in pain as Liam tackled him to the ground, the knife digging further in from the impact. Augie ran to my side, catching me as my knees started to give out, while Liam pounded his fists into the guy’s face until Caleb pulled him off. 
 
    “We need him alive, brother.” 
 
    Liam grunted, not wanting to stop, but I whispered his name, snapping him out of his rage. 
 
    He was at my side in an instant, grasping my hand as Augie lifted my shirt to inspect the damage. 
 
    “Augie, tell me she’s okay,” Liam demanded. 
 
    I felt pressure at my side and hissed in pain. 
 
    “She’s going to need some internal stitches if the bleeding doesn’t stop before we get home and her rib is probably cracked, but she’ll be good as new tomorrow.” 
 
    Liam’s emotions poured into me, causing tears to leak down my face. I had no control over it, which kind of pissed me off. As much as I loved our new bond, it had its burdens. 
 
    “Shhhh, it’s okay,” he whispered. 
 
    I wanted to tell him it was his fault for the tears, but I didn’t want to make things worse, so I sucked it up. 
 
    “Let’s just get out of here,” I mumbled. “Tie those twatwaffles up in the bed of the truck and head home.” 
 
    Caleb grinned. “I’d be happy to do that.” 
 
    We now had three of Declan’s men. Not rogue shifters he’d hired, but people who had hopefully been high enough up on the chain to give us information on where he was holed up. 
 
    Augie and Liam lifted me up. As I hobbled past the asshole who cut me, I kicked him in his face just hard enough that he should still be able to feel the pain when he woke back up. 
 
    Liam chuckled at my move but didn’t say anything about it. “Have a seat here. I’ll go get the truck. Augie, help Caleb finish tying the other one up.” 
 
    I winced in the seat, then attempted to cough to cover up the sound, but that only made the pain worse. I fought back real tears as the agony built up. 
 
    Liam eyed me, but I waved him off. We needed to get on the road and back where we had better cell service. I wanted to check on Jamie, Marshall, and the pack, and make sure nothing had gone awry while we were gone. 
 
    Minutes later, the truck crashed through the trees, coming to a halt as close as it could get to me without knocking me over. Liam had made his own path through the brush and I grinned. My dad was going to be pissed about the new scratches on the truck. Hopefully, the fact that I wasn’t dead would smooth things over. 
 
    The three guys hauled the dickbag shifters into the back of the truck. I sat in the chair, smirking at the rough treatment Declan’s men were receiving. They deserved so much worse, but being thrown in the back of a truck, hogtied, was a start. 
 
    “We’re going to need to take their car,” Caleb pointed out. “We don’t have room for Sam and Jessica, plus an injured Taya. I’ll drive that back with Sam up front and Jessica in the back.” 
 
    “I’ll drive the truck,” Augie said. “Liam can stay in the back with Taya.” 
 
    I didn’t like splitting up, even if Caleb would be following behind us, but he was right. There was no other way to get us all back to the pack comfortably in one car. 
 
    Liam and Caleb lifted me into the back seat as tears streamed down my face from the pain. Liam slid in next to me, and I settled my head in his lap as Augie started the truck. 
 
    “Gerald is going to rip you a new one,” Augie teased, looking back at Liam. 
 
    He shrugged. “He’ll understand when it was to prevent Taya from being in more agony. I wasn’t going to carry her further than necessary.” 
 
    Augie laughed. “Man, I was looking forward to him yelling at you for the first time, but you’re probably right. He’ll likely give you a hug and his thanks.” 
 
    Liam shook his head and I drifted off to sleep. I didn’t need to listen to their banter. My body needed rest, and a little bit of sleep on the way home would go a long way. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What the hell happened to my daughter?” my dad’s voice growled from the open door. 
 
    Apparently, none of them had been smart enough to clue my dad in prior to our arrival. They probably had a lengthy conversation about whether letting him know in advance was better or not and were cringing inwardly now that their decision completely backfired. I wished I had been awake for the entertainment. 
 
    “I’m fine, Dad,” I mumbled. “Someone get me out of this truck.” 
 
    Multiple sets of hands reached for me and growls emitted from several overprotective men. 
 
    “Really, people?” I huffed. “I’m still bleeding like a sieve here and you’re going to fight over who gets to carry the princess inside?” I glanced around, noticing Caleb was the only one not acting like a caveman. “Caleb, can you help me into the house?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No way, Taya. I helped you once with one of your tricks, and I paid for it dearly. You’re on your own.” 
 
    I had forgotten about the time he helped me get Liam to open up by pretending he was willing to fill in for Liam when he refused to touch me under the same roof as my dad. That was a great night. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “Someone just get me out without acting like a child.” 
 
    Augie backed up, giving my dad room to find a better position. Liam was still behind me, and together they slid me from the truck. Blood dripped down my stomach, and when I was upright, soaked into my pants. 
 
    I swayed on my feet. I’d lost a lot more blood that I realized. 
 
    “Alex is on his way,” Augie said. “She’s going to need more than a few sutures.” 
 
    “What happened?” my dad asked again, but this time his voice was much calmer. “You said you had everything handled. This is not handled.” 
 
    Well, the calm only lasted for a second, but it was still better than his tone before. 
 
    “Can we get inside first before we start discussing everything?” I asked. “Wait. How’s Marshall? Where’s Jessica and Sam?” 
 
    “I took Jessica in already. She still hasn’t woken up. Sam was feeling better when we arrived. He went home to shower and change already,” Caleb said. 
 
    My dad’s face fell, and I noticed Caleb hadn’t mentioned Marshall. I gave my dad a pointed stare until he answered. 
 
    “We met Jamie halfway, but the by the time we arrived, Marshall was already dead. Alex was with us, but there was nothing he could do.”  
 
    I nodded as my face hardened. Another pack member gone because of Declan. Every lost pack mate was another kick to the gut. 
 
    I raised my hands out to my dad and Liam, who was now out of the truck as well. They each took a side, carrying me inside just as Alex arrived. 
 
    His face paled. “You guys need to quit coming home like this.” 
 
    Once I was settled on a hospital bed, one that hadn’t been put away after we lost Davis, I closed my eyes again, trying to block out the pain. 
 
    Liam reached a hand out to me and I soaked in the love he sent my way, sighing in contentment. His love through our bond was better than any drug Alex could give me. Well, that was until the good doctor began poking around my open wound. 
 
    A string of curse words left my mouth, and I was certain I broke one of Liam’s fingers when my grip tightened on his. 
 
    “Sorry, Taya,” Alex said. “I have to do that at least four more times to stop the internal bleeding. The blade nicked a main vein. If Liam hadn’t been holding the shirt to your side, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation. I need to make sure it’s mostly closed before we stitch you on the outside. Your wolf healing should take care of the rest.” 
 
    I breathed in and out, focusing on Liam and our bond the best I could for the several minutes of excruciating pain. It didn’t really help stop the pain, but it did make me feel better to know how much he loved me. 
 
    “That should do it,” Alex said. “You need to stay in bed for the next twenty-four hours to make sure those stitches don’t open up, but you can do that from your house as long as you’re slow and careful getting home. Don’t shower, either. That will only prolong your healing if you get the incision wet.” 
 
    Ugh. I had blood all over me. I really wanted a shower. My face must have said as much, because Liam leaned over and whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I give an excellent sponge bath.” 
 
    I smiled at him. He really was the best at cheering me up. 
 
    “Get some good sleep,” my dad said. “We had two more attacks on the other packs, and each one is getting closer. We’re going to need you back with us as soon as possible. Liam, we’ll need you tomorrow while Taya is resting. We’re running out of time to find Declan first.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was not a good patient. I’m pretty sure I yelled at everyone who dared to visit my grouchy ass. Liam left early in the morning with strict orders that I was to stay in the living room for the remainder of the day. I only received couch privileges, so I could binge on some TV shows I’d been missing. 
 
    Jamie came over next and caught me in the kitchen looking for food. 
 
    “I was coming over to feed you. Didn’t Liam tell you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I began ignoring him when the demands of cooperation started rolling off his tongue.” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, he didn’t play that one very well. I’m here now. Slowly, go sit back down on the couch. I’ll bring you sustenance. We wouldn’t want you to wither away on us,” she teased. 
 
    I flipped her off before going back to the sofa. My ass was going to be imprinted into it by the end of the day. 
 
    Augie showed up briefly at some point, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “What’s got you so excited?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s really fun watching how far I can push Liam and Caleb,” he answered. “It might just get me killed, but it’s entertaining.” 
 
    I groaned. “Why do I have to be on bedrest and miss all the fun?” 
 
    He patted me on the leg. “Don’t worry, there will be plenty more of it tomorrow. Liam and Caleb should be back before dinner. Your bedrest time should be up then, so we’re going to go check out Caleb and Jamie’s house if you’re up for it.” 
 
    If I was up for it? Was he crazy? I was dying to get out of the house. It was a situation in which I could have chosen to stay inside all day and been perfectly fine, but since I was being forced into it, I was going insane. 
 
    “There will be no keeping me in this house any longer than necessary,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” He stood and leaned down to give me a hug. “I need to get back to work. You ladies have fun.” 
 
    I turned toward Jamie after waving goodbye to Augie. “You should sneak me over to the house now. It would be more fun that way.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Good try. I’m listening to Alex’s advice. Bedrest for a full day. Deal with it.” 
 
    I pouted, feigning innocence. “Please, I won’t tell.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell,” she said. “If anyone comes over here to visit you, which is likely, and we’re not here, I’ll be on the receiving end of Liam’s wrath. I love you, but not that much. Now, turn the show you were watching back on and indulge in this relaxing time. There won’t be much of it in the near future from the sounds of it.” 
 
    I huffed but did as she said. Jamie was right. I should probably be enjoying the quiet time, but my mind wouldn’t let me. It kept circling around to all the things I should be doing if I hadn’t gotten stabbed by the asshat. 
 
    I needed to pay him a visit and see if they’d broken him yet. I’d love to have a crack at him and give some payback. 
 
    “How’s Jessica doing?” I asked. 
 
    Jamie shrugged. “Alex says she’s fine, but she hasn’t woken up. Gerald has someone with her around the clock, though, just in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    I didn’t want to think about losing another member of our pack, so I ended up taking a nap to block out the crap running through my head. I woke up to multiple voices in my house who thought they were whispering. 
 
    “Should we wake her?” Liam asked. 
 
    “Can I do it?” Augie asked, his tone of voice telling me he wouldn’t be nice about it if he got the chance. 
 
    I pushed myself up on the couch, feeling almost back to normal. My muscles were sore and there was still a slight ache in my side, but all manageable stuff I wouldn’t worry about or tell anyone about. 
 
    “Nobody gets to wake me up,” I said, surprising them. “Now, someone let me out of this house.” 
 
    Liam laughed as he made his way toward me, then helped me the rest of the way off the couch. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I stretched to show I could move on my own. “Great. Back to normal. I just need sunlight to feel complete.” 
 
    “All right, then. Let’s go,” Liam said. 
 
    I pulled back. “Really? No arguing? No making me check in with Alex or my dad first? Who are you?” 
 
    “Hmmm. You make valid points. Maybe we should–” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, that’s just my crazy talk. Let’s go.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and we all walked out the front door. I was the first to slip through. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    I knew I was being dramatic, but I hated being told to do something. If Jamie hadn’t been with me all day, I never would have lasted. Points to whoever thought of sending her over. They knew me well. 
 
    “Can we walk to Caleb and Jamie’s?” I asked, not wanting to be cooped up in a car even for just a few minutes. 
 
    “No, it’s a couple of miles away, but we can take the ATV’s instead, so you won’t be in a car,” Liam answered. 
 
    That would probably be a whole lot more fun than walking. “Let’s do it, but only if I get to drive.” 
 
    Nobody objected, which was good for their well-being. I was apt to throat-punch someone if they did. We took three of the ATVs and I realized how lonely Augie must feel. He was our fifth wheel. A very much wanted fifth wheel, but I’m sure some days it didn’t make a difference. I hoped we didn’t ever make him feel uncomfortable. 
 
    As soon as Declan was dealt with, we’d be finding a him a suitable mate. One I would have to approve of. I would only accept the best for my dearest friend. I almost pitied the poor girl, whoever she might be, for having to deal with me. 
 
    Liam snuggled in behind me, wrapping his arms tight around my stomach. “I missed you today,” he whispered. 
 
    I leaned my head back to kiss him. “I missed you, too, but not as much as I would have before the bond. It was nice to feel you there even though you weren’t, if that makes sense.” 
 
    He kissed me again. “I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    I leaned forward again, ready to drive the shit out of the quad. I had pent-up adrenaline I needed to let out. I knew which house Caleb and Jamie had bought just from her descriptions, so I took off without waiting on the others. 
 
    Wind slapped against my face as we picked up speed, and I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face. I glanced behind us to find the others weren’t too far behind. Caleb had a competitive side and it showed as he gained on us. 
 
    I pressed the gas, but then let up, deciding I wanted to enjoy my time. Caleb could have his win for today. 
 
    Liam squeezed me as I let the others pass, saying something, but I couldn’t hear him over the noise. 
 
    Not even ten minutes later, we arrived at the house. 
 
    I let out a whistle. “You weren’t kidding when you said it needed work.” 
 
    I guess it had been a while since I paid attention to the home when we passed by it. The siding was missing in some places, the paint was chipped, windows were cracked, and more. We’d be spending hours a week here for the foreseeable future to get it fixed up. 
 
    “The inside is nicer than the outside,” Jamie defended her new home. “It has potential and it’s close, so don’t make fun of my house.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think of it.” I smiled. “Show us the rest.” 
 
    We followed them in and found that Jamie had been right. There was newer paint on the walls and some of the rooms had new flooring to help brighten the place up. The kitchen had recently been updated, but the bathrooms were the worst. 
 
    “I already bought new toilets and fixtures for the bathrooms,” Caleb said. “Either of you want to help me install them?” His attention was on Augie and Liam. 
 
    “Only if you feed us,” Augie answered. 
 
    That was always Augie’s requirement. He was a growing boy. 
 
    Jamie and I ordered pizzas from the only place in town that was willing to drive thirty minutes out of town for us, while the guys checked out the supplies and made plans for what they would do first. Talks of tearing down walls began, and I decided it was time to head back outside. 
 
    There was a porch swing that needed to be refinished, but it was still sturdy, so we settled in. The view was incredible, and I was beginning to get jealous of the location. 
 
    I nudged her shoulder. “You won’t mind if we borrow your house while you’re in the Catskills, right?” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t think it would matter if I did mind, but you’re welcome anytime.” 
 
    “Having permission does make things easier. We’re going to need to make a better strip on the property for you guys, so you don’t have to fly into the airport and drive two hours every time.” 
 
    We continued to talk about their plans for the house and things we could do without the guys. I was happy to leave the heavy lifting to them, but some of it I had actually enjoyed when Liam and I had given our house a makeover. I was excited to help Jamie do the same. 
 
    Pizza arrived, and the guys were already covered in drywall and paint. 
 
    “I thought you were hanging fixtures and installing a toilet?” Jamie gaped. 
 
    Caleb shrugged. “Go big or go home, right?” 
 
    “We are home.” She glared at him. 
 
    He swung an arm around her. “I promise, you’ll love it.” 
 
    “As long as I can pee and shower somewhere sanitary, then I’m happy.” 
 
    I laughed, and the guys cringed. They must have torn through more than just a wall. 
 
    “You’ll be able to… eventually.” 
 
    Jamie rolled her eyes, moving away from Caleb. “Should we eat on the swing and let the cavemen continue to make a mess of my house?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds fantastic.” I gave Liam a kiss. “Make sure it’s perfect for them. Jamie deserves it.” 
 
    “Of course.” He smiled. 
 
    I followed Jamie back outside. We ate and then ventured around their property for a while until it was almost dark. We headed back inside. I was exhausted, but Liam was nowhere near ready to leave and Jamie had just pulled the paint out to start on their bedroom. 
 
    I pulled Liam aside. “I’m going to take one of the ATVs home.” 
 
    “Let me get cleaned up and we can go.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you stay and finish. It looks like you guys are almost done, but I know my limits. I don’t want to push myself too far and not be ready for whatever my dad needs tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” His face creased in concern. 
 
    “Positive.” I gave him a kiss. “I’ll see you at home.” 
 
    I said goodbye to the others with promises to Jamie that I’d be over tomorrow night, if possible, to help with the painting. 
 
    The ride back home was tranquil as I raced the setting sun. The sky was awash with orange, red, blue, and purple colors. My favorite time of day. I almost took a detour to the pond to watch the sun set completely, but I really was tired and wanted a proper shower now that I was allowed. 
 
    I pulled up to the house and headed straight for the bathroom. I should have thought to take one earlier when my twenty-four hours were up, but I had been so excited to get out of the house that being clean had taken a back seat. 
 
    I double-checked my injury. It was closed all the way from the outside with a scab that would likely be healed all the way by the time I woke up. I took my nail scissors and cut out the stitches before I hopped in the steaming shower. They weren’t helping anything anymore and it wasn’t the first time I’d taken my own stitches out. 
 
    Once I was under the water, I let out a sigh of relief. I took my time, enjoying the heat against my skin. When the water began to cool, I stepped out and got on some pajamas. 
 
    I began brushing out my hair, realizing that the shower had woken me up, and decided to finish watching a show I had been enjoying earlier. I heard the front door and smiled, walking out of the bathroom with brush in hand to greet Liam. 
 
    I flicked on the hall light, but Liam was not who I saw standing in my living room. 
 
    It was Sam, and he wasn’t there for a friendly visit, either. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had told myself just the other day that we needed to start locking our door, but I never asked Augie where I might find a house key. Stupid. Now, Sam stood before me with something in his hand, and I knew it wasn’t good for me. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Sam?” 
 
    His eyes were sinister, something I had never seen on him before. How had we missed this? 
 
    “I saw you come home alone. I wanted to check on you, since you were hurt so badly yesterday. Where’s Liam?” 
 
    His voice was calm, but his body language gave him away. Sam and I weren’t exactly friends. He had no business in my home. 
 
    “He’s on his way.” 
 
    I sent as much urgency and fear through our connection to Liam as I could, hoping he’d get my mayday call. On a good day, I could take Sam without a problem, but if he hit me just right in my side, I knew I wouldn’t win against him. 
 
    “You should probably take off before he gets here. He’s the jealous type. Kind of annoying, but I deal with it.” 
 
    I instinctively knew Sam was the traitor. There was no other reason for him to be in my house uninvited. If I could convince him I thought his visit was normal and buy myself some time until Liam arrived, then I would do everything in my power to make that happen. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to deal with that in a mate, Taya. There are plenty of other suitable shifters in our pack who would treat you with more respect.” 
 
    He took several steps in my direction. I held my stance, refusing to be afraid of him, but the way he mentioned other suitable shifters creeped me out. Could he be jealous of Liam? 
 
    “That’s enough, Sam. You need to leave.” 
 
    I braced myself for the attack. My brush was still clutched in my right hand. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “I’m not leaving without you,” he sneered. “You’ve fucked up enough of my plans. I’m not letting you do it again. Now, make this easier on yourself and come with me. I’d rather not hurt you, but I will if I have to.” 
 
    He had stepped closer and was within striking distance. I didn’t waste any time. I guarded my left side where the injury was and swung with my right fist out. I clocked him in the jaw, then rotated my hand to jab the brush into his side. 
 
    He howled in pain but didn’t retreat. 
 
    Where is Liam? 
 
    He took a swing back at me, but I ducked and saved my face from the impact. I decided he needed a decent kick to the balls for trying to hit a woman. When I brought my leg up, he saw it coming and grasped it with his hand, causing me to crash into the ground. 
 
    His body landed on top of me and before I could blink, he stuck my arm with a needle. My vision immediately began to go foggy. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” I snarled. 
 
    “Just something to make sure you don’t cause a scene.” 
 
    He lifted me up and carried me outside. It was dark now, but I could hear the ATVs ripping through the dirt. 
 
    They were going to be too late. 
 
    I did my best to hang on, but the last thing I remembered was Sam tossing me in the back of his car before the fog fully took over and I was unconscious. 
 
     I woke to water being thrown on me and found myself tied to a chair with heavy chains. I was not happy, and neither was my wolf. I growled and snarled as my vision focused on where I was. 
 
    “She’s awake, boss,” Sam yelled from the doorway before turning to me. “It’s about time. I thought I might have killed you on accident.” 
 
    I couldn’t see a clock anywhere. I had no idea how long I had been out or how far away from home I might be. 
 
    Love and relief slammed into me suddenly. Liam. I felt him. He must have thought I was dead when he couldn’t feel me anymore. I closed my eyes and reached out to him. I needed him to know I was okay, but as soon as he did, I felt the anger. Pure rage came through to me, bringing me back to my current situation. 
 
    I opened my eyes, glaring at Sam. “Why am I here?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. You’re just an insurance policy. When Declan is done with you, he said I get to keep you. It was a win-win for me. I get to keep my life and the girl.” 
 
    “You won’t lay a hand on me if you want to live,” I snapped. 
 
    He moved his hand closer, trailing his finger down my cheek. “Oh, we’ll see about that.” 
 
    “That’s enough, Sam. You haven’t finished your end of the deal. No touching until you do.” 
 
    Declan moved into the room. His imposing figure seemed to fill the room as he stared daggers at me. I had killed his son. There was no way he was going to let Sam have me. Sam was an idiot for believing so. We’d both be dead soon if I couldn’t figure out an escape. 
 
    “I’ve waited a long time for this day, Taya. I wanted to kill you the day you embarrassed my family at the Decennial Gathering, but kids these days have no respect and you refused my handshake. Instead, letting your father pay the price. Next, I’ll be hunting down those witches for foiling that plan as well.” 
 
    He took a seat in the chair across from me. I had nothing to say to the man. I refused to let his words get through to me. I wouldn’t let him break me. 
 
    “I didn’t worry, though. I had back-up plans to my back-up plans. You see, I’ve had decades to plan this coup, and your dad has always been in my way. Always wanting to be in other people’s business. He couldn’t just let us run our packs the way we wanted to. There had to be rules. I didn’t like his rules.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “You don’t like them, either. I thought for the briefest of moments, I could bring you to see my reasoning, but you made the wrong choice. You went and got yourself a mate, making yourself more vulnerable.” 
 
    Mother fucker. I told Liam this would happen. I knew he’d be used against me. 
 
    I kept my face relaxed. “Liam is just a means to an end. He helped us get closer to you, and after I kill you, I’ll be done with him, too.” 
 
    Declan smirked at me. “So you say, but I’ve watched you from afar. I don’t believe you’re that good of an actress. He and Gerald will come for you, and when they do, we’ll be ready. I’m going to let them suffer for a few days, first. For now, you just sit tight, and I’ll be back. We have more to discuss.” 
 
    He stood from the chair, turning to the other guard beside Sam. “Don’t leave this room. Piss in the corner if you need to go. Shawn will be back tomorrow, and he’ll take shifts with you.” 
 
    Sam huffed. “What about me? I can help Todd.” 
 
    Declan stared down his nose at Sam as if he was scum. “You haven’t proven yourself. I don’t trust you, so no, you may not help any of my staff.” 
 
    Sam was at least smart enough not to respond to that comment. Instead, he cast his eyes down to the floor like a little bitch and nodded. 
 
    Declan slammed the door shut behind him, and I was left alone with the Todd guy and Sam. 
 
    I stared Sam down. “Why now? You’ve had plenty of opportunity to get to me. Why tonight?” 
 
    “I couldn’t get to Jessica to finish the job and knew she’d wake soon. She figured out I was working with Declan when things didn’t go as planned on our road trip. I couldn’t let her tell Gerald before I got Declan what he wanted. I was prepared to kill Liam to do so, but then you came home alone, giving me the perfect opportunity without making things messy.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief that my dad had kept someone with her. Sam could have easily made it look natural and gotten away with killing her if he hadn’t. 
 
    I began to think about getting out of the chains. I didn’t like my odds of making it out of the room on my own. I needed to sway one of them to help me. I wouldn’t let my family fall into Declan’s trap, even if it meant I didn’t make it out alive. 
 
    *** 
 
    An hour or so later, Sam finally left. I refused to fall asleep and ended up having a staring contest with Todd. The room was silent. The walls were bare. There was absolutely nothing for me to do except stare at him or go to sleep. 
 
    I began counting the stripes on his shirt. There were thirty-seven, in case anyone cared. I watched his face, waiting for any sort of sign that would tell me that the man before me had any sort of heart, but he remained emotionless. 
 
    His blue eyes hardly blinked, and I finally caved after about two hours. If I didn’t speak, I’d sleep, and that was worse. I needed to try to find out what was coming. 
 
    “So, where are you from, Todd?” I asked. 
 
    No response. 
 
    “You probably know a lot about me, since you work for that psychopath. It’s only fair I know something about you. What’s your favorite color? How about food? Oh, we could talk about books. You seem like a reader, you know, since you’re not fond of speaking.” 
 
    Random babble continued to pour from my lips, but he remained mute. I had to give him credit. The guy was good at his job. If only that job wasn’t keeping me hostage, life would be grand. 
 
    I gave up after I ran out of asinine questions I didn’t really care to know the answers to. I began singing children’s songs instead. I had a horrible voice. I never sang for this reason, but maybe it was enough to make Todd break his stone-cold exterior. 
 
    I was on my umpteenth chorus of ‘This is the song that never ends’ – because you know… it never ends – when the door opened. A man I instantly recognized walked in. I stopped singing and glared daggers at him. 
 
    Todd stood from his chair. “Good luck,” was all he said as he shut the door behind him. 
 
    I hadn’t known his name before today, but I knew where he was from and now, what kind of trouble he had caused. I silently vowed to kill him before I left the room. 
 
    “Taya, calm down,” Shawn said as he took a seat. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “You’re the Catskills traitor. You were the guard who took Jamie and I to the kitchen that day we stood in front of the office. You got your alpha killed.” 
 
    His eyes glanced everywhere in the room except at me. He didn’t speak for a long time. My adrenaline was pumping. My body shook with rage. If I wasn’t certain the metal shackles keeping me to the chair would hurt my wolf, I’d shift and tear the guy to pieces. 
 
    Shawn stood and began pacing in front of me. I watched him carefully, unsure of why he was the one freaking out. He had to have known I was the one he was coming to guard. He had the upper hand. There was nothing I could do to him. For now. 
 
    “You’re a disgrace to our kind.” I decided to rub salt in the wound. I could at least take my verbal aggressions out on him. “Does your family know what a spineless douche they raised? How do you sleep at night knowing all the lives you ruined by helping Declan attack your own pack? How –” 
 
    A growl tore from his throat. “I did this for my family. Everything I do is for them. You have no idea how hard it’s been all these months, knowing what Declan had planned but being unable to do a fucking thing about it. So, just shut up for five damn minutes.” 
 
    Holy fuckery. Declan had something over Shawn. I didn’t know what it was, but I intended to find out. If I could convince him our pack could help him, then maybe I could get out of here. I quickly realized he was my only hope of getting out of my current predicament alive or without losing my loved ones. 
 
    I would do everything possible to make sure they didn’t fall into Declan’s trap, even if it was the last thing I did. If Shawn couldn’t get me out of the room alive and away from Declan, I had no other option but to go down fighting. I vowed to take out as many of his men as possible when I did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stayed awake for as long as I could, but Shawn began to give me the silent treatment as well. He didn’t freak me out as much as Todd and his emotionless face, so I fell asleep. While Shawn had seemed to be a safe bet for not hurting me during sleep, Declan was obviously not. 
 
    Morning brought Declan back into the room. I was awoken by him grasping my hair and twisting my head back with a sinister smile on his face. 
 
    “Good morning, Taya. I hope you slept horribly. I require your assistance in luring your family here. Would you be a doll and shed a tear or two for me? It would make the picture all the more enticing.” 
 
    I spat on his shirt. “Fuck. You.” 
 
    His grip tightened on my hair. “Listen here, you little bitch. Nobody is coming to save you until I want them to. I’m giving you the opportunity to make your last moments on this earth manageable. We can switch to the hard way if you’d like to continue to be difficult.” 
 
    “I’ve never done anything easy, so why should I start now?” I spat. 
 
    His beady eyes narrowed on me, and he let go of his grip. “Have it your way, then.” 
 
    Before I could blink, pain radiated across my face. I sucked in a breath, trying to get a grip on the agony, but he punched me again, and I lost it.  
 
    My wolf began a partial shift while I yelled and cursed. The chair I was still tied to teetered to one side, but Declan grabbed it before I could fall. 
 
    “Still want to do this the hard way?” His smirk was menacing. He was so far past sane, I knew there was nothing good left inside him. He would kill me as soon as he got what he wanted. 
 
    I let the tears fall down my face just as he had demanded. Yesterday, he had said he’d let my family stew for a few days and I hoped that meant I still had another full day before he set his plan into motion. One more day to figure out a way out of the hell hole I was stuck in. 
 
    Declan pulled his phone out and snapped a few pictures of me. I imagined I was quite the sight to see. My right eye was swelling, and I had no doubt that bruises were already surfacing. He hadn’t held back one bit when he hit me.  
 
    “Good girl.” He patted me on the head. “Though, for being difficult and making me angry, you can go without food today.” 
 
    He turned to leave the room and I noticed Shawn in the corner. His hands shook, and he still refused to make eye contact with me. 
 
    I took a deep breath and realized I had to pee. Like, really fucking bad. I was still in my pajamas and hadn’t gone to the bathroom since I was taken. I was thankful I had wanted to stay up watching a show the night before and wore real pajamas instead of something barely there like usual. Things would be slightly more awkward if I hadn’t been fully clothed. 
 
    I cleared my throat, getting Shawn’s attention. He blinked at me but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I have to pee.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I have to urinate. You know, that thing your body does after so many hours? Guys stand, girls sit. Piss –” 
 
    “I knew what you meant. You’re not allowed to leave this room.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell am I supposed to do when I have to pee?” 
 
    They couldn’t actually expect me to go in the chair, could they? Beating me was one thing, but that was way worse than torture in my book. I at least needed a bucket and a break from the chains. 
 
    “We can’t risk you shifting by taking off the chains. You either need to hold it or go where you sit.” His face was serious. There was no waver. 
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me? No pun intended.” 
 
    His lip curved up on the left. “You’re not getting out of that chair unless Declan takes you. I can call him back in here if you’d like.” 
 
    Fuck that. I’d hold it a while longer. 
 
    “What is he doing with those pictures he took?” I asked, changing the subject. Maybe if I warmed him a little, got him talking, I’d be able to at least convince him to get me a bucket. 
 
    “I don’t know. He’ll find a way to get the picture to your dad, I’m guessing. Leave them clues as to where we’re at, and then wait.” 
 
    I nodded. I already assumed that much, so it didn’t really tell me anything. 
 
    “What is his plan once they come for me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t think we should be talking. Try to go back to sleep. Declan has no reason to come back until tomorrow.” 
 
    “What happens tomorrow?” 
 
    He sighed. “Todd got offkey singing and I get all the questions, huh? I can’t answer that last one.” 
 
    “Why not?” I glared. 
 
    “Because you’re not the only one fighting something. Just leave it alone.” 
 
    I left him be, respecting his request, but only for the time being. If I couldn’t pee, then I would try to sleep some more. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on my bond with Liam. I had kept that part of my mind as closed off as possible, but I imagined my pain slipped through when Declan hit me. I wished I could speak with Liam, tell him everything was fine, that they needed to stay as far away from here as possible, but I knew neither him, my dad, nor Augie would listen. 
 
    So much hurt came through from Liam. That feeling was evenly matched with anger and frustration. I took a moment to send him as much love as I could in hopes of calming him. If all I could do was attempt to make him feel better, then I’d do my best at it. 
 
    Hopefully by now, they had figured out Sam was the traitor. There would be no reason for him to be missing at the same time as me. I couldn’t believe we had missed it before, but he had done everything right. As I fell asleep, I wondered how long he had been fooling us, and just how much Declan knew about our pack. 
 
    Sometime later, Shawn shook me awake. “Wake up. My shift is almost over.” 
 
    I blinked my eyes several times. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Just a few hours. Todd will be back in about in ten minutes. Try not to irritate him too much. I’ll be back tonight.” 
 
    “Wait. Where does Aiden think you are?” 
 
    Shawn hesitated. “He probably knows now and when I get out of here, I’ll be on the run, but it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Which is?” 
 
    “Enough questions, Taya.” 
 
    I gave him my best sweet face. “One more. Can I please get a bucket before you leave?” 
 
    He sighed and pulled his phone out. “Don’t say a word. I’ll kill you myself if you do.” 
 
    Without explaining beyond that, he slipped out of the room. I considered trying to move the chair or do anything that could give me any sort of advantage, but if Shawn was getting me a bucket, then just maybe I was getting through to him. I’d behave until time started to run out. I still had tonight. 
 
    He came back in the room with a small garbage can and toilet paper. I mentally perked up at the fact that I was getting through to him. 
 
    “You get one chance, Taya. Don’t fuck it up. I’m going to move your chain so only your right side is tied to the chair. You get to figure out the rest and quick. You have less than a minute before I need to put it back.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to hold back my grin. I still wanted to murder the asshole for getting Elijah killed, but part of me wondered if he’d only done what he had to do to survive and keep his loved ones safe. I couldn’t honestly say I wouldn’t have done the same thing. 
 
    I stretched out my left arm. My wolf rose to the surface, but I beat her back down. Not yet, girl. We have more work to do. 
 
    She didn’t like that, but I had control and kept my word to Shawn. 
 
    Once he had the chain moved, I reached for the bucket. The chair was still partially in my way and I ended up peeing on the corner of it, but most of it made it into the garbage can so I didn’t complain. I grabbed the toilet paper from my other hand and wiped before reaching between my legs to get the chair, too. 
 
    “Times up,” Shawn said. 
 
    I tossed the toilet paper in the bucket and pulled up my pants, grateful they were fleece and easy to move. I sat back in the chair, bringing my arms back together, so he could fix the chains. 
 
    I met his stare as he relocked the bolts. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    He grabbed the bucket, placing it in the far corner of the room. Hopefully, that would be for later use. I didn’t imagine that’d be the only time I’d need to go, even without food or water. 
 
    Shawn took his seat and minutes later, Todd walked in without knocking. They did some weird fist bump and switched places. 
 
    I was back to being alone. 
 
    Todd wore a plain grey shirt today, so I didn’t even get the benefit of having something to count over and over again. I refrained from singing per Shawn’s request, and I was bored out of my damn mind. 
 
    There was no way to track the hours that passed. I had no idea what time it was. I just knew there was less than a day before my dad received word of my location, and I needed to get out of here before any of the people I loved most got themselves killed. 
 
    I didn’t attempt conversation with Todd. I didn’t see the point. I had gotten some sleep, so it was easy to stay awake. Time went slowly, but it was manageable. 
 
    When the door finally creaked open, I tensed. I didn’t think it had been long enough for Shawn to be back, but sure enough, he was the one to walk in. 
 
    “Declan is headed out and wants you to come with him. I’ll take over again.” 
 
    Todd nodded. “Whatever you did to her earlier worked great. The bitch didn’t say a word the whole time. Thanks.” 
 
    A low snarl sounded from deep inside of me. I should have sung the fucking song. 
 
    Todd smirked, then shut the door behind him. 
 
    Shawn paced the room nervously. He didn’t say a word, and I just watched. Whatever he needed to work out, I’d let him do it on his own. I didn’t have time for other people’s crazy. 
 
    Finally, he stopped. His hazel eyes met mine head-on for the first time. 
 
    “I have to get you out of here.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I was supposed to go with Declan tonight, but I couldn’t do it. He’s going to one more pack to recruit another group of shifters. The things he said… what he plans to do to those who won’t follow… I can’t be a part of that anymore. I’ve been a slave to Declan for two years, but rarely was it ever by his side like this. My family wouldn’t want this. It’s not okay.” 
 
    “Where is your family?” 
 
    “My mother and sister are still in the Catskills, but Declan has more men. Mercenaries. They’ll take them and torture them if I do this.” 
 
    Shit. He didn’t mention a father, meaning they probably had no protection at home from a rogue shifter. I could call Aiden and have them taken to safety, but I wasn’t sure how he would react if he learned I was working with Shawn. Would he understand why Shawn had betrayed them? 
 
    Probably not, but I did, and I had faith that Aiden would at least protect the mother and sister. Shawn might not ever get to see them again, but at least they’d be alive. 
 
    “What did you do that Declan is using against you?” 
 
    He paused, shuffling his feet, once again refusing to meet my eyes. 
 
    “I killed a human.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    My body froze. That was the most important rule in our world. Shifters didn’t harm humans, followed closely by never revealing ourselves to the humans. How Shawn was still alive after killing one didn’t make any sense to me. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “It was an accident. I didn’t mean to hurt her.” He ran his hands through his onyx hair. “The whole night had been a mess. I should have just gone home when I had the chance, but I was young and stupid.” 
 
    I waited patiently for him to be ready. I didn’t push for the answers I so badly wanted. It was enough that he was even willing to help me. 
 
    “My friends and I had gotten fake IDs for our eighteenth birthdays. We frequented a bar about an hour away from the Catskills. We’d been going there for a few months. Nothing ever happened. We played pool, stuck to ourselves, and had a few beers before going home. 
 
    “I met a girl one night. She was human. I knew better, but she was hot and wouldn’t leave me alone. My friends left, and I stayed. I had my own car and I wasn’t ready to leave the girl. We had more drinks and when I woke up in the middle of the night, the girl I had been with was lying dead beside me.” 
 
    As irritated as I was that he’d been stupid enough to try to hook up with a human, I knew he’d probably tortured himself enough over the years. 
 
    I kept my voice calm when I spoke. “What did you do next?” 
 
    “Declan was standing above me. I thought I was a dead man. He had every right to kill me on the spot, but instead, he said he had a proposition for me. He’d cover up what I’d done in exchange for my help. I didn’t even question what he wanted. I barely even knew who he was, but I wasn’t ready to die. I took the deal. 
 
    “The following weeks, I watched the news, but nothing ever surfaced about the girl. He’d kept his word. A month later, I got my first call. They came sporadically. Nothing ever major. Mostly, he wanted Elijah’s schedule or to know things we were up to. A few times, I made deliveries for him. I had no idea what I was delivering, but I didn’t ask questions. I was still alive.” 
 
    “When did you become more involved?” I asked. 
 
    “About six months ago. The tasks got riskier. The information became harder to get, and I was putting a lot on the line. I tried to tell him I’d paid my debt. We were even, and I was done, but then the threats to my family came. He had pictures of my mom and baby sister at the park. I couldn’t risk them. My dad died right after my sister was born. I’m all they have.” 
 
    Tears filled his eyes. I was having a hard time deciding how I felt about Shawn. He had done some terrible things, but for good reasons. I understood, but at the same time, I didn’t. I would have never allowed myself to be in that situation to begin with. 
 
    I tried to sit a little straighter, but the chains were still wrapped tightly around me. 
 
    “I have a plan, but you’re going to have to let me out. Do you have your phone still?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “I can call Aiden. I’m sure he knows I’ve been taken. I’ll tell him I’ve found help, but he has to get your family first. As soon as he has them safely within the pack house, you have to promise to get me out of here. We’ll call my dad and Liam. They’ll meet us somewhere, and we can regroup before coming back here to get Declan.” 
 
    Shawn stood, pacing the room again. He was struggling with his decision. It didn’t take a genius to figure that out. 
 
    “Let me help you,” I implored, trying to convince him this was the only way. “Declan won’t ever stop using you if we don’t beat him. It’s now or never for you. If I die, so does your chance of having a normal life again. Your family will always have to look over their shoulders if Declan lives.” 
 
    He stopped pacing. “I don’t care if I live, but you have to promise my family will be safe. I know what I’ve done is unforgiveable. All of it. But they shouldn’t have to pay the price for my mistakes.” He pleaded with me as if he was already dying. 
 
    I leveled my stare on him. “I promise you, I will do everything in my power to make sure your mother and sister are protected. Aiden will listen to me. Nobody will touch them in the pack house.” 
 
    He sighed and pulled out his phone. “They haven’t left yet. When they do, only a handful of guards will still be here. We can make the call as soon as they do.” 
 
    I held back my smile. I was going to get out of the hell hole. I sent all the love and longing I could to Liam. I fully opened our bond back up, not wanting to hide any of the happiness I felt for him. I hoped he felt some peace at knowing I was okay. I would see him soon. 
 
    I could feel Liam’s response. He was confused and still rightfully angry. I’d call him as soon as we hung up with Aiden. As much as I wanted to call Liam first, I had to give Shawn a reason to continue to trust me. Calling my mate before securing his family was not the way to do that. 
 
    A short time later, Shawn slipped from the room to check if Declan had left. I’d have to find a way to warn the pack as well. Maybe they could leave before Declan’s crew arrived. 
 
    When Shawn came back in, he was sheet-white, nerves getting the best of him. “It’s clear. Are you sure about this?” 
 
    I nodded. “Everything will be okay if we can get outside these walls. Did Sam go with Declan?” 
 
    I really wanted a chance to gut that asshole. 
 
    “He was sent somewhere the first night you arrived. I haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    Shit. I hoped he hadn’t gone back to the pack. I didn’t want him anywhere near my family. 
 
    Shawn began to undo my restraints. Once my hands were free, he handed me his phone. “Make the call. We won’t leave this room until I know my family is safe.” 
 
    I dialed Aiden without responding. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you, Shawn?” Aiden’s dark voice snapped. 
 
    “It’s Taya. Shawn is helping me, but we need you to do something first.” 
 
    “Where are you? Liam is losing his shit. I was almost ready to fly out there. Does he know you’re okay?” 
 
    “Not yet. I need you to go get Shawn’s mother and sister. As soon as they’re safe, we can leave here. I’ll call Liam next, but you have to promise me you’ll go get them now. Text his phone as soon as you have them.” 
 
    “Taya, he’s our traitor. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I do, and it’s a long story, but I don’t have time. Just go get them. Please.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine, give me ten minutes.” 
 
    “Make it five.” I hung up the phone before he could argue and glanced at Shawn. “Where are we? I want to call Liam and have them meet us.” 
 
    He rattled off an address that I texted to Liam before dialing his number. I held my breath, anxious to hear his voice. 
 
    “This is Liam.” His voice was broken. All happiness sucked from it. 
 
    “Don’t say or do anything that tells anyone I’m on the phone before you answer this question. Is Sam with you?” 
 
    He snarled. “Taya, where are you? Sam hasn’t been here since you went missing. We assumed he had taken you after Jessica woke up and told us the truth, but we had no proof. Are you okay? Whose phone is this?” 
 
    I smiled. “I can only answer one question at a time, dear. I’m okay. I texted you where we are, but don’t come here. Meet us south of here. We only have a small opening when we can leave.” 
 
    “Who is we?” He didn’t sound happy that I was with someone else. 
 
    “Shawn. He’s from your old pack.” 
 
    “Get the fuck away from him! He’s working for Declan.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He was so overprotective. “I know that, babe. He’s been guarding me. It’s a long story, but we need to leave. I’ll call you when we’re in the clear. If you don’t hear from me within the hour, feel free to charge in like the bull in a china shop I know you can be.” 
 
    His voice lowered. “I love you, Taya.” 
 
    “I love you, too. Now, hurry up.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I almost forgot. “Wait. I’m going to text you another address. You need to send some of our teams there. It’s where Declan is headed next if he hasn’t already arrived.” 
 
    He gave me his word he’d take care of it and then we hung up. I handed the phone back to Shawn. Aiden still hadn’t texted back, but I wasn’t worried about it. I knew he was hurrying. 
 
    Shawn checked his phone, and I stood from the chair for the first time in almost a day. My muscles screamed at me as I stretched, but it felt amazing. 
 
    I walked around the room, enjoying the freedom to move limbs. Several minutes later, Shawn’s phone sounded from a text. 
 
    He opened the screen and smiled. “He sent a picture. Let me go do more checking and see where the others are. If we can avoid them, we will, but you may need to fight your way out of here.” 
 
    I grinned. “That’s not a problem for me.” 
 
    He slipped from the room as I waited impatiently. I was ready to smell the outdoors, feel the wind against my skin. Shift to my wolf form. All the things I wasn’t certain I would do again after I woke up tied to that chair. 
 
    The door cracked open, and Shawn motioned for me to follow him. “I only saw two guards. I’m going to put cuffs around your hands behind your back, but I won’t lock them in case things go sideways. I think it’s our best chance of getting out of here without having to fight our way out. Try not to look happy about leaving.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll play my part. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    I reached my hands behind my back and flinched as the cold metal touched my skin. He pulled my arms tight together as he gripped my hands with one of his and put the other on my shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m going to be rough.” 
 
    “Just get us out of here, and I won’t care one bit,” I said. 
 
    He directed us down a hall, then through a living room of sorts. There was no traditional furniture. Just chairs and plastic tables with papers spread out on them. When we left that room, a man I hadn’t seen yet stood sentry at the door. 
 
    “Where are you going with her?” he demanded. 
 
    I struggled to get out of his grasp, pretending I didn’t want to be anywhere near Shawn. 
 
    His grip tightened. “Declan needs her at the other pack. He wants to move the fight there. I said I’d take her.” 
 
    The guard eyed me, then Shawn. “They took all the vehicles. How are you going to do that?” 
 
    “Declan said there was another one on the east side of the property, an old farm truck. I’m going to drag her through the field and use that.” 
 
    “Alright, do you need help?” The guy raked his eyes down my body. “I wouldn’t mind taking her off your hands while you got the truck.” 
 
    I snarled and ripped myself from Shawn’s grip. No need to pretend there. Before I could get very far, Shawn snagged me by my hair and threw me back. I landed on my ass and one of my cuffs slipped off. I rolled sideways and fixed it before the guard could notice I wasn’t actually locked up. 
 
    “I think I’ll take her,” Shawn said as he yanked me up. 
 
    I winced and lowered my head into submission. It killed me to do so, but I just wanted to get out of the house. 
 
    The guy moved out of our way without another word and we walked right outside. Shawn didn’t loosen his hold. We kept up the show until we were out of sight from the house and any of Declan’s guards who might have been watching. 
 
    I slipped off the cuffs. “Is there really a truck?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We need to shift and run. Call Liam first and then we don’t stop until we find them.” 
 
    I took the phone from his out stretched hand. As I hit dial on the phone, a voice had me stopping from putting it up to my ear. Instead I slipped the phone in my pocket and hoped Liam would hear and they’d hurry. 
 
    “Nobody is going anywhere,” Sam barked. “Did you really think it would be that easy? Declan’s not stupid. Tonight was a test, and you failed.” 
 
    I turned to find Sam and three others, including the man who had just let us walk out the front door, standing before us. 
 
    We were outnumbered, and I was weak, but I refused to go back into that house. I would fight my way out of our current situation or die trying. I mentally said my goodbyes to my loved ones. There were no other options for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shawn stepped in front of me protectively. It was sweet, but not necessary. I moved next to him as we both stared down Sam and the others. Liam was likely still at least an hour away from us. No help was coming, and my resolve was wavering. 
 
    “If you both come back in willingly, then the torture won’t be as bad,” Sam taunted. “I’ll treat you right, Taya. You know me.” 
 
    I gagged. “I thought I knew you, but I was obviously wrong. The good man I thought I knew would never stand before me with threats.” 
 
    “That Sam was a weak little bitch who never took what he wanted. Declan showed me how to be a better man. Now, I’m going to get what I want, just like he always does. You think any of you are here by accident? He’s always ten steps ahead.” 
 
    Shawn shook his head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Sam smirked, enjoying the fact he knew more than us a little too much. “You were the easiest of all. Young and naïve. All it took was a pretty face to bat her eyes at you and you fell for the trap. You becoming a guard was a bonus he hadn’t expected, though.” 
 
    Shawn’s body quaked with rage. He was ready to snap, and I was done listening to Sam. 
 
    I called on my wolf and forced a shift quicker than I’d ever done before. My body screamed at me, but my wolf pushed through. She was just as ready. She hadn’t liked being drugged and tied up. Sam would soon realize he messed with the wrong wolf. 
 
    The others followed my move and began to shift, but none of them had the motivation like I did to turn as fast. I charged for Sam in my wolf form and managed to take a chunk out of his right leg before his shift was complete. 
 
    Shawn followed my moves. He went for a wolf who hadn’t completed their shift yet, slamming his massive jaws into the guy’s spine. There was no quick recovery from that injury, but he’d survive. One down, three to go. 
 
    I refocused on Sam while Shawn took on the other two. The odds were more in our favor now, but I still wasn’t going to assume for a second that we would get out of this safely. 
 
    Sam slammed into me, lunging for my neck. His mouth only caught fur, but it was too close of a call for my comfort. I got back up and charged him next. 
 
    Our wolves met in the middle, front legs lifted up, looking for blood. We were an even match. I’d trained with Sam for years. He knew my fighting skills and I knew his. I needed to step up my game and surprise him with something or we’d just keep exchanging blows and tire ourselves out. 
 
    I checked on Shawn from my peripherals and saw he was down to one wolf. I debated waiting until he could help me, but I wanted Sam for myself. He had betrayed our pack and deserved to die by our pack. 
 
    I let the rage build within me, thinking of the lives lost because of him. How we almost killed Rick instead. Blinding wrath quickly consumed me, and my wolf howled deep before making our next move. 
 
    Sam was bigger than me, but I prided myself on being quicker. We charged Sam, sliding low to the ground at the last second, then swiping at his belly. I drew blood, but not nearly as much as I had hoped for. 
 
    He didn’t stay down for long. Instead, he snapped his muzzle back at me, getting a good grip on my front leg. I took advantage of his position and latched on to his neck as best I could. I couldn’t hold on for long, but I hoped it was enough to get him to release me. 
 
    I was wrong. My feeble grip on his neck did nothing to phase Sam. He yanked hard on my leg and, without me realizing it until it was too late, had the upper hand. His wolf loomed over mine, not the least bit worn out, ready for blood. 
 
    I glanced at Shawn, but he was still preoccupied and wouldn’t be coming to help me anytime soon. I bucked and twisted as hard as I could, but nothing released Sam’s hold on me. I reached out to Liam through our bond, trying to call on his strength for a hail Mary. Anything that would get me out of my current situation. 
 
    Sam let go of his bite on my front leg only to move it to my neck. His teeth pierced my skin, and I held still for a moment to see just how far he’d go. He said earlier he wanted me. Maybe I needed to submit, and he’d back off. If he thought I was giving up, I might have a chance of getting out of this alive and without being his slave. 
 
    I calmed my wolf, trying to assure her it was the best move. She didn’t like being submissive but saw my reasoning and was willing to give it a shot. 
 
    Sam released his hold on my neck when he felt my wolf relax beneath him. He nipped at my snout, but I kept my wolf head down as a show of respect. I wouldn’t fight back again until he completely backed off. I needed a moment to get my bearings. 
 
    Before Sam could fall for my trick completely, a howl tore through the trees. It was one I’d recognize anywhere, but not the one I expected. 
 
    I turned toward the sound just in time to see Augie’s wolf fly through the opening. He was practically foaming at the mouth with rage as he charged Sam. I held still as Augie slammed into Sam’s side, throwing him off me. 
 
    I got back up on all fours and was quickly flanked by two other pack mates as a third went to help Shawn. I watched Augie snap Sam’s neck with ease and it almost frightened me. I’d never seen him this angry before, but then again, his best friend had never gone missing before. 
 
    I shifted back to human form when I realized there were no more threats in the area and went to Augie’s side. I hugged his wolf with everything I had, whispering my thanks. He nudged me away and shifted back as well. 
 
    When he was on two legs again, his arms wrapped around me. “Taya…” 
 
    His voice was gruff as he held back tears. 
 
    “I know, but I’m okay. You saved me.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill them all. Nobody takes my best friend and gets away with it. I’ve been searching and moving this direction for the last two days. I refused to go home until you were found. I would have found you soon if you hadn’t gotten out on your own.” 
 
    A growl tore through our moment, and I turned to find Liam in his wolf form shifting back to human. Augie nodded at me, understanding I needed to go to my mate. 
 
    I ran for Liam and fell into his arms as he finished his shift. Tears fell from my eyes as he held on to me tighter than ever before. 
 
    “Augie was closest, but I did everything I could to get to you. I’m so sorry, Taya.” His words were muffled against my neck, but I could hear the heartbreak in them. 
 
    “You have no reason to apologize,” I whispered. “You’re here now and nothing will separate us again, okay?” 
 
    He nodded, but still didn’t let go. I didn’t know how much time we had left before Declan arrived back, but I’d take this moment with my mate regardless. 
 
    “It looks like an orgy gone wrong.” Caleb laughed as he and Jamie appeared. “Anyone want clothes? We come bearing gifts.” 
 
    Liam took a set, covering me first in a shirt and sweatpants, then throwing on his own pair of pants. 
 
    Jamie hugged me as Liam got dressed. “You scared the shit out of all of us. Don’t do that again.” 
 
    “Get drugged and kidnapped by a psycho? I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    She smacked my shoulder and I winced, still not healed from the fight with Sam. Liam was at my side again in an instant. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “Just a little sore, nothing to worry about. We have more pressing issues. Did anyone make it to the other pack I warned you about?” 
 
    “They did, but nobody was there,” Augie said. “Guards are still hiding out and most everyone has left that pack just in case, but I think you had wrong information.” 
 
    Oh, God. The whole thing was a set up. From start to finish, Declan had been one step ahead of us. 
 
    “Where is my dad?” I asked, frantically. 
 
    “He stayed with the pack. He knew Augie and I would find you and didn’t want to leave the pack without a leader.” 
 
    No, no, no. Declan was headed there, or he had already arrived. He didn’t want to use me as bait. He had used me as a distraction. Fuckery! I would not lose my father today. Declan would not take any more of my family away. 
 
    “I need a phone,” I demanded. “Augie, can you feel my dad? The pack? Is everything okay?” 
 
    Caleb slipped a phone into my hand as Augie answered. 
 
    “I’m not picking anything up that would cause alarm. What are you thinking, Taya?” 
 
    I dialed my dad’s number as I explained. “It was all a set-up to get to my dad. Declan was never headed to the other pack. He’s going to ours.” 
 
    “Shit. How did we not see that?” Augie yelled. “Tie up the shifters who survived and let’s go.” 
 
    The phone was still ringing in my dad’s office with no answer. I hung up and tried his cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail. My stomach sank as commotion went on around me. 
 
    Liam pulled me into his arms. “It’s going to be okay. There are still plenty of guards left at the pack. We’ll be there within an hour.” 
 
    Augie joined us. “I’d feel it if something was wrong. Liam’s right. Try not to stress. Let’s just focus on getting back.” 
 
    Shawn joined our group after securing Declan’s guards. He reached a hand for Liam but was ignored. 
 
    “I know I need to be punished, but I would be honored if I could see this through. I may not even deserve that much, but I’m asking for it. Please, let me fight by your side one last time.” 
 
    Liam snarled, so I responded. “You saved my life today. We have no problem with you continuing this fight with us. We can talk later about what comes next.” 
 
    Liam huffed, but he didn’t argue with my decision. He was a smart man. 
 
    “The truck is about a hundred yards out,” Caleb called out. “I can cram five of you inside, but the rest will be riding in the bed and I suggest you hold on as if your life depends on it, because I’m known for my crazy driving.” 
 
    I glanced around and counted. There were nine of us total, and I knew exactly which five would be riding inside the truck. I almost pitied the other four. It was going to be a long drive for them. 
 
    We ran for the truck, not wanting to waste any more time. I was sandwiched between Liam and Augie, each of them keeping a tight grip on some part of me. Me going missing had done a number on both of them. I almost felt bad before I remembered it wasn’t my fault and Augie had gotten revenge. 
 
    Sam was dead. 
 
    I continued to dial the pack house and my dad’s cell phone, one after the other, but still received no answer. My heart constricted with the thought that we might be too late, but Augie continued to remind me that if something was really wrong, he’d know. 
 
    It only made me feel slightly better. 
 
    I stopped trying to reach them after half an hour, knowing someone would call if they could. I gave Augie my hand and leaned my head against Liam. I had my best friend and my mate. Now, I just needed my dad, and everything would be okay. If I had all three of them in my life, I could get through anything. 
 
    When we were about ten minutes away from the pack, Augie’s hand tightened painfully around mine and he hissed. 
 
    I sat up straight and gave him my undivided attention. “What is it?” 
 
    “Chaos. Fear. Anger. We can assume Declan just arrived at the pack.” 
 
    I leaned forward, gripping Caleb’s shoulder. “I don’t care what it takes. Get us there faster.” 
 
    With a nod from Caleb, I felt the truck lurch forward quicker than should be allowed, but I didn’t care. I needed to get to my dad. I had to know he was safe. 
 
    I needed Declan to be dead once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was just rising. I’d been up all night, planning my escape with Shawn and then fighting with Sam. I was functioning on pure adrenaline and the drive to save my family and pack. I refused to stop now, not when we were so close to finishing what Declan had started so long ago. 
 
    Caleb whipped the truck around corners, almost crashing several times, but his driving skills were rivaling Aiden’s. Liam had been in touch with him. No attacks had happened on their pack and Shawn’s family was still safe. Declan’s threats had been empty in regard to that, thankfully. 
 
    When we turned down the road leading to our property, I glanced in the back of the truck. The four shifters in the back were laying down flat in the bed of the truck with eyes squeezed shut. We probably owed them a decent vacation for suffering through Caleb’s driving and having no idea why it had suddenly gotten a lot crazier. 
 
    “Should we drive all the way in or sneak up?” Caleb asked. 
 
    “Keep going and don’t slow until you can see the pack house,” Augie said. 
 
    He’d been quiet, focusing on the pack while we finished the drive. I didn’t push him. If there was something important to be said, he’d say it. I knew he had to be frustrated with not truly knowing what was going on. 
 
    Finally, Caleb slammed on the brakes, and the sight before me broke my heart. Wolves fighting wolves. Men fighting men. Men fighting wolves. Followed by bodies on the ground. Though, I couldn’t tell who they were. Regardless, lives had already been lost. Even if they were Declan’s men, someone’s son or father was no longer alive. Maybe they hadn’t wanted to be a part of this fight. We’d never know. 
 
    All of us raced out of the truck as the guys from the back hopped out. Augie began shouting orders at everyone, but I didn’t stay long enough to listen. I grabbed Liam’s hand and went in search of my father. I knew that wherever he was, Declan was sure to be. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Liam asked as he ran beside me. 
 
    “I’m not sure. We’ll know when we get there.” 
 
    We stopped along the way to help our pack mates who were losing against their opponents. I was happy to see that most of the people who had been lying on the ground were still alive. Tied up and rendered useless, but still alive. Three shifters I didn’t recognize were dead, though. I had no idea if they were Declan’s or from one of the visiting packs. My heart hurt for them, regardless of where they were from. 
 
    It took us at least ten minutes to make it around the back side of the house. When we did, my heart stopped. My dad and Declan were fighting hand-to-hand, partially shifted into their wolf forms. I had no idea why, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. 
 
    Declan’s hands were wrapped around my dad’s throat as he screamed in his face. 
 
    “You’re not so tough now, are you, Gerald? I bided my time and waited for the perfect moment to put everything into motion. You foiled some of my plans, but I always had another one waiting to put into place. There was never a chance you’d win against me. Now you’re going to die, and then I’m going to kill that bitch daughter of yours.” 
 
    Liam and I raced closer to help as my dad snarled, fighting against Declan. 
 
    Declan noticed us coming and reached into his pocket. “See if you can survive this.” 
 
    A long blade twisted in his fingers as he positioned it over my dad’s chest. I lunged, slamming in to Declan’s side, hoping to stop the knife from lodging into my dad’s heart. 
 
    “Fuck!” Liam yelled. “Stay with me, Gerald.” 
 
    Oh, God. I hadn’t stopped it. Hot, angry tears trailed down my face as I refocused on Declan. I’d already lost so much. My heart was trying to shatter beyond repair, but I forced myself to move forward. I wouldn’t stop now, not until Declan was laying lifeless on the ground. 
 
    He was still underneath me from the hit I made, but I pushed off him. I fell at Liam’s legs and mistakenly took a quick look at my father. I regretted it immediately; not only did it give Declan the upper hand, but it put an image in my head I never wanted to see and took away my hope that my dad would survive. 
 
    Liam had his hands over my dad’s chest, trying to stop the blood. He lifted them long enough to rip my dad’s shirt and bundle it over the wound, but it was already soaked through. 
 
    Declan held me by the hair, dragging me further away from my mate and father. 
 
    “This is going to end right now. I had considered dragging your death out and making you suffer for killing my boy, but I won’t underestimate you again. A quick death will be just as enjoyable.” 
 
    He raised his fist, slamming it into the side of my head. I collapsed to the ground as he positioned himself on top of me. 
 
    “Even if you kill me, you won’t walk away from this,” I snarled. “You will die today. No matter how many people you kill, someone will make you pay.” 
 
    He laughed in my face. “I’ve survived this long. Your threats mean nothing to me.” 
 
    Before he could land another blow, Shawn plowed into him, giving me a moment to regroup. 
 
    I scrambled, ready to jump in and help. I did a partial shift, as I considered a full one, but I didn’t think being in my wolf form would help at the moment. 
 
    I landed a hit in Declan’s side, breaking a rib or two. Just when I thought I might have a reason to believe I could handle him on my own, Declan backhanded me, sending me flying ten feet back. 
 
    Shit, I hadn’t seen that burst of power coming. 
 
    I got up just in time to watch him wrap his hands around Shawn’s head and twist as if it was nothing more than a twig. Fuck! 
 
    Shawn had tried to save me and now he was dead. Just like that. Declan took his life right before me. I fought back the tears as his slack body dropped to the ground. Declan gave him a solid kick to the gut for no reason other than being a sick bastard. 
 
    I charged at him, prepared to get justice for Shawn. To make his death mean something. To make Declan pay for all of the lives he’d taken from this world too soon. 
 
    I noticed the change in Declan’s eyes and realized his burst of power came from his own partial shift and possibly a small amount of magic left over from his time with Mari. 
 
    His body shook with rage, and I knew mine did as well. I had a lot more pent up than he did, and I hoped I’d be able to channel it, putting the anger to good use. 
 
    We exchanged blow after blow, walking circles around each other. I got a look at Liam and my dad, but I couldn’t tell how anything was going without losing my focus. As much as I worried for my father, it would do no good to get myself killed by being distracted. 
 
    “Just fucking die already,” Declan roared. “Why do you wish to continue to suffer?” 
 
    “You know, I was just thinking the same thing about you, but then again, I’m enjoying the challenge. I had thought you’d be easy to kill considering your son was such a pansy.” 
 
    Something snapped inside of him, and I realized I should have kept my mouth shut. He surprised me by going for my legs and I slammed into the ground, cracking my head against a rock. 
 
    He mounted me and both fists came down simultaneously as he began to pound into my face. I felt bones break and breathing became harder. I bucked underneath him, feeling a sense of déjà vu from earlier with Sam. 
 
    I heard Liam yell, but I couldn’t comprehend anything beyond the pounding in my head. 
 
    I almost blacked out, but I managed to hold on long enough to see two wolves flanking Declan. He was so engrossed in smashing my face that he paid no attention to his surroundings. 
 
    Augie’s wolf came around the side, finally catching Declan’s attention and making him pause his beating on me. I breathed a sigh of relief, thankful for the moment of reprieve, but then I thought of my father. If Augie and Liam were coming to my rescue, who was preventing my dad from bleeding out? I refused to believe he could already be dead. 
 
    Declan pushed himself up and I attempted to roll away, but I was beaten worse than I’d ever been before. If whatever Augie and Liam had planned didn’t work, we were all dead. 
 
    “Walk away now and I’ll let you live,” Declan growled. “This is between me and her. Don’t give yourself a death sentence by meddling where you don’t belong.” 
 
    Augie lowered his head submissively or, at least, that’s what I thought. My vision was fading. Between the swollen eyes and blood covering my face, I was lucky I could make out shapes. 
 
    Declan laughed, believing he had been obeyed. “That’s a good dog. Now leave me be.” 
 
    Liam creeped up behind, lowering himself to the ground, so I could no longer see him from my position. I whimpered, wishing he would come to me, but trying to be patient as they executed their plan, or what I figured was a solid plan. 
 
    Augie raised his head, letting out a low growl. He took a few steps forward. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” Declan warned. “I have no problem gutting you like a pig.” Declan reached down, pulling a blade out of his boots. It glinted in the morning sun, showing me just how large it was. 
 
    August James, you better know what you’re doing, I thought.  
 
    I still couldn’t see Liam, but my body was making small movements toward recovery. I twisted to the side just enough to change my view. 
 
    Liam was readied for attack. His hackles were raised, and teeth were showing. Beyond him, I saw two other forms hovered over where my dad had been before I was attacked. I couldn’t tell who was there, but I hoped one of them was Alex and that my dad was okay. I couldn’t picture any other outcome. 
 
    I brought my attention back to Augie. He had taken several more steps toward Declan and looked a lot like Liam. I wondered if they both planned to pounce on Declan at the same time, but I was quickly proven wrong. 
 
    Augie lunged forward, but Liam held still. As Augie came down on Declan, the blade he had been holding sank into my best friend. A strangled cry ripped from my throat. 
 
    “Augie!” 
 
    Nobody paid me any attention and I was furious. What the hell were these guys thinking? 
 
    I struggled to get up from my position. I couldn’t lay on the ground waiting to be rescued any longer. I needed to do something. Anything. 
 
    As I got to my knees, I glanced at Augie. He was laying on his side, blood pouring from his shoulder. Declan leaned over him, blade readied for a kill shot. 
 
    I screamed at the top of my lungs, hoping to make him hesitate. 
 
    Sure enough, he glanced over at me, smirk firmly in place. “Did this one mean something –” 
 
    Liam finally made his move. His wolf lunged for Declan, mouth wide open as he made contact. As Liam landed, his jaws snapped shut around Declan’s neck. 
 
    It was as if everything happened in slow motion. 
 
    Declan’s eyes widened in disbelief that someone had gotten the jump on him. 
 
    Augie rolled over, bouncing back on all fours and ramming into Declan’s middle. 
 
    Liam didn’t falter, and when everything came together, Declan’s neck was broken, his lifeless form hung from my mate’s mouth. 
 
    I stared for a moment, unable to believe what I was seeing. When my brain finally caught up to what my eyes saw, I stumbled forward. 
 
    Augie stayed in his wolf. A smart move considering his injury. 
 
    Liam dropped Declan’s dead body and shifted back, but I didn’t wait for him. 
 
    I continued forward. I needed to see my dad. Now that I knew the immediate threat was gone, I needed to know he was going to be okay. 
 
    I fell down a few feet short, but I caught Alex’s attention. 
 
    “Holy shit, Taya.” 
 
    He turned for me, but I pushed him away. 
 
    “Dad… is he…” 
 
    “I just closed the wound. He’s going to need bedrest for a few days and some donated blood, but he’ll survive. You, on the other hand, are a mess. Stay still.” 
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    I laid on the ground and let Alex poke at my face. “Augie needs help, too,” I mumbled before allowing myself to fade away. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alex promised. “We’ve got them. I won’t let anyone else die today.” 
 
    With those words, I closed my eyes for the briefest of moments. 
 
    It was over. We had beat Declan. I didn’t know at what cost, but it was done and that was what mattered most. 
 
    Liam’s strong hand wrapped around mine. 
 
    “Rest, love. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    I trusted my mate, so I took his advice and faded away with the knowledge that everything else was going to be fine. Declan’s reign of terror was over. We would move past this and be stronger than ever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I woke up, it was the middle of the night. I was in the downstairs room at the pack house with the hospital bed, except there was an additional one brought in. My dad took residence in the other one. His chest rose and fell with even breaths, making my heart warm with contentment. 
 
    Liam and Augie sat in chairs next to the beds, sound asleep. I took a moment to myself to remember everything that happened over the last couple of days. It had all gone by so fast, yet felt like it had taken forever to be over with. 
 
    Declan was dead and the three men in the room with me were alive and well. Those were the most important things in the world to me. My heart ached for the losses I knew our pack likely suffered, and for Shawn. He died trying to save me, but after all he’d done, I knew the guilt would have killed him anyway. Maybe it had been better he went as a warrior, rather than living a life as a rogue or worse. 
 
    I’d make sure to check in on his family, and I’d have Jamie help me keep tabs on them. Even if Shawn had played a part in the Catskills being attacked, I still felt I owed him for getting me out of the room at Declan’s hideout and for trying to save my life. 
 
    I searched for a clock, but there was nothing standing out in the darkness. I reached for Liam’s hand that rested on my bed and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    His body flinched as his eyes quickly opened. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I smiled. “Better than fine, actually. How is my dad? Wait, what about Augie? Why isn’t he in a bed, too?” 
 
    I suddenly remembered Augie had been stabbed by Declan as well. He had to still be hurting. It hadn’t even been a full day. 
 
    “Augie is good. It’s been almost two days since the fight. He’s a fast healer.” 
 
    My eyes bulged. “Two days? How have I been asleep for two days?” 
 
    Liam laughed softly. “Your body and mind have been through hell. You needed it. Alex assured me you were okay, so we didn’t worry.” His hand reached up for my face. “Hopefully, most of the bruises are gone today.” 
 
    It was dark, and we could barely see each other through the moonlight. I touched my face as well, pressing around. It was still sore, but not enough that I had thought about it when I woke up. It was good I had slept for so long. My body had done most of the healing it needed to do without me making things worse by not relaxing. 
 
    “What about my dad?” I asked again. 
 
    “He’s almost back to normal again. He probably could have gone to his room last night, but I don’t think he wanted to leave you. None of us did. You looked worse than any of us.” 
 
    I flinched, remembering the pain of Declan pounding into my face. “You know that doesn’t bode well for my ego,” I teased, using his previous words against him. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” He smirked. “Your face was mostly purple, and your eyes were swollen shut by the time we got you cleaned up. Alex tried to get me to take medication to calm me down, but I refused. I wanted to be completely coherent when you woke.” 
 
    He leaned in closer, pressing his forehead to mine. 
 
    “I love you, Taya.” 
 
    “I love you, too. It’s really over, isn’t it?” 
 
    He nodded. “The worst of it is. There’s still a lot of damage control to be done, but we’ll get there. Most who worked for Declan likely won’t be a problem. From my understanding, they only did so out of fear. We’ve already taken out those closest to him.” 
 
    I glanced over at Augie and my dad once more. They were still sound asleep, and I didn’t want to disrupt them. 
 
    “We should go home. Let them sleep.” I pushed myself up, sitting further up in bed. 
 
    “They’ll be pissed when they wake up and realize we’re gone, but I won’t argue with getting you alone.” Liam gently grabbed my hand and my waist. “Let me help you. I know you probably feel better, but you’re weak. You haven’t eaten in days.” 
 
    At the mention of food, my stomach rumbled.  
 
    I covered my mouth as I laughed. “Maybe we can stop by the kitchen first?” 
 
    “Anything you want, mate.” 
 
    I slid off the bed and into Liam’s arms. As we walked toward the door, Augie surprised us. 
 
    “You both are horrible at being quiet.” 
 
    I jumped. “How long have you been awake?” 
 
    “Long enough to hear you mention food. Mind if I join you?” 
 
    I couldn’t see his face, but I knew he was smiling. Augie knew I could rarely tell him ‘no’ and apparently, so did Liam. 
 
    “Come on,” Liam said. 
 
    I opened the door and the three of us headed for the kitchen. I was ushered to a kitchen stool and told to sit while they served me. I had no intention of arguing with them. I glanced at the clock on the stove. It was just after four in the morning, and I was wide awake. 
 
    A hand settled on my shoulder and I screamed. 
 
    Liam and Augie were poised for attack until they noticed who was behind me. 
 
    “Easy, killers,” my dad joked. “I woke up as the door closed behind you. Decided I’d join you even if I wasn’t invited.” 
 
    I leaned back into him. “You’re always invited, Dad.” 
 
    He turned me around, hugging me tightly. “I’m glad to see you awake, Tay. You about scared me to death.” 
 
    “I could say the same to you.” 
 
    I felt his chest shake with laughter. “Touché.” 
 
    He settled onto the stool next to me as the guys continued to get food out. We gorged on the biggest breakfast I’d ever had and didn’t once mention the fight with Declan. It was a weight lifted from my shoulders that I was more than happy to be rid of. 
 
    Soon, we would deal with the fallout, but for the time being, I’d enjoy my loved ones and be thankful I didn’t have to live without them for the foreseeable future. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two days later, things were beginning to settle into a new normal. Our pack had come home and the shifters who had come to help us had left. 
 
    I learned our pack had lost five more shifters, as well as four of the men who were visiting from other packs. We had given them all proper funerals this morning once their families were back. The whole pack congregated together, and we said goodbye as one. It was the largest turn-out I had ever seen, but it was also the largest loss we had ever suffered as a pack. 
 
    Caleb and Jamie were still with us. They decided to stay until Sera arrived, then they’d go back to the Catskills together. She was due to arrive any moment. I waited outside the pack house, swaying in the porch swing. 
 
    I’d had a hard time being alone in our house after being taken by Sam. I knew the threats were gone, but the memories were still fresh. It would take a while to feel completely safe again. 
 
    Liam was with Augie, handling the guards. Our rotations hadn’t faltered. I wasn’t the only one still on edge, and I didn’t mind in the least. 
 
    Caleb and Jamie arrived, joining me on the porch. Jamie sat next to me, while Caleb rested against the railing. 
 
    “Where’s your other half?” Caleb asked. “I didn’t think I’d see him leave your side for at least a decade.” 
 
    I laughed. “I told him to go to work with Augie. At some point, we have to get back to living again.” 
 
    “You’re a good woman. My brother is lucky to have you.” 
 
    I was taken aback by the compliment. It wasn’t that I didn’t think Caleb respected me, it was just a very mature thing for him to say. 
 
    I turned toward Jamie. “Did you tame the child inside? I think that was the most sincere thing I’ve heard him say. Ever.” 
 
    She grinned. “His training is coming along nicely.” 
 
    He shook his head. “To think, I was getting ready to add, but not as lucky as me. You both are hurting my feelings.” 
 
    He wiped fake tears from his face and pouted. Jamie and I paid him no attention. 
 
    I heard the crunching of tires coming down the gravel road, so the three of us got up. I texted Liam, letting him know his mom had arrived. 
 
    We had offered to pick her up, but she insisted on driving herself, stating she wanted to see the sights. I was quickly learning that their whole family was equally stubborn. 
 
    Liam jogged up, joining us as Sera and, surprisingly, Addie exited the car. Hugs went all around and then we headed inside. 
 
    “How was the flight and drive?” I asked. 
 
    “It was good. I haven’t been to Oregon in years. There’s something special about this place.” She smiled at me. “The people included.” 
 
    I was so glad I didn’t have to hate her. She had texted me constantly over the last two days. I enjoyed getting to know her a bit and planned to take full advantage of her few days with us in Raven Point. 
 
    As the others settled inside the family room on the couches, Jamie and I went into the kitchen to bring drinks and snacks out. We each had smiles on our faces that felt genuine, without worry hiding behind them for the first time since we met. 
 
    Augie and my dad came in through the back door, offering their help. 
 
    “Sera brought Addie with her,” I said to my dad. “She is Sera’s right-hand lady, helps a lot in their house. From what Sera’s told me, Addie’s been her rock while her boys were busy with everything else.” 
 
    My dad nodded. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    Augie hip checked me. “Is she hot?” 
 
    I laughed, remembering my thoughts after I had first met Addie. “Actually, she’s just your type except for the fact she lives in the Catskills, so don’t even think about it. You’re never leaving here, and I promised Sera we wouldn’t take anyone else from her pack.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Why do you have to be such a downer?” 
 
    “I’m getting responsible in my old age.” I shrugged. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on me, face completely serious. “Do not say the ‘R’ word.” 
 
    Everyone in the kitchen laughed. Augie only managed to hold his serious face for a few seconds before he joined in. 
 
    With food and drinks in hand, the four of us headed into the family room. We set the trays down, and I took a seat on Liam’s lap in the chair. Augie not-so-subtly took the available spot next to Addie with an evil smirk on his face. He was doing just as I asked him not to, but I wouldn’t say anything and ruin the joyful vibe within the house. 
 
    Everyone began talking over each other, telling stories or talking about what came next. I leaned my head back onto Liam’s shoulder and enjoyed it all. 
 
    I closed my eyes, thinking about my brother and Davis. The moment could only be more perfect if they were still with us, but I could feel their presence and knew they approved. They would live through each of us and we would have our happy ending. 
 
    Whatever came next, we would be ready for it, and we would get through it together, as a pack. As a family. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Thank you so much for reading the Raven Point Pack trilogy! I hope you enjoyed Taya’s story as much as I did writing it. Her spirit is fierce, and I hope one day to expand on this world. 
 
      
 
    If you’d love to see more from these characters, please consider leaving a review and letting me know! 
 
      
 
    You can also sign up for my newsletter here to be notified of future releases and/or sales. 
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